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Abstract  
Abuse and interpersonal violence threaten participant safety and trust in sport. Many 
political and project activities have sought to promote safeguarding policies within 
national sporting structures. Despite this, implementation of safe sport policy meas-
ures has been lacklustre, and policy guidance is often disparate and sometimes con-
tradictory. Against this background, the Council of Europe initiated the development 
of a safeguarding in sport self-assessment tool to assist national sport authorities 
in this crucial area. This tool addresses some of the gaps within safe sport policy 
guidance by summarising current good practices and offering policy guidance and 
legitimation. In the following Innovations article, we present our work developing 
the safeguarding self-assessment tool for national sport organisations in collabora-
tion with the Council of Europe.

Keywords  Sport · Safeguarding · Youth · Children · Council of Europe · Policy

There is a widespread consensus that abuse and interpersonal violence pose signif-
icant risks to participant safety and trust in sport as an enabler of positive social 
development. However, the challenges facing the sport sector have remained persis-
tent and highly problematic. Issues around abuse and harassment in sport have been 
highlighted by numerous high-profile media examples in Europe, North America, 
and beyond. Likewise, academic literature has documented the nature and extent of 
the problem. For instance, in an analysis of 1665 elite athletes across different sports 
in Germany, Flanders, and Holland, 17.9% reported experiencing severe forms of 
psychological violence, and 10.2% reported severe forms of sexual violence such 
as exhibitionism or being forced to kiss someone, undress, or have sex against their 
will (Ohlert et  al., 2020). Elsewhere, one retrospective web-based study reported 
a prevalence of 14% of sexual violence amongst children in sport (Vertommen 
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et  al., 2015). Complementing the above, several studies (e.g. Bisgaard & Støckel, 
2019; Bjørnseth & Szabo, 2018; Cense & Brackenridge, 2001; Hartill, 2017; Par-
ent & Demers, 2011) have further detailed risk and protective factors, as well as 
the meticulous ways in which grooming may unfold for children and young people 
within sport. Amongst others, significant power imbalances between victim and per-
petrator, as well as lack of awareness concerning what constitutes sexual abuse, are 
important risk factors at the individual level (Bjørnseth & Szabo, 2018; Cense & 
Brackenridge, 2001; Vertommen et al., 2016). At the organisational level, negative 
views of protection, lack of resources, and lack of pre-employment screening are 
also noteworthy risk factors (Parent & Demers, 2011).

Against this background, European and international resolutions have urged 
member states, sport federations, and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) to 
provide clear safeguarding policies and develop procedures to keep sportspeople, 
especially children and young people, safe in sport. In particular, the Council of 
Europe (CoE) has taken an active role in shaping child safeguarding policy, both in 
sport and beyond. Since 2008, the sport policy activities of the CoE have been part 
of the Enlarged Partial Agreement on Sport (EPAS). EPAS is a platform for sport-
related intergovernmental cooperation and currently includes 41 member states as 
well as numerous European sport organisations (Council of Europe, 2020a). How-
ever, the CoE’s sport activities predate the founding of EPAS. In May 2000, Euro-
pean ministers responsible for sport assembled in Bratislava and adopted the Reso-
lution on the prevention of sexual harassment and abuse of women, young people 
and children in sport. Through this, member states were called upon to “prepare 
a national policy which would make a clear statement about the absolute need to 
safeguard and promote the welfare of children, young people and women in sport” 
and “agree that the implementation of the policy within the context of an overall 
framework of support and protection for children, young people and women in 
sport” (Council of Europe, 2000). Similarly, the European Sports Charter calls upon 
signatories to implement measures to safeguard sportspeople from exploitation and 
abuse (Council of Europe, 2001, 2021). More recently, EPAS has become increas-
ingly active through several education and advocacy projects, including Start to Talk 
(STT), Pro Safe Sport (PSS), Pro Safe Sport + (PSS +), and Child Safeguarding in 
Sport (CSiS) (Council of Europe, 2020b, 2020c).

A resulting question from these political and project activities has been how to 
best design and implement safeguarding policies within national sporting struc-
tures. Over the past decade, numerous organisations (e.g. International Olympic 
Committee, 2018; International Safeguarding Children in Sport Working Group, 
2016) and researchers (e.g. Gurgis & Kerr, 2021; Mountjoy et  al., 2015)   have 
begun addressing the question. Though this body of work proposes various com-
mon policy measures and tools, complexities and contradictions remain. This dis-
parate and sometimes conflicting guidance may thus limit policy development and 
implementation. Indeed, the adequate implementation of safe sport policy measures 
has been lacking in many European nations (e.g. Kerr et al., 2014; Parent & Hlimi, 
2013; Rulofs et  al., 2019). In particular, European sport organisations have been 
slow or reluctant to implement safeguarding principles (Hartill, 2017; Lang, 2014;  
Mergaert et al., 2016).
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In line with its project activities, EPAS initiated the development of a safeguard-
ing in sport self-assessment tool to assist national authorities, such as sport minis-
tries, sport confederations, Olympic committees, or other sport federations, to assess 
their organisational capacity related to safe sport and identify areas for improve-
ment. This tool addresses some of the gaps within safe sport policy guidance by 
summarising current good practices, providing policy guidance, and supporting crit-
ical self-evaluation.

In the following Innovations article, we present our work developing the safe-
guarding self-assessment tool for national sport organisations in collaboration with 
EPAS. This tool considers a variety of perspectives as it merges key themes and 
recommendations from a range of self-assessment tools and policy documents and 
is further validated through expert interviews. Moving forward, we will first present 
the step-by-step methodology used to develop the tool. Then, an overview of the 
self-assessment tool will be presented. Finally, we will look ahead and contemplate 
some future directions in the development of safe sport policy.

Development Process 

Document Search

A search of policy documents and self-assessment tools related to safeguarding 
in sport and in general was conducted. To source these materials, the websites of 
Founder Members and Pioneer Organisations from the International Safeguards for 
Children in Sport were searched for relevant, English-language policy/self-assess-
ment materials on safeguarding in sport (see International Safeguarding Children in 
Sport Working Group, 2016). No geographical restrictions were imposed, and this 
ensured that we included a comprehensive range of important national and interna-
tional stakeholders. Other relevant sport and non-sport resources were also searched, 
including the GIZ Sport for Development Toolkit, the Olympic World Library, the 
Council of Europe, and the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Chil-
dren (NSPCC). Documents were included for analysis if they presented policy rec-
ommendations for sport organisations related to safeguarding or featured some form 
of policy self-assessment tool.

Based on this process, 11 documents were included, leading to a list of 223 self-
assessment items or recommendations. A complete list of included documents is 
presented in Table 1.

Cataloguing and Questionnaire Development

Once the materials were collected, all main recommendations and self-assessment 
items were catalogued and deductively organised into the nine pillars identified 
within the CoE’s recent policy consultation activities. Currently, the CoE is engag-
ing in awareness and consultation activities with several European countries and is 
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collaboratively developing tailored policy roadmaps for individual countries (Coun-
cil of Europe, 2020b). Within these roadmaps, nine core pillars for policy action are 
identified, and we will detail these later. For now, suffice it to say that these pillars 
generally align with those present in the International Safeguards for Children and 
have been developed as part of the Child Safeguarding in Sport project together with 
the European Union (Council of Europe, 2020b; International Safeguarding Chil-
dren in Sport Working Group, 2016).

Following this cataloguing, common themes were identified and brought together 
to form the first draft of the self-assessment tool. Two authors coded each recom-
mendation/item into one of the nine pillars, and the authorship group as a whole 
then reviewed this coding. Once the external items were organised within the pillars, 
we merged similar items to formulate a summarised list of items. We also edited 
descriptions of the nine pillars as needed to reflect the breadth of items identified 
through the cataloguing.

Validation Interviews

Following the initial questionnaire development, we led one-on-one expert inter-
views to pilot and refine the tool. This allowed for the collection of feedback from 
a broad range of experts while also generating acceptance and buy-in for the pro-
posed tool. In the end, we interviewed seven experts from a variety of related fields, 
including higher education (n = 2), non-governmental organisations (n = 4), and gov-
ernment (n = 1). The first and second authors each conducted two interviews, while 
the third author conducted three.

For this discussion, a critical realist interview process was deployed (Pawson, 
1996; Verkooijen et  al., 2020). This meant that the item under investigation (in 

Table 1   Documents included for cataloguing

Organisation Document

African Union Sport Council/GIZ Safeguarding in Sport and Sport for Development (S4D) Contexts 
In Africa

Caribbean Sport and Development SafeStamp Risk Assessment Tool
Council of Europe Pro Safe Sport Self-Assessment Tool
German Sport University VOICE Good Practice Guide
International Olympic Committee Safeguarding athletes from harassment and abuse in sport
International Safeguarding Chil-

dren in Sport Working Group
International Safeguards for Children in Sport

Lawn Tennis Association (UK) Venue Self-Assessment Form
NSPCC NSPCC Safeguarding and Child Protection Standards for the Vol-

untary and Community Sector
Sport Australia Child Safe Sport
The Commonwealth Policy Guidance to Commonwealth Governments on Protecting the 

Integrity of Sport
Women Win Girl’s Sport Safety Self-Assessment
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this case, the self-assessment questionnaire) was “open for inspection in a way that 
allows the respondent to make an informed and critical account of them” (Pawson, 
1996). Thus, the self-assessment questionnaire was presented to the experts, and 
they were invited to critically evaluate the pillars and items of the tool. In particular, 
the discussion sought feedback on (1) the completeness of the tool, (2) the wording 
and clarity of the different self-assessment questions, and (3) any potential additions 
or modifications.

Notes were taken during and after the interviews, and interviewees also provided 
written feedback to the authors. Following the interviews, the authorship group met 
to discuss and summarise the findings, as well as establish key areas for improve-
ment. In particular, the feedback received focused on ensuring that protection meas-
ures did not solely focus on athletes but on all sportspeople and that safeguarding 
was embedded in all facets of an organisation. Based on this, the self-assessment 
tool was reviewed and refined, leading to the final version of the self-assessment 
tool presented below.

Self‑assessment Tool

In the end, 85 self-assessment items were retained across the nine pillars. The items 
themselves take the form of binary statements that can be answered with yes, par-
tially, or no. This simple response scheme was chosen as it is easy to apply and can 
help provide a reasonably reliable measurement of safeguarding policy through a 
set of predefined criteria. Furthermore, in many cases, the indicators are progressive 
and build on previous indicators. In Table 2, we provide a description of these nine 
pillars and some sample indicators.

As alluded to above, this tool is meant to be used by national sport organisa-
tions. These sport organisations can include national sport authorities (e.g. national 
Olympic committees, ministries, national sport confederations) or national sport 
federations (i.e. federations responsible for a single sport or a group of sports in their 
country). No scoring scheme has been developed for this. Though we recognise that, 
in certain contexts, some pillars may be more important than others, this tool should 
encourage organisational learning and support a culture of safeguarding. Thus, we 
advocate that each pillar be equally weighted and that organisations completing the 
self-assessment receive a “traffic light” rating for each area. More detailed scores 
are not necessarily needed as we do not want to create competition or scorekeeping 
between organisations but rather promote learning, reflection, and improvement. In 
that spirit, it is also recommended that organisations complete the self-assessment 
every year.

Future Directions

This tool is meant to apply across the Council of Europe’s member states and to a 
wide variety of sport organisations. However, we recognise that not all items will 
apply across all states or organisations to the same extent. Furthermore, there will 
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always be a need to ensure that the recommendations embedded in the self-assess-
ment tool are adequately adapted to the legal, social, and cultural reality of a given 
context. And there is a need for constant, continuous dialogue to support responsive-
ness and improvements in safeguarding. As recent years have shown, the conditions 
around the delivery and implementation of sporting activities can change rapidly 
and dramatically.

Finally, we recognise that many items here focus on a harm reduction view of 
safeguarding, though there are increasing calls for safeguarding to encourage val-
ues like inclusion, safety, fairness, accessibility, and human rights (Gurgis & Kerr, 
2021). This is not because we do not endorse a more holistic, values-based view 
of safeguarding but rather because of the inherent complexity of representing this 
view through dichotomous indicators. Our work attempted to collate and summa-
rise current good practices in the field, which limited our ability to develop more 
open-ended, value-based indicators. As such, we encourage practitioners and policy-
makers to work towards developing a more values-based, comprehensive, proactive 
culture of safeguarding. To do so, future policy recommendations should make a 
concerted effort to move beyond mere harm reduction and ensure that they actively 
include the voices of children and youth.

In short, we wholeheartedly encourage sport implementers and policymakers to 
engage with this tool, reflect on the impact of their chosen policies, and continue 
developing new ideas and good practices for safeguarding in sport. Sport can be a 
crucial vehicle for health, wellbeing, and societal development. Safe and inclusive 
sport is an essential prerequisite to tap into that potential.
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