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Positive attitudes and conduct make sport enjoyable for everyone. Some people can 
ruin the experience with poor behaviour. 

This can include things like undue pressure, abuse, taunting, poor sportsmanship, 
foul language, harassment, bullying, victimisation and more.  It can be verbal, 
written, physical or emotional. 

Poor behaviour can occur in many places - during play, on the sidelines, at training, 
in the clubhouse or outside of the sporting arena. 

It can be coaches, players, parents, spectators, officials or administrators that 
behave poorly. Any one of these people, children or adults, can be the victim of poor 
conduct too. 

Poor behaviour stems from a lack of respect. Showing respect is so important, 
particularly for young people. It's important to teach respect for coaches, team 
mates, officials and anyone else involved in your sport. Below, ABC sports 
broadcaster Paul Kennedy and his two friends Jack and Max, talk about the 
importance of respect: 

Poor behaviour in sport results in: 

• Risks to people's wellbeing 

• Reduced enjoyment for everyone 

• Children and adults giving up sport 

• Fewer people willing to volunteer for coaching, officiating and other roles 

• Risks to clubs reputation and management 

Preventing poor conduct and behaviour in sport requires a few keys steps: 

• Club committee's being prepared and knowing what to do 



• Everyone adopting a positive sporting attitude and accepting responsibility for 
their behaviour 

• Club committee's coaches and other leaders in sport can proactively educate 
their club to ensure this happens and that members understand issues such 
as discrimination and harassment. Here at Play by the Rules we have online 
courses and interactive scenarios that you can promote to members.  

The law 

It is also important to note, that while your sport may set standards for behaviour, 
clubs always have a legal responsibility to address behaviour that offends 
community standards or is against the law (for example, racial vilification, sexual 
harassment, common assault). If you witness behaviour that you think may be illegal, 
you should report it to the police. Similarly, if a bad situation escalates and becomes 
dangerous, play should be suspended and the police may be required to intervene. 

 
Bullying 
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Every person in sport, in every role, has the right to participate in an environment 
that is fun, safe and healthy, and to be treated with respect, dignity and fairness. 

Bullying denies participants these rights and can result in feelings of disgrace, 
embarrassment, shame or intimidation. Bullying can also affect an individual's 
athletic performance, level of enjoyment, work or school life, academic achievement 
and physical and mental health. 

Research has shown that one in six Australian students are bullied every week, and 
are three times more likely to develop depressive illnesses. 

Bullying can occur both on and off the sports pitch and can involve athletes, parents, 
coaches, spectators or umpires. It is prohibited by most sporting organisations under 
their Code of Conduct and can result in penalties and punishments being applied. 



Some forms of bullying constitute assault, harassment or discrimination under 
federal and state legislation and are therefore illegal. 

What is bullying? 

Bullying is deliberately hurting a specific person either physically, verbally, 
psychologically or socially. It involves a power imbalance where one person has 
power or strength (e.g. physical, mental, social or financial) over another. It can be 
carried out by one person or several people who are either actively or passively 
involved. In a sports context bullying can take many forms, for example: 

• a parent telling their child that they are incompetent, hopeless, useless, etc.; 

• a coach alienating an athlete (adult or child); 

• several people ganging-up on an individual team member; 

• spectators verbally abusing players from the opposition; 

• an athlete calling a referee names and using put-downs; 

• a parent intimidating a young coach. 

Bullying can be a 'one-off' incident, but usually involves repeated actions or 
incidences. It can occur everywhere: at home, school, work, playgrounds, while 
participating in sport, when using public transport or walking to or from home. An 
individual may bully their victim face to face or use technology such as a mobile 
phone or computer. 

Types of bullying 

Bullies may use one or several types of bullying to hurt their victim. 

Physical - pushing, shoving, punching, hitting, kicking, taking away a person's 
belongings (this may also constitute assault). 

Verbal - name calling, banter, threatening, teasing, intimidating, yelling abuse, using 
put-downs. 

Psychological - ganging up, preventing a person from going somewhere, taking a 
person's possessions, sending hostile or nasty emails or text messages. 

Socially - excluding, alienating, ignoring, spreading rumours. 

Bullying behaviour is damaging to all involved: the bully, victim, family members, 
those that witness the behaviour and the sporting organisation involved. Athletes, 
parents, coaches, administrators and sporting organisations all have an ethical (and 
possibly a legal) responsibility to take action to prevent bullying occurring in sport 
and manage it, should it occur. 



The effects of bullying 

People that bully may: 

• pick a victim randomly, or carefully choose their victim; 

• find that they get what they want by bullying (power, acceptance, admiration); 

• have been bullied themselves; 

• be arrogant, aggressive or impulsive; 

• enjoy having power over others; 

• enjoy doing it and not care that they cause their victim distress; 

• believe that some people deserve to be bullied; 

• have been influenced by aggressive 'models' (at home, in real life or in 
television or the movies); 

• see their behaviour as justified or 'pay-back' for some treatment they have 
received. 

Any person can be bullied. Sometimes people who are popular, smarter, attractive or 
possess obvious sporting ability are victims of bullying. People can also be subject to 
bullying if they: 

• have not had experience standing up for themselves against bullies; 

• lack assertiveness, resilience and the social skills required to protect 
themselves against bullies; 

• struggle academically or in terms of sporting ability; 

• appear stressed, anxious or easily hurt or upset; 

• look different or are different; 

• have a disability or illness; 

• lack confidence or are shy; 

• have been overprotected at home. 
Signs a person is being bullied 

A person, especially a child, may not always ask for support when being bullied. 
They may feel afraid, ashamed or embarrassed and that the person they tell will 
think they are weak. Victims of bullying may think that they deserve to be bullied or 
are 'dobbing' by telling someone what is happening to them. 

The following are signs that a person may be being bullied: 

• Finds excuses for not wanting to attend training or games (e.g. feeling sick, 
has an injury, has too much work to do) or talking about hating their sport; 



• wants to be driven to training or matches instead of walking; 

• regularly the last one picked for team or group activities; 

• alienated from social or shared activities; 

• has bruising or other injuries; 

• becomes uncharacteristically nervous, worried, shy or withdrawn; 

• clothing or personal possessions are missing or are damaged; 

• repeatedly 'loses' money or possessions; 

• suddenly prone to lashing out at people either physically or verbally. 
Managing bullying 

Bullying is more likely to occur in environments that are highly competitive and 
promote a 'win at all cost' mentality. By emphasising other aspects of sport such as 
enjoyment, team work, sportsmanship and skill development, especially at the junior 
level, sporting organisations may be able to prevent bullying behaviours. 

Sporting organisations should promote their organisation as one that will not allow or 
tolerate bullying and develop Codes of Conduct and a policy that addresses bullying 
behaviours, such as a Member Protection Policy. A Member Protection Policy 
addresses a range of inappropriate behaviours including discrimination, harassment 
and abuse and provides a complaints process for dealing with incidents. The policy 
can also provide a complaints handling process so sports can deal with incidents of 
bullying in a practical manner that is consistent with other inappropriate behaviour. 

The Play by the Rules February 2014 magazine contains an excellent article on 
bullying with further strategies for prevention. 

The law 

Bullying that involves physical assault is against the law. Bullying that involves, 
harassment or discrimination can be against the law under certain circumstances 
(e.g., racial and sexual harassment). Because bullying can contribute to 
psychological injury it may be covered under occupational health and safety 
legislation. 

Subscribe 



Past Issues  

Join a fast growing community of people committed to safe, fair and inclusive 
sport. 

  Subscribe 
 

Creating a bully free environment 
Share Tweet Email Print 

 

There is no two ways about it: bullying has no place in sport. What is bullying? It’s all 
about power! 

• POWER: At the core of most bullying is the issue of Power: one person or a 
group of people trying to exert power – physical, emotional, psychological – 
over another; 

• OPPORTUNITY: Bullies will seize upon an opportunity for bullying. One 
athlete by him/herself, a smaller or younger athlete, someone who looks or 
acts different for example may appeal to bullies as potential targets; 



• WEAKNESS: Bullies look for signs and signals of potential weakness in 
others which in turn provides them with an opportunity to apply intimidation, 
discrimination and harassment; 

• ENVIRONMENT: Bullying will flourish in teams and even communities which 
do not value safety, security and responsible behaviour; 

• RESPECT: Everyone deserves respect and to life without fear. 

Why does bullying happen? Bullying happens when the need for using power to 
intimidate and harass another person meets the right opportunity to use it! 

It is often difficult to clearly understand why someone or a group of people will 
engage in bullying behaviour but at the heart of it is difference: physical, gender, 
racial, social, socio-economic, sexuality, disability or even being different in 
appearance can illicit bullying behaviour. 

How do you recognise a bully and bullying behaviour? 

Bullies come in all shapes and sizes. Not all bullies are the stereotypical physical 
giants of movies and TV. 

Bullying behaviour can be incredibly varied. It can include: 

Physical bullying: 

• Hitting 

• Pushing 

• Spitting 

• Kicking 

Emotional bullying: 

• Name calling 

• Teasing 

• Social bullying: 

• Social exclusion 

• Starting and perpetuating rumours 

• Putdowns 

Drawing attention to a physical difference or disability Creating fear, stress and 
anxiety Threatening (e.g. threats of physical violence). 

Bullying can be done in a variety of ways, e.g. directly – person to person 
intimidation or indirectly through texting, the internet and social media. 



One thing is certain. Regardless of the actual bullying behaviour if coaches, athletes 
and parents do not act to stop it can and will continue often with disastrous effects on 
person being bullied. 

If you recognise a bully and bullying behaviour, what action should you take? Here 
are some tips for coaches about how to take the appropriate action if bullying is 
taking place in your team: 

• First and most important.. STOP THE BULLYING from occurring; 

• Listen to both parties involved – give everyone a fair and reasonable chance 
to put their side of the story; 

• Ask some questions to help you gain a full understanding of the situation: 

• Was this a one off occurrence or has it been ongoing? Were there any 
witnesses? Who exactly was involved and what exactly did they do? 

• When and where did it happen? 

• Refer the matter to the Team’s Disciplinary Council or if you don’t have one, 
form a committee of three people to work through the issues in a fair and 
reasonable manner; 

• If after establishing all the facts there is clear evidence of bullying, adopt a 
zero-tolerance approach and remove the bully / bullies from the team. 

The most important step in eradicating bullying from your team is to educate all 
athletes, coaches, parents and staff about the issues. There are many great web 
sites and a lot of outstanding educational resources about bullying, discrimination 
and harassment available (many are listed at the end of this article). Here are some 
practical things you can do as a coach to help wipe out bullying: 

• Have clear and fair “zero-tolerance” policy to bullying which every athlete, 
coach, parent and staff member is aware of and supports; 

• Have a clear and fair process in place to deal with bullying issues in the team, 
e.g. a Team Disciplinary Council which can hear evidence, listen to the views 
of the people involved and apply the appropriate consequences and penalties. 

• Have a clear and widely available document which details the consequences 
of bullying; 

• Conduct regular team education sessions which include open discussions 
about bullying and harassment; 

• Include some anti-bullying resources in your team diaries, team induction 
materials etc. 

Summary 

• Bulling, intimidation, violence and harassment are unacceptable in sport; 



• Understanding bullying is the key: if you know what it is and can recognise the 
signs you can take action - fast; 

• Look – be aware and observant of the things that are going on in and around 
your coaching program; 

• Listen – to athletes who tell you they feel afraid, scared or even if they seem 
to lack the confidence to express themselves; 

• You – are they key. Coaches can be powerful forces for change. With your 
help we can aim to rid sport of this problem and make sure that every athlete 
feels safe, secure and happy while they enjoy training and competition. 

Wayne Goldsmith is a world renowned coach, performance manager, writer, sports 
consultant and motivator. His coaching, thinking and teaching has influenced some 
of the world's leading athletes. For more great articles related to coaching, check out 
Wayne’s website sportscoachingbrain.com. 

 


