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Sexual Violence in Sports 
Introduction 

Athletes of all ages, genders, and athletic performance levels may experience sexual harassment or sexual 
abuse in sports.1   

Interpersonal violence in sports is often committed by someone who has authority and responsibility over 
other people in a sport.2 This violence may be sexual, psychological, and physical violence or neglect, and 
can occur in the form of hazing, bullying, and grooming. 

• ‘People with authority and responsibility’ can be a coach, parent, medical personnel, spectators, 
or other athletes. 

• Interpersonal violence in sport can happen during training, competitions, training camps, locker 
rooms, a coach’s home, and other locations where athletes gather. 

College Sports 

College athletes may experience isolation, humiliation, rejection, physical abuse, and sexual abuse while 
practicing or playing their sport.3 This is due to power imbalances, winner-take-all rewards, and an 
organizational tolerance of violence within sports culture. 

• A 2021 study surveyed 1,004 student-athletes at 10 NCAA Division 1 institutions across the U.S.4 
o 29% of the student-athletes reported experiencing some form of sexual violence, 

including unwanted sexual touch, unwanted sexual situations, stalking, attempted sexual 
assault, or completed sexual assault, while enrolled at their university.  

 Among the student-athletes who experienced sexual violence: 
• 17.5% experienced a completed sexual assault and formally reported it 
• 14.1% experienced stalking and formally reported it 
• 13.9% experienced attempted sexual assault and formally reported it 
• 11.3% experienced unwanted sexual situations and formally reported it 
• 9.4% experienced unwanted sexual touch and formally reported it  
• 1/5th reported feeling “very” or “extremely knowledgeable” about where 

to file a report of sexual violence, while only 10% reported feeling “very” 
or “extremely knowledgeable” about what happens after a student 
reports sexual violence 

• In a survey of 1,500 adults in the U.S., more than 1 in 4 current and former college male and 
female athletes reported experiencing inappropriate sexual contact from a campus authority 
figure.5 

o 28% of these athletes experienced inappropriate sexual contact, 19% were sexually 
harassed, 26% were threatened into silence, and 42% were groomed through 
inappropriate touch or words, all by authority figures. 
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 These athletes reported the following authority figures who committed sexual 

violence against them: 
• 44% reported an athletic coach. 
• 39% reported a professor. 
• 28% reported an academic advisor. 
• 23% reported a school administrator. 
• 21% reported a counselor or therapist. 
• 21% reported a medical professional. 

o 34% of respondents reported knowing a campus authority figure who used their position 
of authority to sexually coerce a student. 

o 25% of respondents reported knowing another athlete whose career or grades were 
threatened if the athlete refused sexual advances. 

Professional Sports 

A 2020 survey of nearly 4,000 current and former professional athletes (including Olympians and 
Paralympians), from over 50 different sports reported:6 

• 48% of survey respondents reported being aware of coaches who developed sexual relationships 
with athletes. 

• 9% of survey respondents reported experiencing inappropriate sexual contact during their 
involvement with their sport. 

• Athletes with a self-reported disability reported having more experiences of inappropriate sexual 
contact than athletes without a self-reported disability involvement with their sport. 

• Black athletes reported having more experiences of inappropriate sexual contact involvement 
with their sport than those of other races. 

• Bisexual athletes reported having more experiences of inappropriate sexual contact involvement 
with their sport than those of sexual orientations. 

• 3.2% of survey respondents reported experiencing a sexual assault or attempted sexual assault 
by their coach, trainer, another sport administrator, or athletic peer. 

• More than half of survey respondents reported having unwanted sexual experiences as an 
athlete, before the age of 18. 

• Athletes who experienced sexual harm also reported experiencing consequences from this 
violence: 

o 33.9% of survey respondents who reported experiencing sexual violence also reported 
their mental health suffering as a result of the violence. 

o 31.4% also reported their friendships or other important relationships being negatively 
impacted as a result of the violence. 
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