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Studies indicating that a considerable
number of athletes experience sexual
violence in their sport are available for
a number of countries. A recent study
conducted in Germany with an exten-
sive sample of elite athletes shows that
more than every third athlete has ex-
perienced sexual violence in the field
of sport, 11% even a severe form of
sexual violence (Ohlert, Seidler, Rau,
Rulofs, & Allroggen, 2018). Researchers
conclude that the sport system itself may
bear certain risk factors for the athletes
to become victims of sexual violence
(Brackenridge, 2001). However, studies
directly comparing the sexual violence
experiences of athletes in sport with their
experiences in the remainder of their life
are scarce and showing mixed results.
Therefore, it is not clear if the sport
system itself is a field of risk or if the ath-
letes as persons (especially elite athletes)
are a vulnerable group for sexual vio-
lence who might also suffer from sexual
violence experiences outside the sport
system. The aim of the current study
was therefore to compare the prevalence
rates for German elite athletes’ sexual
violence experiences in the field of sport
with those outside sport.

Background

A serious problem for the comparison
of earlier studies in the area of sexual
violence in sport is the fact that almost
every publication uses another definition
of sexual violence and thus includesmore
or less incidents of violence into the def-
inition. Within the last few years, how-
ever, one of the most commonly used
definition in the field of sport is the one
used by Alexander, Stafford, and Lewis
(2011)whodefinesexualviolenceinsport
as a “behaviour towards an individual
or group that involves sexualised ver-
bal, non-verbal or physical behaviour,
whether intended or unintended, legal
or illegal, that is based upon an abuse of
power and trust and that is considered by
the victim or a bystander to be unwanted
or coerced” (p. 61). As this is a relatively
broad definition of sexual violence in-
cluding all possible degrees of severity,
it was decided to use the definition for
the current study. Still, it is important
to be able to differentiate between differ-
ent forms of sexual violence; therefore,
Brackenridge (2001) created a contin-
uum of sexual violence in sport, ranging
from sexual harassment or ‘the chilly cli-
mate’ to sexual abuse or ‘groomed or
coerced’ with a ‘grey zone’ (‘unwanted
attention’) in between. Another nam-
ing was used by Alexander et al. (2011);
they titled the three categories as ‘sex-
ual harassment’, ‘grey zone’ and ‘sexual
harm’. Vertommen and colleagues (Ver-

tommen et al., 2016) included also the
frequencyofoccurrenceofthesingle inci-
dents into their categorization of severity,
and differentiated between ‘mild sexual
violence’, ‘moderate sexual violence’ and
‘severe sexual violence’. In this manner,
a situation of sexual harassment is cate-
gorized as ‘mild’ if it happens only once,
but can also be ‘severe’ if it occurs regu-
larly and/or over a longer period of time
(for the detailed assignment to the dif-
ferent categories see Vertommen et al.,
2016). Incontrast to theothercategoriza-
tion systems, this kind of categorization
takes into account the fact that being ex-
posed to sexual harassment over a longer
period of time might also lead to serious
harm in the affected person (Vertommen
et al., 2016). Therefore it was decided to
use it for the current study, even though
it is of course not without disadvantages.

Numerous international studies are
availableonthegeneralprevalenceofsex-
ual violence, especially in children and
adolescents. From two meta-analyses, it
is evident that during childhoodandado-
lescence, on average 18% to 19.2% of the
girls and 7.4% to 7.6% of the boys be-
come victims of sexual violence (Pereda,
Guilera, Forns, & Gómez-Benito, 2009;
Stoltenborgh, van Ijzendoorn, Euser, &
Bakermans-Kranenburg, 2011). When
it comes to adults, data from the Na-
tional Intimate Partner and Sexual Vi-
olence Survey in the USA revealed that
43.9% of the women and 23.4% of the
men had experienced a form of sexual
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violence during their lifetimes (Breid-
ing, 2014). However, when comparing
worldwide data, it becomes evident that
these numbers vary enormously between
different countries, from 1.2% for fe-
males in Shanghai up to 62% for women
in Samoa (Decker et al., 2014; García-
Moreno, Jansen, Ellsberg,Heise,&Watts,
2005). A European Study by Krahé and
colleagues (Krahé et al., 2015) on young
people’s sexual victimization in ten Eu-
ropean countries showed that between
19.7% and 52.2% of the females and be-
tween 10.1% and 55.8% of the males re-
ported at least one incident of sexual
victimization since the age of consent.
This large variation is not only to be ex-
plained by cultural diversity, but mostly
has its reason in different definitions, in-
struments, samples and/or methodolo-
gies used in the different studies.

When looking especially at Germany,
a comprehensive survey on the preva-
lence of sexual abuse in children younger
than 16 years (by a person at least 5 years
older), which included 11,428 people
between the ages of 15 and 40 (51.9%
female), found a prevalence of sexual
violence with physical contact of 1.5%
for men and 7.4% for women (Stadler,
Bieneck, & Pfeiffer, 2012). Focusing
on adults, a recent representative study
by Allroggen and colleagues (Allroggen
et al., 2016) revealed that 1% of the
adults had experienced any form of sex-
ual violence within the last 12 months,
0.6% of the men and 1.2% of the women.
The prevalence for women in Germany
concerning any unwanted sexual actions
after the age of 16 is 11.9% (Bundesmin-
isterium für Familie Senioren Frauen
und Jugend, 2004); no study is currently
available for men’s lifetime prevalence of
sexual violence experiences in Germany.

Focusing on sexual violence in orga-
nized sport, several empirical studies are
available from different countries. How-
ever, as they also differ vastly according
to the used definitions, target groups,
perpetrator definitions and countries,
diverging prevalence rates were identi-
fied. For example 1.9% of the female
college students in an American study
reported that their coach had made
sexual approaches towards them (Volk-
wein, Schnell, Sherwood, & Livezey,

1997), whereas 62.9% of the student ath-
letes in a Danish study had experienced
sexist jokes from the coach (Toftegaard
Nielsen, 2001). More recent studies refer
mostly on a wider definition of sexual
violence (as described before), and do
not only target the coach as a perpetra-
tor. In these studies, a prevalence rate
of 28% in Norwegian female national
team athletes could be found (Fasting,
Brackenridge, & Sundgot-Borgen, 2004),
whereas in Great Britain, 34% of the fe-
male and 17% of the male athletes were
affected by sexual violence (Alexander
et al., 2011). The British study used the
same definitions and item wordings as
the Flemish/Dutch study by Vertommen
et al. (2016), but the latter also differen-
tiated between different stages of severity
of the sexual violence experiences. In
the Netherlands, the prevalence rate for
sexual violence in sport was 11.9%, for
Flanders it was 16.7%. For international
elite athletes, even an increased risk was
found with a lifetime prevalence for sex-
ual violence of 28.6% (OR= 2.54). When
looking only at severe sexual violence
independent from level of competition,
the prevalence rate was 5.5%; 6.5% for
female and 4.4% for male athletes. On
the other hand, a representative study
on college athletes in the USA showed
that lifetime prevalence for forced sexual
intercourse was significantly lower in
athletes than in non-athletes (Fasting,
Brackenridge, Miller, & Sabo, 2008). For
Germany, the same definition of sexual
violence as in the study by Vertommen
et al. was used: the basic prevalence
rates are depicted in . Table 2; preva-
lence rates for different subgroups are
reported elsewhere (Ohlert et al., 2018).

Although there are no studies which
compare prevalence rates of sexual vio-
lence in different social environments for
the same person, a review of reviews by
Maniglio (2009) indicates that victims of
child sexual abuse are more likely to ex-
perience more incidents of sexual abuse
in their later life. Thus, instead of fo-
cusing on sexual violence that athletes
experience in the sport context, it might
bemore useful to concentrate on the ath-
letes themselves as persons. Until now,
however, few studies focusing on the life-
time prevalence of sexual violence espe-

cially in elite athletes are available. In
a large scale study by Fasting, Bracken-
ridge, and Sundgot-Borgen, (2003, 2004)
on Norwegian female elite athletes, the
respondents also report prevalence rates
for their sexual violence experiences out-
side sport. Within their sample, 28% of
the athletes had been exposed to sex-
ual harassment in sport, but 39% had
experienced sexual harassment outside
sport, summing up to 51% of the ath-
letes with a sexual violence experience
independent from the context (Fasting
et al., 2004). Furthermore, a comparison
with a group of female non-athletes re-
vealed that athletes experienced the same
amount of sexual harassment as the non-
athletes (Fasting et al., 2003). However,
in another study, Parent and colleagues
(Parent, Lavoie, Thibodeau, Hébert, &
Blais, 2016)conductedaprevalencestudy
with a representative sample of 6450 chil-
dren—14 to 17 year olds—in Quebec.
For those in the sample considered to
be ‘athletes’ (i.e., affiliated to a sports
club), the total prevalence rate for life-
time sexual abusewas 8.8%, whereas only
0.8%indicatedsexualabuseand0.4%sex-
ual harassment by the coach (i.e., in the
sport context). The same tendency, i.e.,
a higher risk for sexual violence outside
sport was also reported by Leahy and
colleagues (Leahy, Pretty, & Tenenbaum,
2002) for Australian elite athletes, as of
those who reported any sexual abuse in
their lifetime (29%), 46% indicated an
incident in sport, but 70% outside the
sport context.

These findings are not in line with
earlier considerations and theoretical as-
sumptions that the social structuresof the
sport culture make it easy for perpetra-
tors to find a victim and not be detected
by the social environment (Brackenridge,
2001). Especially unequal gender rela-
tions, the focus on the body, the strong
dependency on the coach in pursuing
performance goals and the general so-
cialization in sport towards risk taking
and pushing boundaries, but also sport-
specific situations like clothing require-
ments or locker room/shower situations
are frequently named as sport-specific
structures to foster sexual violence. In
the Norwegian study, the female athletes
experienced less sexual harassment in the
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contextof sport thanoutside sports; how-
ever, theirgeneral lifetimeprevalencewas
comparatively high. Thus, the question
arises if the current theoretical consider-
ations with the sport culture as a possible
risk for young athletes are sufficient ex-
planations, or if rather the athletes them-
selves are a vulnerable group concerning
sexual violence experiences1.

The aim of this study was therefore to
compare sexual violence prevalence rates
in organized sport and outside sports for
elite athletes in Germany. Basedon theo-
retical assumptions and previous studies,
it was expected (a) that sexual violence
prevalence rates would be different in or-
ganized sport compared to outside sport,
(b) that female athletes would experience
more sexual violence than male athletes,
as well in sport as outside sports, and
(c) that sexual violence experiences in
sport and outside sports would overlap.
Furthermore, the total lifetime preva-
lence rates of sexual violence experiences
(in sport and outside sports) for elite ath-
letes in Germany are presented.

Methods

Thedatareported inthispaperwere taken
from a larger study on sexual violence in
sport inGermany; thus thedescription in
themethods section highly overlaps with
theoneofapreviouslypublishedpaperon
basic prevalence data of sexual violence
in sport (Ohlert et al., 2018). However, it
was decided not to include the following
analyses into the original publication in
order to highlight the comparison of the
context sport comparedwith the remain-
der of the athletes’ parts of life. Thus, the
publication of Ohlert et al. (2018) fo-
cusses on general prevalence data and
group comparison of sexual violence in
sport, whereas the study presented here
adds to the body of knowledge by includ-
ing the comparison of other areas of life
and the analysis of the overlap experi-
ences between sexual violence in differ-
ent contexts as well as adding a lifetime
prevalence for elite athletes.

1 The consideration of athletes as vulnerable
group does in no case imply that athletes are
responsible for the violence happening to them
orare requiredtoactagainst it inanyway.

Participants

Participants were 1529 German squad
athletes above the age of 16, represent-
ing 128 different sports and 57 different
sport organisations. The mean age was
21.6 years (SD= 6.7 years, range 16–59),
and the experience in their actual sport
ranged from 1 to 50 years (M= 12.1,
SD= 6.3). In Germany, elite athletes are
categorized into four different squads.
The highest level is the A squad, which
encompasses national team athletes who
representGermany in international com-
petitions. Not all A squad athletes are
professionalathletes, butmostof themre-
ceive some federal funding. The B squad
serves as an extension of the A squad,
including athleteswith future chances for
the A squad. Junior athletes are catego-
rized into C squad (highest junior squad)
and D/C or D squad. The latter squads
aremostlyorganizedon federal state level
(Landeskader).

To show the distribution of the partic-
ipants within the different types of sport,
a classification with seven categories ac-
cording to Schaal et al. (2011) was used:
(1) aesthetic sports (e.g., gymnastics, fig-
ure skating), (2) contact/combat sports
(e.g., judo, karate), (3) team ball sports
(e.g., basketball, field hockey), (4) aim-
ing sports (e.g., archery, golf), (5) rac-
ing sports (e.g., track and field, cycling),
(6) racket sports (e.g., badminton, table
tennis), and (7) high-risk sports (e.g., ski
jumping, toboggan racing). The distri-
bution of the participants in the differ-
ent demographic categories is depicted
in . Table 1.

Measures

Sexual violence in organized sport To
obtain information about sexual vio-
lence experiences in sport, the questions
from the Dutch/Flemish study by Ver-
tommen et al. (2016) were used. The
questionnaire consists of descriptions
of 17 different possible sexual violence
situations, ranging from sexual harass-
ment to forced sexual intercourse (see
Ohlert et al., 2018 for a detailed de-
scription). Respondents were asked to
indicate their experiences specifically in
organized sport. In Germany, ‘organized
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Abstract
Background. Research on the prevalence
of sexual violence in sport mostly focuses
on incidents of sexual violence that happen
in the context of sport, but few studies
are available that systematically target
the lifetime prevalence of sexual violence
in the athletes (as persons), combining
experiences in sport and outside the sport
system. The aim of the current study was
thus to compare sexual violence experiences
of elite athletes in Germany in sport with
those outside sport.
Methods. The study was carried out in
cooperation with the German Olympic and
Paralympic Committee who contacted their
registered elite athletes. In total, 1529 elite
athletes took part in an online survey and
answered questions regarding their sexual
violence experiences first in the context
of sport and afterwards outside the sport
context.
Results. Results show that 54.2% of the
athletes had experienced some form of
sexual violence during their lifetime, 20.6%
even a severe incident of sexual violence.
Incidents happened more often outside
sport than in sport, but 48% of the victims
were affected in both areas of life, indicating
a high overlap of victimization experiences.
Conclusion.One recommendation from our
results is therefore to make even stronger
efforts to protect young athletes from
becoming a victim of sexual violence. In
case a sport club has a person of trust in
the club, it can be an important place for
athletes with sexual violence experiences
(no matter whether experienced inside or
outside sport), so that they are being heard
and helped.

Keywords
Squad athletes · Sexual harassment · Sexual
abuse · Lifetime prevalence · Sport culture

sports’ refers to nonprofit sports organi-
zations like clubs, sports federations or
sport-related boarding schools, not to
spontaneous or informal regular sport
with friends. The answer had to be
given on a four-point scale with “Never”,
“Once”, “Twice to four times” and “Five
times and more often”.
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Table 1 Summary of the demographic characteristics of the sample

n Share of
participants

Gender Male 672 46%

Female 854 54%

Age groups 16–17 years 483 27%

18–20 years 613 34%

21–30 years 564 31%

31 years and older 138 8%

Sport type Racing sports 507 33%

Team ball sports 336 22%

High risk sports 181 12%

Contact/combat sports 159 10%

Aesthetic sports 145 10%

Aiming sports 115 8%

Racket sports 30 2%

Other 56 4%

Squads A squad 274 18%

B squad 441 29%

C squad 553 36%

D/C or D squad 261 17%

Occupational status Student (high school) 570 37%

Student (university) 372 24%

Sport promotion group 186 12%

Working full time 126 8%

Professional athlete 107 7%

Apprenticeship 67 4%

Working part time 44 3%

Other occupation 57 4%

Paralympic athlete – 93 6%

Migration background – 209 14%

Sexual violence outside sports In order
to compare sexual violence experiences
in and outside sports, the same set of
questions and the same answering scale
was used to assess sexual violence experi-
ences outside sports. The only difference
was that here, respondents had to in-
dicate how often they had experienced
the respective situation outside organized
sport.

Demographics and other questions
Furthermore, the participantswere asked
to answer demographic questions con-
cerning their age, gender, sport, squad
membership, duration in their sport,
and occupational status.

Procedure

The studywas based on the ethical guide-
lines of the American Psychological As-
sociation and the protocol for cross sec-
tional studies of sexual abuse in sports
(Timpka et al., 2015); ethical approval
was given by the ethical committee of
the involved university hospital. Due to
ethical considerations, only athletes with
aminimumageof16yearswere included.
Athletes were contacted via email which
included a link to the online question-
naire. The email was sent by the German
Olympic Sports Federation (DOSB),who
hosts a list of all German Olympic squad
athletes (N= 6699) and the German Na-
tional Paralympic Committee (DBS) for
all 300 Paralympic athletes. As theDOSB
and DBS are the two largest umbrella

organizations in Germany, the two lists
used for this survey should comprise the
vast majority of German elite athletes.
Athletes were informed that their par-
ticipation was voluntary and that they
could withdraw from their participation
anytime. Participantshad togive their in-
formed consent in order to start with the
survey. The mean duration for answer-
ing the whole questionnaire was 17min.
A share of 22% of the total population
answered the questions regarding sexual
violence and was thus included in this
study.

Analyses

All data analyses were conducted via
SPSS 25 (IBM Corporation, Armonk,
NY, USA). A data screening proce-
dure according to Tabachnick and Fidell
(2013) was carried out prior to any fur-
ther analyses. As we have used an online
questionnaire for this study and the an-
swers to the respective questions were
notmandatory, it has to be noted that the
number of answers regarding questions
concerning sexual violence outside sport
is lower than the total sample because of
missing values (n= 1416). This reduc-
tion in sample size can be explained by
the fact that the questions concerning
experiences outside sport were placed at
the end of the questionnaire.

According to Vertommen et al.
(2016), the given situations of sexual
violence were differentiated into the
three categories of severity: ‘mild sexual
violence’, ‘moderate sexual violence’ and
‘severe sexual violence’. In general, it
needs to be recognized that the experi-
ence of sexual violence is subjective and
depending on individual backgrounds
and interpretations. Forms of sexual
violence that are labelled as ‘mild’ in this
study might as well be felt as ‘severe’ by
an individual person. Furthermore, it
should be noted that a person who was
categorized with a ‘severe’ experience
might also have additional ‘mild’ or
‘moderate’ experiences, as in this kind of
categorization, only the worst experience
was counted. When adding up the ex-
periences of sexual violence in sport and
outside sports to the lifetime prevalence
rate, for each person the most severe
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Table 2 Prevalence rates for sexual violence experiences for thewhole sample, in sport and outside sports

Total sample Male Female

In sport
(N=1526)

Outside sports
(N=1416)

In sport
(n= 672)

Outside sports
(n= 627)

In sport
(n= 854)

Outside sports
(n=789)

Overall sexual violence 37.2%a 43.4%a 23.8%b 30.1%b 47.8%b 53.9%b

Mild sexual violence 15.9% 15.1% 11.2%b 13.9% 19.6%b 16.1%

Moderate sexual violence 10.1% 11.2% 6.0%b 5.9%b 13.3%b 15.3%b

Severe sexual violence 11.3%a 17.0%a 6.7%b 10.2%b 14.9%b 22.4%b

aStatistically different between the two contexts. bStatistically different between men and women

experience was counted, independent
of the context of the respective incident
and of other, less severe experiences.

For thecomparisonofprevalencerates
in sport and outside sports, McNemar
Tests were used with odds ratio as effect
size. Gender differences were calculated
with chi-square tests; the effect size was
indicated asCramer’sV. Spearman corre-
lations were applied to analyse the over-
lap of experiences in sport and outside
sports.

Results

Initial data analyses

Overall, 37.2% of the participants indi-
cated that they had experienced one of
the predefined situations of sexual vi-
olence in the sport setting; 11.3% had
even experienced a severe form of sexual
violence. Outside sport, the prevalence
rate was at 43.4% for the whole sample,
and 17.0%had experienced a severe form
of sexual violence. All prevalence rates
for the current sample are depicted in
. Table 2.

Comparison of prevalence rates in
sport and outside sports

For the overall experience of sexual vi-
olence in sport and outside sport, the
McNemar test revealed a significant
difference between the two situations
(χ2(1) = 43.67; p< 0.001; OR= 1.41) with
the prevalence being higher outside
sports than in sport (see also . Table 2).
For so-called mild sexual violence, the
prevalence ratedidnotdiffer significantly
in sport and outside sports (χ2(1) = 0.13;
p= 0.723), and the same holds true
for moderate forms of sexual violence
(χ2(1) = 2.43; p= 0.119). For severe forms,

however, the prevalence rate was sig-
nificantly higher outside sports than in
the sport context (χ2(1) = 47.51; p< 0.001;
OR= 2.13).

Gender comparison

On the overall level, the comparison
between male athletes and female ath-
letes revealed a significant difference in
sexual violence prevalence, as well in
sport (χ2(1) = 91.32, p< 0.001, V= 0.25)
as outside sports (χ2(1) = 80.05, p< 0.001,
V= 0.24), with females reporting higher
prevalence rates than males (see also
. Table 2). The same pattern can be
found for almost all forms of sexual vi-
olence, as females reported significantly
higher prevalence rates for moderate
and severe sexual violence, both in
sport (moderate: χ2(1) = 22.68, p< 0.001,
V= 0.12; severe: χ2(1) = 25.13, p< 0.001,
V= 0.13) and outside sports (moderate:
χ2(1) = 31.37, p< 0.001, V= 0.15; severe:
χ2(1) = 36.98, p< 0.001, V= 0.16). Only
for so-called mild sexual violence, the
prevalence rates between the two groups
did not differ outside sports (χ2(1) = 1.34,
p= 0.247); in sport, however, the preva-
lence rate was higher for female athletes
(χ2(1) = 19.86, p< 0.001, V= 0.11).

Total prevalence of sexual violence
experiences in elite athletes,
and overlap of sexual violence
experiences in sport and outside
sports

When combining the experiences of sex-
ual violence in sport and outside sport
to a total prevalence rate of sexual vio-
lence experiences in elite athletes, results
showed that 54.2% of the athletes had
experienced at least one form of sexual
violence at least once during their life-

time. Almost one fifth (18.6%) of all ath-
letes had experienced a so-called mild
form of sexual violence, 13.9% a mod-
erate form, and more than one in five
athletes (20.6%) were exposed to a severe
form of sexual violence during their life-
time (either in sport or outside sport).
Also for this result, significant gender
differences were evident (χ2(3) = 121.25,
p< 0.001, V= 0.28), with 40.9% of the
male and 66.3% of the female athletes
reporting at least one incident of sexual
violence during their lifetime (indepen-
dent from context). In total, 18.2% of
the male athletes had experienced a so-
called mild form of sexual violence, 8.6%
a moderate form, and 14.1% a severe
form. For the females, 19.2% indicated
amild form, 18.2% amoderate form, and
28.9% a severe form of sexual violence.

. Table 3 shows the overlap of sexual
violence experiences in sport and outside
sports. It is evident that almost half of
the athletes with sexual violence experi-
ences (48.0%)were affected in both fields
of their life, 34.9% only outside sports,
and 17.1% only inside sports. When sep-
arating according to severity, the overlap
increases from 27.0% in mild sexual vi-
olence up to 64.9% in severe sexual vi-
olence (. Table 3). This is in accordance
with the correlation of both experiences
which is of a moderate effect size with
ρ= 0.44 (p< 0.001) when using an over-
all perspective (sexual violence yes/no).
When taking into account the different
levels of severity, the correlation is ap-
proximatelyatthesamelevelwithρ= 0.47
(p< 0.001), almost reaching a large ef-
fect size. Gender also has an effect on
this correlation, as for male athletes, the
correlation between sexual violence ex-
periences in sport (yes/no), and outside
sports (yes/no) is at ρ = 0.34 (p< 0.001),
whereas for female athletes, it rises to
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Table 3 Percentage of athleteswhohave experienced the respective form of sexual violence

Only in sport Only outside sports In both fields

Overall sexual violence (n= 739) 17.1% 34.9% 48.0%

Mild sexual violence (n= 248) 28.2% 44.8% 27.0%

Moderate sexual violence
(n= 192)

15.6% 35.4% 49.0%

Severe sexual violence (n= 299) 8.7% 26.4% 64.9%

ρ= 0.49 (p< 0.001). The same pattern
can be noted if level of severity is taken
into account, with ρ= 0.32 (p< 0.001) for
the male athletes and ρ=0.45 (p< 0.001)
for the female athletes.

Discussion

Most studies on sexual violence in sport
focuson sport as a context to foster sexual
violence (Alexander et al., 2011; Fasting
et al., 2004; Toftegaard Nielsen, 2001;
Vertommen et al., 2016; Volkwein et al.,
1997), and not on the athletes as vulnera-
ble persons. Thus, our study is one of the
first to report lifetime prevalence rates of
sexual violence experiences for elite ath-
letes. Besides that, the aim of the study
was to show differences between sexual
violence experiences in sport and out-
side sports, gender differences, but also
the correlation between sexual violence
experiences in sport and outside sport.
Our data reveal that prevalence rates for
sexual violence experiences outside sport
are higher than in the sport context. This
especially applies to severe forms of sex-
ual violence. According to our expecta-
tions, females report to be more exposed
to sexual violence than males, indepen-
dent from context and level of severity,
and sexual violence experiences in sport
and outside sport highly overlap, espe-
cially for severe forms of sexual violence.
Furthermore, our study shows that the
overall lifetime prevalence of sexual vio-
lence in athletes is relatively high when
compared to studies of the general pop-
ulation.

Different aspects from our results are
remarkable; first of all the fact that preva-
lence rates of athletes’ sexual violence ex-
periences outside sport exceed the ones
from the sport context, and especially se-
vere sexual violence is significantly ele-
vated. This is contrary to theassumptions
derived from qualitative studies and the-

oretical considerations of several partic-
ular risk factors in sport (Brackenridge,
2001), but in line with the findings of
other quantitative studies (Fasting et al.,
2004; Leahy et al., 2002; Parent et al.,
2016) that also revealed higher preva-
lenceratesoutsidesports thaninthesport
context. Atfirst glance, these results chal-
lenge the previous theoretical considera-
tions about the sport system being a field
with specific risk factors for sexual vio-
lence against athletes. However, it should
be kept in mind that qualitative studies
as well as theoretical approaches do not
focus on the comparison between sport
and other contexts of life, but rather ex-
clusively on the sport context. Derived
from the reports of affected persons, it
is not surprising that from their point of
view, the sport culture appears a culture
of risk. However, given also the results
of the other quantitative studies in this
area, our findings should be regarded in
a differentiated way:

Prevalence rates for sexual victimiza-
tion in and outside sport among athletes
appear high when compared to popu-
lation based studies with young people
using a broad definition of sexual vio-
lence (Averdijk, Mueller-Johnson, & Eis-
ner, 2012). It seems that elite athletes are
a highly vulnerable group for sexual vio-
lence experiences, given that four in ten
male athletes andeven twooutof three fe-
male athletes reported at least one sexual
violence event during their lifetime (at
an average age of 21 years!), and more
than one in four female athletes were
exposed to severe sexual violence. This
leads to the question why this is the case.
Two different explanations might be pos-
sible. The first explanation relates more
to the contextual factors of the sport en-
vironment, as the highly performance-
oriented competitive sport expects from
the athletes to always go beyond their
initial limits to reach peak performance

(Brackenridge, 2001). Therefore, the ath-
letes are used to discipline their body
and to do things with the body they do
not feel comfortable with. Through this
socialization in sport, they might also
comply with unusual requests concern-
ing their sexuality and might have lost
the sense for their personal boundaries.
The second possible explanation relates
more to personal factors of single ath-
letes, for example that those personswho
have experienced sexual violence outside
sports deliberately turn to sports, and es-
pecially elite sports as an addition to or
replacement for psychotherapy. Perhaps
the field of elite sports offers possibili-
ties to regain control over their life and
their bodies, providing time away from
home, with a systematic structure and
physical requirements thatmight give the
victims of sexual violence the chance to
be away from their perpetrator, to struc-
ture their life and to receive control over
their body in training and competitions.
Which of these explanations (a combi-
nation of both contextual and personal
factors, or others?) is best suited to ex-
plain the result can however not be an-
swered by our study, as the necessary
details from the respective backgrounds
of the athletes were not recorded in this
survey. This has to be investigated in
further studies.

Our results also provide evidence that
sexual violence experiences in sport and
outside sports are highly overlapping:
half of the athletes who reported at least
one event of sexual violence in sport also
indicated sexual violence inother areas of
life. For victims of severe sexual violence,
and also for female athletes, the overlap
is even higher. The reason for this phe-
nomenon, however, cannot be given by
ourdata, eventhoughtwodifferentexpla-
nations are subject to discussion. First of
all, if a person is socialized in an abusive
surrounding and is for example regularly
exposed to sexual violence at home, this
persondidnothave the chance to learnan
appropriatewayofhandling a sexual rela-
tionship andmight be in search of a close
relationship outside their home. This ex-
planation is supported by the review of
reviews by Maniglio (2009). Therefore,
the former victim might make an easy
target for potential offenders in sport, as
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these are always in search of vulnerable
persons (Cense & Brackenridge, 2001).
This also fits with the fact that athletes
with severe sexual violence experiences
are more likely to report overlaps in sex-
ual violence experiences between the two
contexts. Another possible explanation
is the fact that theGerman sport club sys-
tem is build up in a different way than
other countries, because sports clubs do
not belong to universities or colleges, but
are mostly independent clubs that are fi-
nanced by fees of their members. Many
clubs are run by volunteers, based on
trust and close relationships. Quite fre-
quently, coaches—especially in the work
with adolescents and children—are fa-
thers, mothers, relatives or close friends
of the families. Connecting this aspect to
sexual violence, it becomes plausible that
an abusive father, friend or uncle might
also be the coach or the president of the
club. Thus, assaults of the same person
can happen in the context of sport, but

Hier steht eine Anzeige.

K

also outside sports and this constellation
might have created a high overlap of ex-
periences in our study results. However,
future studies arenecessary tobringmore
light into this field and to find out if our
explanations are correct.

In accordancewith our hypothesis, fe-
males reported experiencing sexual vic-
timization more often than males in the
context of sport. However, Parent et al.
(2016) could not find gender differences
concerning sexual abuse by a coach, but
theprevalenceof reportedperceivedcon-
sensual sexual contacts with a coach was
higher than the reported prevalence of
abuse. It is possible that some victims
explain sexual contacts with coaches as
consensual rather than as sexual abuse.
By comparing results fromdifferent stud-
ies, ithas tobekept inmindthataskingfor
the perception of a situation may lead to
different results than just asking if a sit-
uation has happened. Furthermore, it
has to be noted that men are in general

less likely to report sexual violence than
women (McLean, 2013); thus, the preva-
lence rate for the male athletes might be
underestimated.

Several limitations appear in our
study. First of all, even though the
contact lists from the two largest Ger-
man sport organization were used, these
lists do not contain all squad athletes
in Germany, and not all information is
included for every athlete—depending
on the information provided by the
athletes’ respective federations. Squad
athletes younger than 16 years were not
included in the study because of data
privacy protection and ethical reasons.
Thus, especially those types of sports
with a high number of squad athletes
below the age of 16 (e.g., gymnastics or
figure skating) are underrepresented in
our study. Therefore, our results should
not be transferred to all kinds of sports,
even though our study comprises by far
themost extensive sample of elite athletes
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that has ever been questioned regarding
sexual violence experiences in sport in
Germany (and other countries). In ad-
dition, as we have only questioned elite
athletes, our results are not transferable
to recreational sports.

Furthermore, it should be taken into
account that our study contained a very
sensitive topic and was carried out as an
online survey. Therefore, it is possible
that athletes who have been affected by
sexual violence did not want to partic-
ipate in the study, either because they
did not trust the data privacy protection
or because they did not want to actively
remember their possibly traumatic expe-
riences. On the other hand it is also plau-
sible that especially this group of athletes
was highly motivated to take the survey
because they wanted to share their expe-
riences and support prevention against
sexual violence for other athletes.

Lastly, it has to be noted that very
probably several athletes who were af-
fected by sexual violence in sport have
already quit the (elite) sport system be-
cause of their experiences; or they might
be in a sexual relationship with another
person, they are dependent of, and not
realise that they have been forced into
this relationship until a later time (Long-
man, 1999). With regard to these cases,
the prevalence rates would be underes-
timated.

Perspective

To conclude, our study is one of the first
to explore sexual violence experiences in
athletes not only in the context of sport,
but also in other areas of life. This is
contrary to most other studies on sex-
ual violence in sport as they focus on
sport as a context to foster sexual vi-
olence (Alexander et al., 2011; Fasting
et al., 2004; Toftegaard Nielsen, 2001;
Vertommen et al., 2016; Volkwein et al.,
1997). Ascanbeseenfromourdata—and
in line with the data provided by Fasting
et al. (2004)—elite athletes seem to be
a vulnerable group when it comes to sex-
ual violence experiences. Further studies
need to explore if the explanation lies in
the culture of organized sport (Brack-
enridge, 2001) or more in the personal
history of the respective athletes (Cense

& Brackenridge, 2001). Nevertheless, an
important consequence from our results
is therefore tomake even stronger efforts
to protect young athletes from becom-
ing a victimof sexual violence. Following
the results of our study, the sport clubs
seem to be a very important place to offer
athletes with sexual violence experiences
(no matter whether experienced inside
or outside sport) a safe setting and the
chance to find a person of trust in their
own club, so they can be sure that they
are being heard and helped.
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