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Introduction
Understanding the experiences of women and girls who have been 
impacted by racism in community sport can inform how to address 
this significant barrier to their participation.

Identifying effective approaches to address racism are needed to support community members from culturally and linguistically 
diverse backgrounds to engage in community sport, with data showing low participant rates for women from these groups 
(AusPlay Focus: Women and Girls Participation, November 2017).

This research investigated women’s experiences of, and responses to, racism in community sport. It explored the benefits  
of creating positive and welcoming community sport environments for women and girls from culturally and linguistically  
diverse and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander backgrounds.

The research involved 20 interviews with women from culturally diverse backgrounds participating in Victorian community sport. 
The interviews included players, coaches, parents, administrators, board and committee members, all of whom had experienced 
and/or witnessed racism in sport settings.

The research highlights examples of women’s and girls’ experiences of racism, including the responses to those incidents,  
and aims to identify effective approaches that could improve women and girls’ experiences in community sport.
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Understanding women’s experiences, 
impacts and responses to racism  
in community sport
Women’s experiences of racism 
For women in community sport, the research found that 
most common forms of racism experienced included name 
calling, bias, microaggressions and lack of understanding 
of diverse cultures. Often, the racism women experienced 
was grounded in gender and racial stereotypes about their 
appearance and capabilities.

Impacts of racism on women
Racism was described as impacting how women felt  
in the everyday.

Women reported feeling devastated, angry, distressed,  
sad, ostracised, hopeless, not believed and shut down, 
describing racism as agonising, deeply hurtful, exhausting  
and frustrating.

Responding to racism in community sport

Women’s response to racism
The research found that women responded to racism  
in different ways. 

The research identified that many women described  
feeling obligated to educate others about racism,  
however, the obligation to raise cultural awareness was 
described as a burden by women, who had to manage 
people’s ignorance towards racism.

Others reported they withdrew from sport, or changed clubs 
or activities to minimise damage to their own health and 
wellbeing caused by dealing with racism. 

Most participants reported they did not take action due  
to low awareness about reporting processes, with racism 
found to be compounded by a lack of organisational support 
for those who have experienced it.

“…it’s always been the assumption that because I am fair 
skinned that I’m different from other Aboriginal people… 
So it’s that my experience with that constant educating  
of, you know, we’re all shades of deadly. And I’m not less  
of an Aboriginal person. And then my cultural background 
hasn’t been respected.”

“…whatever racism they have experienced their whole 
life, they carry that into sport, and whatever racism they 
experience in sport, they carry that into all their other 
social spaces. It doesn’t leave you as you move in and  
out of these institutions and spaces. It accumulates,  
it builds up and it just becomes so oppressive that  
the weight of all that hurts.”

“Especially being a Muslim, wearing a hijab and on top  
of just the colour of her skin as well. And it's probably  
why women out there who don't play sport because they 
don't want to deal with these experiences that they have  
to go through and finding a club that is safe for them  
to play at as well.”

“I wish I knew that there was support. I wish that I knew that 
if this has happened, this is the person to go to, or this is the 
avenue to go through…knowing that there is a policy.”
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Community sporting clubs’ response to racism
Women also reported experiencing a range of approaches 
by community sporting clubs and organisations in how they 
responded to incidents of racism.

The research identified that some community sporting clubs 
were unwilling to recognise or acknowledge racism.

Participants shared that those handling complaints within 
community sporting clubs were unaware of the significant 
impacts of racism on those who experienced it, offering 
limited understanding and support.

The research found that there was insufficient support from 
community sporting clubs to improve cultural knowledge 
and make women feel respected and their cultures valued.

Participants identified that improving reporting  
processes within community sporting cubs was required, 
which alongside inaction on past incidents, was a significant 
barrier for women reporting racial incidents. 

In rare instances when community sporting clubs took actions 
against racism, there were reports of improved outcomes 
experienced by women.

“…the person that you might be reporting it to doesn’t have 
that awareness themselves, and isn’t tuned into those 
dynamics…what you’re asking is for people to be aware  
of it [racism].”

“I would like for someone to listen and believe me.  
There is no one you can really talk to…what’s really 
paramount is that support happens really quickly.”

“I approached my community club and said ‘Hey, I’d love  
to be a champion for this to create safe spaces’, it was  
an overwhelmingly dominant white club. And the response 
I got to that was, well, we don’t have many multicultural, 
First Nations players here, like it’s not a problem here.  
So we’re not really going to invest in that space.”

“I would [report] if I have knowledge of confidentiality  
and support, I think knowing that, knowing that there  
is someone of service that is dedicated to firstly, supporting 
the victim, the person that has experienced the racism,  
to actually support them via professional services, and not 
just giving them a Helpline, or whatever it is, like actually 
getting them a referral, getting someone there to support 
them… but knowing that there’s been multiple issues  
of racism, and that hasn’t ever been actioned, or dealt  
with… the victim is actually way more less likely to do it.”

“I felt disheartened by the experience but also empowered 
knowing that action was taken to address the racism I had 
encountered.”
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Recommendations for community 
sporting clubs and associations
The research identified the following recommendations to support 
anti-racism behaviours in community sport:

Recommendation Action

1.	 Prioritise the safety 
of those experiencing 
racism

Provide wellbeing support for those who have experienced racism.

Ensure cultural safety training is provided and embedded within the club/
association, including amongst players, coaches and volunteers.

Provide safe spaces where culturally diverse and Indigenous women feel  
respected and accepted as themselves, rather than ‘on the outer’ or ‘othered.’

2.	 Take a zero-tolerance 
approach

Develop and communicate clear guidelines around what is not acceptable 
behaviour and the consequences of racist behaviour undertaken by the  
club/association.

3.	 Develop and 
communicate  
reporting processes

Develop and communicate clear reporting processes that are transparent, 
impartial, timely and accountable to those reporting racism. Include options  
for anonymous reporting to support women’s safety. Reporting processes  
that support an anti-racism approach should include:

•	 listening to, believing and supporting victims

•	 acknowledging that the incident is racism

•	 reducing burden of proof on the victim

•	 education rather than punitive measures

•	 not expecting the victim to carry the extra load of educating about racism

•	 making the process safe, restorative and healing for the victim and  
an opportunity for learning and growth for perpetrators

•	 implementing reporting pathways that are culturally responsive,  
with accountability/responsibility for action clearly assigned.

4.	 Strengthen 
organisational 
understanding of 
racism and its impacts 
on women and girls  
in community sport

Ensure racial literacy and cultural competency training and education is provided 
for players, coaches and volunteers within the club/association.
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Recommendation Action

5.	 Improve cultural 
knowledge within 
community  
sporting clubs 

Engage with and seek input from culturally diverse and Indigenous women  
to improve understanding and identify ways to support their safety and 
experiences. This includes listening to women, while being mindful of the  
cultural load for them in sharing their experiences.

Provide educational activities to those within the club/association that improve 
racial literacy, challenge assumptions based on gender and racial stereotypes,  
and provide strategies for to respond appropriately when racism occurs.

6.	 Support culturally 
diverse and Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait 
Islander women into 
leadership positions

Actively encourage and support women from culturally diverse and Indigenous 
backgrounds on community sporting club committees and in leadership roles 
within the club.
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Resources
The Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights Commission has a community reporting tool available online.

The Victorian Aboriginal Community Controlled Health Organisation (VACCHO) offers Aboriginal Cultural Safety Training  
and the Centre for Multicultural Youth offers Culturally Responsive Training.

The ‘Improving gender balance on community sporting club committees’ research findings by Deakin University provides 
strategies to increase women’s representation on community sporting club committees.
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