
 

 

CHILDREN 1st 

Child Protection in Sport 

As Scotland’s National Children’s Charity, Children 1st’s defining mission is the 
achievement of a happy, healthy and secure childhood for every child and young 
person in Scotland.  We support children and families through 36 local services 
working across 17 local authorities in Scotland and four national services, including 
our Safeguarding in Sport service, which works with 52 Sports Governing Bodies 
(SGBs) across Scotland. 

Does the current situation regarding a number of former football players 
speaking publically about allegations of historical child sexual abuse in 
football have any impact on your area?  

Children 1st work with communities and across society, in partnership with others to: 

 ensure the strongest culture, processes and systems are in place to protect 
children, through services such as Safeguarding in Sport; 

 encourage everybody in society to look out for children and take appropriate 
action if they have concerns about a child through our  public awareness 
raising; 

 give children and young people confidence to speak out if they have any 
worries and concerns and ensure that when they do speak out people listen 
and act, through work such as our Stop to Listen pilots; 

 deliver local and national services which promote children’s safety and 
wellbeing through our family support services and our trauma recovery 
services which help children and families who have experienced abuse to 
move on with their lives. 

 actively influence policy and practice based on our work with children, young 
people and families. 

 
Key issues arising from the recent allegations of historical child sexual abuse which 
Children 1st would draw the Committee’s attention to are: the importance of 
continuing to focus on awareness and prevention across society in order to foster a 
culture that truly values children and the need for greater trauma recovery support 
and justice for both adult survivors of child sexual abuse and for children 
experiencing child sexual abuse today. 
 
Creating a culture that values children 
The recent allegations of historical child abuse in sport are the latest manifestation of 
society’s collective failure to listen to, believe and respond to children who have been 
abused. The culture being revealed in sports of ignoring or silencing children when 
they tried to speak out and enabling alleged abusers to continue to perpetuate abuse 
is no different to the culture which, has already been revealed to have, existed 
across wider society.  The dynamics of child sexual abuse, which prevent children 
from speaking out about what is happening, include: misuse of power, secrecy, the 
use of shame and guilt and children’s levels of cognitive ability, which means they 
may not understand that what is happening to them is wrong. It could be argued that 



 

 

there is greater opportunity to perpetrate child sexual abuse in sport where a child’s 
success often depends on discipline and compliance and at times coaching involves 
intimate touch. 
 
For the past 15 years Children 1st has been at the forefront of enabling and 
supporting measures to contribute to children’s wellbeing and safety in Scottish sport 
through our Safeguarding in Sport service, in partnership with sportscotland.  
Working with SGBS we have supported the development and adoption of robust 
safeguarding processes and procedures by sports clubs to better protect children 
from abuse (as described in greater detail below). Ultimately, it is people rather than 
policies and procedures that protect children. Creating a culture in Scotland that truly 
values children, respects children’s rights and where everybody looks out for all 
children’s wellbeing, will provide the best protection from child abuse. 
 
There are 195,000 people who volunteer in sport in Scotland. Children 1st believe 
that we should build on the potential to mobilise this incredible community-wide 
resource to help protect children not only in sport, but within wider society so that 
they can: 

 promote children and young people’s safety and wellbeing in local 
communities; 

 help parents keep their children safe when participating in community 
activity; 

 raise the profile of available support and resources, such as Safeguarding 
in Sport;  

 raise awareness among children and young people about how to stay safe; 

 provide an avenue for children and young people to feed views/experiences 
into clubs and services. 

Building the capacity of volunteers to support communities, children and parents to 
recognise signs of concern and know what to do if they are worried would help 
ensure that robust processes and procedures within sports and other activities are a 
true reflection of a Scottish culture and practice that protects children. 
 
Support and justice for adult survivors of sexual abuse 
Research confirms that one in three children who have been sexually abused do not 
report it at the time.i  Unresolved trauma resulting from childhood sexual abuse can 
create decades of negative consequences for survivors,  who can suffer from a 
range of physical and emotional effects across all areas of their life including poor 
physical and emotional health, a reduction of their economic potential and within 
their adult and family relationships. The heightened public awareness around child 
sexual abuse in sport may encourage other survivors to speak out about their own 
childhood experiences.   Ensuring the experiences of survivors are heard, 
recognised, and responded to appropriately will be crucial to giving others the 
confidence to speak out.  

Children 1st welcome the clear public message from Police Scotland that survivors 
of childhood sexual abuse will be listened to and cases investigated. We also 
welcome the Scottish Football Association (SFA)’s commitment to set up an 



 

 

independent review of childhood sexual abuse in football.  Children 1st would 
encourage the SFA to put the knowledge, experience and voice of survivors at the 
heart of the review in order to ensure lessons are learnt and built upon. Survivors 
and their representatives should be involved from the start, including in the 
development of the review’s approach, scope and terms of reference. The lessons 
learnt from the review will be applicable across society and any recommendations 
need to be widely and fully implemented and resourced. 

While there has been an increased public and political focus on sexual abuse in 
recent years, identification of unresolved trauma in adults and the provision of high 
quality and widely available trauma recovery support across Scotland remains 
inadequate.  Through Children 1st’s relational approach to supporting vulnerable 
families, we often discover that parents who have been referred to work with us are 
coping with the impact of unidentified and unresolved trauma resulting from a range 
of traumatic and abusive childhood experiences including, sexual abuse. The costs 
of unidentified trauma to individuals, their family and to the public purse, for example 
through spending on health – are considerable.  Ensuring that all health and social 
care professionals in Scotland are ‘trauma informed’ would enable earlier 
identification of adults struggling with the impact of unresolved trauma, however 
appropriate trauma recovery services must also be made more widely available 
across Scotland, to respond to this need. 

Support and justice for children experiencing sexual abuse today 
Over the past few years the widespread revelations of child sexual abuse, not only in 
sport, but also in entertainment, and religious and residential institutions, has 
heightened   awareness and understanding. Much of the coverage has focused on 
the role of people in powerful positions within society and the historical nature of the 
allegations.  Child sexual abuse is not however, a thing of the past, and the majority 
of child sexual abuse takes place within family relationships. According to Scottish 
Government Recorded Crime Statistics over 4,417 of the sexual crimes recorded by 
the police in 2015-2016 related to children under the age of 18.ii  

A wide range of initiatives from across the Scottish Government, public authorities 
and the third sector in Scotland are helping to encourage: children to speak up if they 
have any worries or concerns; adults to look out for signs of abuse; and ensure that 
authorities investigate concerns appropriately.  However, Children 1st remain 
extremely concerned about the current operation of Scotland’s justice system which 
prevents children who have experienced abuse from giving the best evidence and 
can cause them further trauma. As in the past, in Scotland today children who have 
already suffered the most horrifying experiences may have to retell their story to at 
least 14 different people. They may have to wait months, years even, for a case to 
come to trial. Most children will now give evidence through a TV link or screen but, 
the combative nature of cross-examination remains confusing and upsetting. A lack 
of consistent abuse and trauma recovery support services for children across 
Scotland means there is no guarantee that when a trial is concluded, children and 
families will be able to access the support they need to recover and move on with 
their lives.  

The Scottish Courts and Tribunal Service Evidence and Procedure Review has set 
out a vision for radical reform to address these and wider issues relating to court 



 

 

processes, which includes the option of introducing a Barnehus, or Children’s House. 
Children 1st believes that developing Scottish version of the Barnehus that unites the 
services child victims and witnesses need to recover from their experiences 
alongside the justice response, in a safe, child friendly environment will be pivotal to 
changing the experiences and outcomes for child victims and witnesses, particularly 
in cases of child sexual abuse. 

What assurances can you provide that the current safeguards and culture of 
sporting organisations ensures that the allegations of historical child sex 
abuse in football could not happen today in sport?   

Since 2002, Children 1st’s Safeguarding in Sport service has been working with 
SGBS to embed protection from abuse for children taking part in sport. Working with 
SGBs ensures that individual clubs take full responsibility for keeping the children 
they coach as safe as possible from harm, in line with the Scottish Government’s 
wider, Getting it Right For Every Child (GIRFEC) approach. 
 
Through Safeguarding in Sport we have developed Minimum Operating 
Requirements for child protection (MORs) which SGBs must achieve.1  Safeguarding 
in Sport offers: 
 

 Consultancy services to help sports organisation develop safeguards to keep 
children safe; 

 Training to provide awareness about child protection and what to do if you 
have    
concerns about a child including wellbeing concerns (recommended for all 
adults who work with children);   

 Equipping relevant people with the understanding and tools to implement child  
protection policies and procedures; 

 Specific case advice and support regarding any child protection issue; 

 Resources to help keep individuals and groups up to date with news and 
national developments; 

 Opportunities through consultation for input into national policy making 
processes; 

 Supporting Scottish Sports Governing Bodies (SGBs) to become and remain 
compliant in  Minimum Operating Requirements. 

 

                                                
1 The Minimum Operating Requirements include the following: 

 A named contact for the coordination of child protection, with a role description, who has attended recommended training; 

 A Child Protection Policy which reflects national guidelines, adopted by the Board / Executive / Management Committee; 

 A Code of Conduct for working with children and young people; 

 A variety of child protection training offered at appropriate levels for those working or volunteering with children and 
young 

 people in sport; 

 A procedure for the recruitment and selection of those who work with children and young people, including access to 
PVG 
Scheme Membership checks; 

 A procedure for responding to concerns about the welfare or abuse of a child - within or out with sport; 

 A disciplinary procedure for managing concerns and allegations of poor practice, misconduct and child abuse, which 
includes provision for referrals to the Children’s List; 

 A procedure for reviewing the management of concerns about poor practice, misconduct and / or child abuse. 

 



 

 

We have worked with the Scottish Football Association, to introduce and monitor 
their implementation of the MORs in the same way we work with other SGBs. SGBs 
who fail to meet the MORs face clear sanctions – the withdrawal of funding from 
sportscotland. 
 
To reflect changes in Government policy and legislation, latest research and better 
support to safeguard and promote children’s wellbeing , Safeguarding in Sport has 
been developing new Standards for Child Wellbeing and Protection in Sport for 
SGBs. The Standards for Child Wellbeing and Protection in Sport take a broader 
approach than the MORs, having an emphasis on both child wellbeing and 
protection through a more child-centred and rights based approach.  Through the 
introduction and application of these Standards Safeguarding in Sport aim to support 
sports bodies further to focus on culture and practice rather than policies and 
procedures in order to best protect children’s wellbeing. The Standards are also 
intended to embed GIRFEC across Scottish sports to ensure that concerns about a 
child are identified earlier. 
 
Safeguarding in Sport have developed eight Standards, set out across three areas: 
the child, the workforce and the sports organisation.  Minimum criteria under each 
standard make it easy for SGBs to know what acceptable minimum they need to 
meet to support and safeguard a child’s wellbeing in their sport.  
 
To promote ownership and encourage continuous improvement Safeguarding in 
Sport have developed a self-assessment tool to accompany the Standards which 
enable SGBs and clubs to self-assess and prioritise where they need to concentrate 
their child protection efforts in any given year. The MORs have been fully integrated 
into the Standards, to enable SGBs to progress to these, assuming successful 
evaluation of the pilots.  
 
Sadly, there will always be individuals who seek positions of power and trust in order 
to abuse children, by continuing to implement the MORs and adopting the Standards 
for Child Wellbeing and Protection in Sport, SGBs can better encourage the culture 
and practice which needs to go hand in hand with robust policies and procedures to 
protect and support children in their sport. 
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43% of the 10,273 sexual crimes recorded in 2015-16 by the police related to a victim under the age of 18. 

http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2016/09/2960/332784

