
Citation:
Kilvington, D (2024) Editorial Understanding and challenging discrimination in sports. Cogent Social
Sciences, 10 (1). pp. 1-5. ISSN 2331-1886 DOI: https://doi.org/10.1080/23311886.2024.2422011

Link to Leeds Beckett Repository record:
https://eprints.leedsbeckett.ac.uk/id/eprint/11563/

Document Version:
Article (Published Version)

Creative Commons: Attribution 4.0

c© 2024 the author(s)

The aim of the Leeds Beckett Repository is to provide open access to our research, as required by
funder policies and permitted by publishers and copyright law.

The Leeds Beckett repository holds a wide range of publications, each of which has been
checked for copyright and the relevant embargo period has been applied by the Research Services
team.

We operate on a standard take-down policy. If you are the author or publisher of an output
and you would like it removed from the repository, please contact us and we will investigate on a
case-by-case basis.

Each thesis in the repository has been cleared where necessary by the author for third party
copyright. If you would like a thesis to be removed from the repository or believe there is an issue
with copyright, please contact us on openaccess@leedsbeckett.ac.uk and we will investigate on a
case-by-case basis.

https://eprints.leedsbeckett.ac.uk/id/eprint/11563/
mailto:openaccess@leedsbeckett.ac.uk
mailto:openaccess@leedsbeckett.ac.uk


Cogent Social Sciences

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: www.tandfonline.com/journals/oass20

Understanding and challenging discrimination in
sports

Daniel Kilvington

To cite this article: Daniel Kilvington (2024) Understanding and challenging discrimination in
sports, Cogent Social Sciences, 10:1, 2422011, DOI: 10.1080/23311886.2024.2422011

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/23311886.2024.2422011

© 2024 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group

Published online: 04 Nov 2024.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 584

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=oass20

https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/oass20?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/23311886.2024.2422011
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311886.2024.2422011
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=oass20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=oass20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/23311886.2024.2422011?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/23311886.2024.2422011?src=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/23311886.2024.2422011&domain=pdf&date_stamp=04%20Nov%202024
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/23311886.2024.2422011&domain=pdf&date_stamp=04%20Nov%202024
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=oass20


Sport & DiScrimination | EDitorial

Cogent SoCial SCienCeS
2024, Vol. 10, no. 1, 2422011

Understanding and challenging discrimination in sports

Introduction

Sports harbors a long, unsettling, and troubling history with discrimination. Sports and discrimination are 
intertwined, despite perceptions of sports being inherently meritocratic. often, we hear that athlete suc-
cess is based on talent, hard work, and dedication. those who ‘make it’ are there because they deserve 
it; those who do not, however, are perceived responsible for their own failures. this is a worrying position 
and one that subscribes to living in a post-racial or post-sexist world. Sport is no different or special – the 
systemic obstacles that exist in wider society, found in housing, education, healthcare, and the media, are 
equally rooted in the global sporting infrastructure. therefore, it is crucial that we not only attempt to 
critically understand discrimination in sports but also consider and present ways to challenge it. this new 
Sport and Discrimination section is perfectly poised to provide a platform whereby world-leading research 
can be gathered, a network can blossom, and recommendations or attempts to challenge inequity and 
injustice in the context of sports can be highlighted and promoted.

Sport and discrimination: setting the scene

the olympic Games, a mega-event in the truest sense, attracted a global television audience of 3.05 
billion at the tokyo olympic Games 2020. However, it has a checkered past with regard to discriminatory 
practices. For example, female athletes were excluded from the first modern olympics in athens 1896 
but were allowed to compete in paris in 1900, as 22 women took part out of a total of 997 athletes. 
Women were banned from competing in marathon events, a symbol of endurance and perseverance, 
until los angeles (1984). it was not until london 2012 that all countries had women athletes taking part. 
that said, there are intersectional obstacles that exclude female athletes. at the paris Games 2024, French 
basketball player, Diaba Konate, was banned from playing for the French team due to a rule change 
enforced by the French Basketball Federation (FFBB) in 2022 which prohibits kits ‘with a religious or 
political connotation’ (chohan, 2024). Despite progress for women at the olympics, this serves as a 
reminder that some women, such as Konate, who wears the hijab, encounter exclusionary policies.

akin with gender, the olympics also shares a troubling past surrounding ‘race’ and ethnicity. Following 
the St. louis olympics in 1904, a related event was established, called the ‘Special olympics’, which was 
later named ‘anthropology Days’. this additional competition, James Edward Sullivan and William mcGee, 
the founding president of the american anthropological association (aaa) and the national Geographic 
Society, respectively, was set up to ‘measure the inferiority of primitive peoples’ (longley, 2021). the 
event, which later became known as the ‘Savage Games’, brought together people from the 
‘non-industrialized world’, notably from africa and asia. the organizers created exhibitions, which high-
lighted ‘primitive ways’ including tree climbing and mud throwing, helping reinforce the notion of White 
superiority. the founder of the modern olympic Games, Baron pierre de coubertin, who actually opposed 
the ‘female olympiad’, strongly rejected the ‘Savage Games’, criticising them vehemently. Since then, trail-
blazers and sporting icons such as John taylor, Jesse owens, Wilma rudolph, John carlos, tommie Smith, 
muhammad ali, Serena Williams and Simone Biles have demonstrated Black excellence to a global audi-
ence, challenging racialized stereotypes and social injustice along the way. Despite these successes, 
racism and racist practices and policies remain evident. Jordan chiles, who won a silver medal in 
gymnastics at the tokyo Games in 2020, recently revealed that she endured racist treatment in 
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gymnastics. With only 8% of the ncaa female gymnasts being Black, chiles recounted that she often 
faced racialized comments relating to her hair and body. regarding policy, the Soul cap, a cap designed 
for Black swimmers’ natural hair, was banned from the tokyo olympic Games in 2020 because of sug-
gestions that it created an unfair advantage. However, after a public backlash, the cap was soon rein-
stated, along with an accompanying apology.

Despite being perceived as a relatively incident free mega-event, the most recent men’s European 
championships 2024 in Germany saw 17 games affected by racist chanting, with UEFa sanctioning seven 
of the 24 teams due to racist or discriminatory behavior by fans. Generally, however, discrimination has 
largely migrated away from stadiums and can be increasingly found on social media (Kilvington & price, 
2019a, 2019b). UEFa (2024), in collaboration with meta, tiktok, and X, monitored 696 social media 
accounts of all individuals involved in the football tournament, including players, coaches, and referees. 
a total of 9,142 posts were flagged for review during the group stage from 7,810 individual accounts. 
92.5% of flagged posts were classified as general abuse, while 5 and 2.5% contained racist and homopho-
bic abuse, respectively. conversely, FiFa and FiFpro’s (2023) findings, focusing on the women’s World 
cup 2023 in australia and new Zealand, identified a higher percentage of hate speech that targeted 
players’ protected characteristics. the research examined X, instagram, Facebook, tiktok, and Youtube 
between 19 July and 21 august 2023, encompassing all 64 fixtures. Using Signify’s threat matrix system, 
102,511 posts were flagged as potentially discriminatory, and following a human review, 7,085 posts 
were deemed discriminatory, abusive, or threatening and reported to the platform. the report illustrates 
that one in five players at the tournament received targeted online abuse (150 of 697 players). General 
abuse (23.31%), homophobia (20.40%), and sexualized content (15.03%) were the most common forms 
of abuse. these reports showcase the different types of abuse that male and female athletes encounter, 
with women more likely to encounter sexualized threats, homophobia, and violence.

outside mega-events, such as the olympics or World cups, further research has documented the ways 
in which discrimination permeates the sporting landscape. research has examined the myriad of barriers 
that ostracize British South asians in English professional football (Burdsey, 2007; Kilvington, 2016; ratna, 
2014) and English crickets (Brown et  al., 2023; Fletcher, 2014). meanwhile, research has also explored the 
experiences and exclusion of minoritized ethnic managers and coaches in the national Football league 
(nFl) (cunningham, 2010, 2021), English football (Bradbury, 2013; rankin-Wright et al., 2016) and reflected 
on affirmative action approaches such as the rooney rule (Kilvington, 2019; Kilvington et  al., 2022) while 
other research has focused on the experiences of female sports coaches (norman, 2008, 2010, 2014, 
2013; robertson, 2016) and the ways in which coaches shape the disability sport experience (allan et  al., 
2020; Hammond et  al., 2019; martin & Whalen, 2014). lake (2019) investigated social exclusion in tennis, 
focusing closely on class, while açikgöz (2022) examined barriers to sports participation among children 
from lower-class backgrounds within turkey. phipps’ timely and important research has explored heter-
onormativity and homophobia in university-based sports (phipps, 2020), as well as barriers encountered 
by transgender athletes, again in the university-sport setting (phipps, 2021). this relates to athanas-linden 
(2024) study on the impact of sex testing on transgender, intersex, and cisgender female athletes. this 
study investigates the ways in which sports governance policies are used to discriminate between trans-
gender athletes.

Finally, if we look at sports holistically and consider the role of sports media, thus encompassing 
sports broadcasters, commentators, journalists, content creators, and influencers, we must also acknowl-
edge the systematic ways in which discrimination impacts these spaces. Farrington et  al. (2012), Van 
Sterkenburg and Spaaij (2015), and Kilvington (2021) illustrate the ways in which racialized representa-
tions are manifest in sports journalism and commentary, while campbell and Davis (2024) consider how 
women olympians are often stereotypically framed in print media discourses. Kilvington and price (2021) 
and Sinclair et  al. (2024) have showcased the extent to which sports journalists encounter and receive 
online abuse, how it affects content, journalistic criticality, and negatively impacts mental health and 
well-being. investigations into esports, a burgeoning research field, have found that players’ attributes 
and characteristics are often influenced by racialization (campbell & maloney, 2022). Friman et  al. (2023) 
work has critically explored the ways in which Finnish esports organizations aim to increase diversity, 
equity, and inclusion in their activities. their work put forward several recommendations for increasing 
such aspects in the Finnish esports scene. it is evident that discrimination is manifested in sports, 
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affecting every cog of the wheel, imbued in every rung of the ladder. this overview of the literature has 
attempted to showcase that there are issues, and that research is fundamental in helping to highlight 
such problems. it is crucial that we do not just stop at identifying or highlighting the issues but also 
offer solutions for positive and transformative change.

Conclusion: challenging discrimination in sport

Discrimination in sports is not just a problem that affects players, coaches or fans. Discrimination does 
not care about the sport or the level of the sport. Discrimination is woven into the sporting infrastruc-
ture and impacts everyone from amateur to elite players, coaches, managers, scouts, match officials and 
referees, in-stadium and online fans, sports journalists, commentators, pundits, content creators, gamers, 
the list goes on. it is paramount that world-leading research into discrimination in sports is undertaken, 
compiled, shared, and promoted to academic researchers, practitioners, governing bodies, sports enthu-
siasts, and more to build a movement that not only understands the complex ways in which discrimina-
tion impacts sport but also puts forward research-informed strategies to tackle the myriad forms of 
discrimination.

Sport and Discrimination, the newest section of Cogent Social Sciences, welcomes submissions from 
scholars investigating sports participation, coaching, recruitment, fandom, policy, management and gov-
ernance, accessibility and inclusivity, and media representations. more broadly, this interdisciplinary sec-
tion should appeal to scholars from other disciplines, such as media and cultural studies, sports journalism, 
esports, sport studies, sport sociology, sports law, sports psychology, sports marketing, and internet stud-
ies. our aim is to build a network of researchers and a corpus of world-leading, impactful, and 
thought-provoking research that can influence changes in behavior, practice, and policy. We strongly 
encourage submissions to consider and put forward ways in which discrimination in sports can be desta-
bilized and challenged. there is no quick fix or miracle cure; anti-discrimination efforts and actions take 
time. anti-discrimination is a journey, not a destination. i hope you will join in this movement as we are 
stronger together, united in the cause to make sport truly inclusive, diverse, and equitable for all.
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