
Improving the complaint mechanisms for 
interpersonal violence reporting in sport: 

Recommendations from the literature

Currently, there is a lack of 
scientific information on 
standardized and independent 
complaint mechanisms in sport.

Reporting an act of 
Interpersonal violence (IV) involves a 
formal mechanism to file a complaint 
or access resources. 
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BARRIERS AND LIMITATIONS OF THE COMPLAINT PROCESS

Fear of professional or academic consequences and repercussions

Physical or psychological retaliation by the person being reported

Being labeled a “snitch” or potential re-traumatization
83%

Lack of knowledge and understanding of the reporting process

Ambiguity in the types of behaviors to report

Insufficient resources to develop knowledge of the mechanisms
69%

Lack of efficiency and practicality 

Length and complexity of the complaint process 

Insufficient communication both during and after the process
63%

Lack of trust in the complaint mechanism

Fear of potential lack of anonymity 

Fear of not being believed 
60%

Unsupportive cultures 

Silencing, normalization, or acceptance 

of abuse by organizations which inhibits reporting
54%

*

1
Include definitions and examples of what is considered inappropriate behaviour
Clearly state the instructions on how to report an incident
Explain the roles and responsibilities of all parties involved including who can report
Clearly state policies and their limitations (e.g., confidentiality, jurisdictional boundaries) 

Organizational accountability

Elaborate clear and precise complaint policies

38.3%

RECOMMENDATIONS TO IMPROVE THE COMPLAINT MECHANISM IN SPORT

Encourage organizational leaders and members to report and denounce IV
Deconstruct implicit rules or gender stereotypes that may hinder reporting
Act on complaints when they are made and value members’ voices

Promote collaborative efforts 

Gain an understanding of available services and resources
Ensure efficient communication between organizations throughout the process 
Spark communication between actors for prevention, referral, and investigation

Shift culture to increase social acceptance of complaints

Announce the number of reports received, the proportion investigated and the results

Establish public transparency

Include actors in policy and program development

Include actors (e.g., survivors of IV) to ensure the process is adapted to their needs

2
Educate individuals (e.g., campus police, health professionals) on how to detect 
inappropriate behaviour, handle complaints, and intervene

Awareness and accessibility
Provide continuous professional training

Regularly promote the mechanism (e.g., emails, website)
Include information on when and how to report incidents

Offer targeted educational workshops
Explain the complaint mechanism, including reporting procedures and 
limitations, to potential users (e.g., students, workers, athletes) 
Raise awareness on unacceptable behaviors using context specific examples
Include bystander training to increase positive behaviours of individuals who witness IV

Promote the complaint mechanism

Abolish time limits for survivors to report their experience or access rape kits
Support survivors when they are ready to proceed with a complaint 

Reduce or abolish statutes of limitations

Foster informal support (e.g., friend, colleague, supervisor) for individuals who are either 
considering or actively engaged in the process of reporting  

Foster informal or peer support

27%

3 Adapted process

Ensure confidentiality and protection against retaliation

Implement user-friendly processes 
Ensure that accessing the complaint mechanism and filing a complaint are simple. 
Include information on one or two pages and use clear and simple language 

Provide adequate training to the mechanism’s staff 

Provide timely response and regular feedback

Offer adequate and accessible resources 

Adapt the mechanism to marginalized populations 

People who use the complaint mechanism (survivors, bystanders)

Train the staff on managing complaints, trauma-informed practices as well as 
education on the nature and consequences of IV

Notify the individual making the complaint on the reception, investigation, 
resolution of the complaint, and sanctions given when legally possible

Resources adapted to individual needs (e.g., hours, prices, location) 
Examples:  legal advice, hotlines, restorative justice, or legal representation 

Address barriers to access, and potential consequences for marginalized groups 
(e.g., cultural backgrounds, gender and sexual diversity, disability) 

28.7%

Considering the situation and rights of people who are reported
Consider the rights and needs of the accused (e.g., access to counseling)

4
Continuously improve and adapt the mechanism based on individual and 
community needs

Ongoing evaluation strategies
Evaluate, monitor, and adjust the mechanism

6.1%

IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE

Address the barriers and limitations of complaint mechanisms to bridge 
the gap between formal complaints received and prevalence rates self-
reported by athletes in research studies.

Undergo evaluations of their processes to identify strengths and areas of 
improvement as well as ensure that the results are publicly available to 
promote transparency.
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To ensure that athletes trust, understand and feel confident in the 
complaint mechanism for IV in sport:

Sports organizations should: 

Existing complaint mechanisms in sport should: 

Use the recommendations to develop a context specific checklist to ensure 
continuous improvement of the complaint mechanisms in place.

Review and share the recommendations with organizations responsible for 
developing and implementing complaint mechanisms for IV in sport.

Governments should : 

Include a mandatory evaluation component when funding complaint 
mechanisms of IV in the sport context.
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