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Introduction 

 Junior sport, sport for children under the age of 18, is enormous in  

Australia, with 69% of children participating in some sort of organised  

physical activity outside of school times in 2016 (Australian Sports  

Commission 2016). Junior sport is considered desirable for children’s  

social development (Eime et al. 2015), and also for identification of  future 

sports talent (Australian Sports Commission 2010). Racism is a 13 global 

issue in sports (e.g., Associated Press 2008; Azzarito and Harrison 2008; 

Dubrow and adams 2012; Gardiner 2003; Long 2000; Massao and Fasting 

2010; Hylton 2008b, Spaaij et al. 2015), and while it has been established 

that participating in junior sport is an important vehicle for the 

socialisation of children into norms around sexism (Anderson 2013), little 

has been written about how racism occurs and is managed in  junior sport 

in general, and even less in Australia. 

In this chapter we argue that Australian sport is structured around 

the  normativity of Whiteness and the subordination of non-Whites. In 

particular, Whiteness maintains its normativity and dominance through 

informal and official ways in which racism is managed. These processes 

operate in junior sport, where racism is tolerated and even at times 

condoned as a legitimate sporting tactic. We make this argument through 

an examination of how junior sports clubs in the state of Victoria manage 

racial abuse, also called racial vilification, during matches. 

Section 18 of The Racial Discrimination Act 1975  prohibits 

‘offensive behaviour based on racial hatred’, and 18C specifically 

prohibits words that may offend or humiliate someone based on their race, 

colour or ethnicity. Nevertheless, racial vilification on sporting fields 

remains common at all levels of sport. Junior sports clubs are non-  
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government community organisations that field teams for under-18s and 

are the main way that children are active outside of school (Australian 

Sports Commission 2016). From an in-depth analysis of qualitative data 

from nine clubs in Victoria, we find that on-field racism exists and is an 

important challenge for junior sport clubs with racially diverse players. 

We find that the official processes are a form of symbolic anti-racism and 

ineffective in reducing and preventing racial abuse. Thus, clubs resort to 

informal means of managing racism on the field which they feel have a 

better chance of being effective. 

In the following sections we outline our theoretical approach to 

understanding racism in Australian sport. We then outline our research 

methods and report the results of our analysis. We argue that structural and 

cultural factors result in the maintenance of an on-field sporting culture 

where racism is essentially tolerated, even when lip service is given 

to its inappropriateness. Both the official and the informal processes for 

managing racial abuse reinforce the marginalisation of non-White players 

while reinforcing the normativity of Whiteness in Australian sport.  

 

 

 

Understanding Contemporary Racism  

in Australia 

 

 

This chapter draws on a critical race theory approach to understanding 

racism in the world (Delgado and Stefancic 2017; Burdsey 2012; Hylton 

2008a). Although it is widely accepted that ‘race’ is a social construction, 

being racialised has substantial material effects, benefitting members of 

dominant ‘races’ while disadvantaging members of subordinate groups 

through racism. Critical race theory problematises the idea that racism is 

an aberration, arguing instead that racism is part of everyday life that 

serves to benefit the White elites in White dominated societies. In this 

approach, the concept of interest convergence is key: Whites will only 

support initiatives that improve the positions of subordinate groups where 

they will also benefit (Delgado and Stefancic 2013; Hylton 2008a). Hylton 

(2010: 345) discusses interest convergence in the context of sport:  

 

Effectively, it is argued that these gains for black and minority 

ethnic groups would be unlikely to have been acts of altruism, but 

acts that wouldj ust as much benefit those in power. Anti-racism in 
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sport governing bodies 66 is often a reaction to events that force, 

for example, football associations to respond not so much because 

of the hurt to those affected, but because of  any combination of the 

following: (1) their standing in the world will  diminish; (2) bids 

for mega-events may be negatively affected; (3) sponsor  

perceptions; (4) public sector funds may become more difficult to 

access;  (5) a truly global sport has to be seen to be inclusive. 

 

In these examples, anti-racism initiatives are implemented because  

they benefit existing sporting powers. These initiatives can have positive  

outcomes for minority groups once implemented, but they will only be  

implemented where there is interest convergence. Anti-racist initiatives  

that emerge as a result of interest convergence can be substantive, but  they 

can also be only symbolic (Hylton 2010; Ahmed 2012). Symbolic  acts of 

anti-racism appear to be enacting genuine change, but have little  substance 

(Hylton 2010; Ahmed 2012). 

 ‘Race’ is a social construction that emerges differently in different 

con texts through processes of racial formation and understanding (Omi 

and  Winant 2015). To understand racism in Australia, we need to 

understand  its inception, socially, historically and politically. Australia 

was founded as  a nation in 1901 on an explicit ideology of White 

supremacy whereby  Australia was considered a British outpost from 1788 

and the coming of  the First Fleet. This ideology had two separate 

elements: anti-Black racism  that managed Indigenous peoples, and anti-

immigrant racism that  restricted entry to those who were considered to be 

White. These two types  of racism shaped relations between White 

Australia and, as a consequence,  everyone else. Anti-Black racism was 

entrenched in the Constitution where  it continues to enable differential 

treatment of Indigenous peoples. The  new nation of Australia was 

imagined as a White nation; Indigenous peoples were purposely excluded 

from the national story and whiteness was  normalised and rendered 

invisible (Moreton- Robinson 2004). 

Anti-migrant racism was institutionalised in the Immigration 

Restriction  Act 1901, colloquially known as the White Australia Policy, 

which pre vented non-British migrants from relocating to Australia, 

supporting the  aim of creating and maintaining Australia as a White, 

British nation (Jones  2003, Teicher et al. 2000). In the post-World War II 

period Australia  somewhat weakened the White Australia Policy by 

permitting European  migrants and post-war refugees entry in a drive to  
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“populate or perish”. Even though these migrants were not considered 

White, they were considered to be assimilable in that they looked White 

and their cultures were European (Vasta 2006). Both new migrant 

communities and Indigenous Australians were expected to assimilate and 

become White over time (Martin 1978; Vasta 2006; Haebich 1992, 2000, 

2008). In reality, this did not happen. Many of these post-war migrants 

lived in ethnic enclaves and did not integrate into White Australian society 

(Vasta 2006). They began to put pressure on the Australian government to 

ease the White Australia Policy. This pressure, combined with external 

pressures from trading partners such as Japan, led to the dismantling of the 

White Australia Policy in the 1970s (Markus 2003; London 1970). Since 

the 1970s, Australia has been formally a multicultural nation in terms of 

official government policy, and also as a demographic reality (Colic- 

Peisker and Farquharson 2011). At that time, Australia stopped collecting 

racial data in the census for all except Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

peoples. However racism, as measured by population surveys of racist 

attitudes (Dunn and Nelson 2011) and experiences of racial discrimination 

(Markus 2014), persists and targets both non-White immigrants and 

Indigenous peoples. 

 

 

Racism in Sport 

Sport is a key site for racism. Racism in sport takes a number of forms 

from the structural, such as positional segregation where Black athletes 

are consigned to particular (non-leadership) roles (Loy and Elvogue 1970; 

Hallinan and Judd 2009); to the material, such as racial abuse on and off 

the field (Long 2000; Farquharson and Marjoribanks 2006; Gorman et al. 

2016b); and the ideological in the form of the myth of natural talent, the 

myth that Black athletes are better at sport than non- Black athletes 

(Marjoribanks and Farquharson 2012; Hoberman 1997; Hawkins 2013; 

Burdsey and Gorman 2015). Racism in Australian sport frequently takes 

the form of racial abuse (Farquharson and Marjoribanks 2006; Gorman et 

al. 2016b) as a form of sledging. Sledging is a colloquial term that occurs 

when a player from one team makes statements to another player on the 

opposition with the goal of putting that player off their game, thereby 

gaining some perceived psychological advantage for their team. 

Historically, sledging has been common in Australian sport, and seen by   
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many to be a legitimate tactic to gain advantage (Carrington and  

McDonald 2001; Gardiner 1997; Gorman et al. 2016a; Gorman 2011). 

The use of racial abuse as a form of sledging has been the subject 

of much discussion and research (e.g., Farquharson and Marjoribanks 

2006; Long 2000; Gardiner 2003; Carrington and McDonald 2001). 

‘Racial abuse is of course a form of coercion: it represents, dehumanizes 

and objectifies its target’ (Gardiner 2003: 34). It came to a head in the 

1990s in the Australian Football League (AFL) as symbolised by St Kilda 

player Nicky Winmar lifting his shirt and pointing to his Blackness with 

pride after having been continuously abused by opposition fans and 

players throughout the match. Anti-racist stances by Essendon player 

Michael Long, Winmar and other Aboriginal players eventually lead to 

the development and implementation of a racial vilification policy in the 

AFL (Gardiner 1997; Gorman et al. 2016a; Klugman and Osmond 2013). 

The AFL racial vilification policy (Australian Football League 

2013) was ground breaking at the time. While the strategies may have 

initially emerged due to interest convergence, the League moved well 

beyond the symbolic by implementing a range of education programs to 

change the culture around racial vilification. A large scale research project 

based on data collected from almost 400 professional players, coaches and 

clubs officials from across the league found that racial vilification from 

players during matches was no longer an issue in the sport (Gorman et al. 

2016a). The policy and its associated education programmes appear to 

have thus been proven effective in stamping out on-field racial abuse by 

players. 

The AFL racial vilification policy (Australian Football League 

2013) can be viewed as a type of grievance or complaints strategy for 

managing diversity. Grievance processes are intended to provide means 

for those who feel discriminated against to have their case heard and to 

prevent future incidents (Dobbin et al. 2015; Cazaly 2012). In the case of 

the AFL process, a person who has been racially vilified must either make 

a complaint or have a complaint made on their behalf. The complaint is 

then referred to an external complaints officer for resolution (Australian 

Football League 2013). There are a number of informal steps that can also 

be undertaken to respond to the complaint, resolving it prior to it being 

heard at a formal tribunal, but the general approach is one must first 

complain. 

This type of process is mirrored in junior sport. Organisational 

research suggests that grievance processes in general are ineffective in 

preventing discrimination and, further, frequently lead to backlash against  
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the victims (see Dobbin et al. 2015 for a comprehensive overview of the 

literature on the ineffectiveness of grievance procedures, in particular, in 

handling civil rights complaints such as racism). While the AFL 

experience suggests that grievance processes are an important symbolic 

part of a larger anti-racism strategy, this organisational research would 

suggest that were the educational programmes not implemented, the 

policy on its own would likely be ineffective. Based on the research 

regarding grievance policies, we would expect that victims of racial abuse 

in junior sport would be unlikely to complain as they would expect to 

experience negative consequences/backlash for doing so. We would also 

expect that racial vilification complaints processes on their own would be 

ineffective in reducing on-field racism in junior sport.  

‘[S]port is organized around social, economic, cultural and political 

structures that historically have privileged, and continue to privilege, 

dominant groups in society’ (Massao and Fasting 2010: 158–159). In 

Australian sport, whiteness is the ‘normative’ category, and all the 

organisational structures serve to maintain White control and dominance. 

Using critical race theory, we would expect that that any anti-racist 

initiatives in sport would not disrupt the normativity of whiteness in that 

context as there is no obvious interest convergence. We would expect, 

rather, that any approaches to managing racism would do so in such a way 

as to maintain current White-dominated power structures while also 

seeming to be anti-racist in intent, in other words, engaging in symbolic 

acts of anti-racism (Hylton 2008a, 2010). 

In this chapter we explore the question: How do junior sports clubs 

in Australia experience and manage on-field racism? Based on our critical  

race theory framework, we would expect to find that official anti-racism 

processes would be symbolic, appearing to act against racism while not 

effecting substantive change. We would further expect that formal racial 

vilification processes would be rejected by victims of racial abuse out of 

fear of backlash through formal sanctions and on-field repercussions in 

future games. Finally, we would expect that both the official and informal 

processes for managing racial abuse would further reinforce the 

marginalised position on non-White groups, and reinforce the normativity 

of Whiteness in sport. The next section discusses the methods used to 

empirically test these expectations. 
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Methods 

 

 

This chapter draws on data collected as part of a broader project: 

‘Participation versus performance: Managing (dis)ability, gender and 

cultural diversity in junior sport’. This project was funded by the 

Australian  Research Council, VicHealth, the Centre for Multicultural 

Youth and the Australian Football League (AFL) through Linkage Project 

Grant (LP130100366). It utilised a mixed methods design, including a 

large qualitative study (Spaaij et al. 2018). This chapter draws from the 

qualitative study. 

For the qualitative study, nine junior sports clubs were selected 

through purposive sampling (Waller et al. 2016) so that there were a range 

of sizes (ranging from 80 to 500 members) and sports (Australian rules 

football, netball, cricket, basketball and soccer) included. Underlying our 

sampling approach was the aim of identifying and focusing on researching 

clubs that were recognised by National and/or State Sporting 

Organisations as being active in managing diversity, enabling us to 

potentially identify good practices for this domain. With this in mind, we 

specifically selected some clubs that were known to value different types 

of diversity. We also included one rural club and one regional club along 

with seven metropolitan clubs. Once potential participant clubs were 

identified, they were invited to participate through a formal invitation 

letter. Participation was approved by each club’s management committee. 

Data was collected between 2014 and 2016. Face-to-face 

interviews were conducted with at least ten people from each club 

including club leaders, parents and junior players. One hundred and one 

people were interviewed across the ten clubs. Approximately 60% of 

interviewees were men and 40% were women. Approximately 30% were 

under the age of 20. Although we did not collect racial data, the vast 

majority of our adult interviewees (club leaders and parents) were White, 

as were most of the interviewers. In addition to the interviews, participant 

observations were conducted at two clubs over a sports season. Interviews 

and observations were focused on understanding what the clubs 

understood as diversity, whether fostering diversity was a priority, and 

how different types of diversity were managed day to day. 
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Interviews were audio recorded, and transcribed. Observation notes 

were made after each observation. Transcripts and observation notes were 

entered into NVivo 11 software for thematic analysis. A coding scheme 

was developed by the research team through a process where all team 

members coded a proportion of the transcripts through an open coding 

process (Waller et al. 2016). The emergent codes were compared across 

the researchers and a final coding scheme was developed and used to code 

all of the data. This chapter draws from items coded as ‘racism’. The 

research was approved by the Victoria University Human Research Ethics 

Committee. 

 

 

Results 

The study included clubs from five sports, and racism was mentioned 

specifically in all. In the following sections we first discuss the processes 

for managing on-field racism and their effectiveness, finding that they are 

examples of symbolic anti-racism and are ineffective in either preventing 

or responding to racial abuse. We then discuss the repercussions for 

children of making complaints against racial vilification, finding that there 

are repercussions for responding to racial abuse, even when reports are not 

made. We then examine how clubs train children to handle situations 

where they or their teammates experience racial abuse. 

 

 

Processes for Managing Racial Abuse 

 

Clubs were asked what happened if a young player was racially vilified 

during a match. All sports, through their National or State Sporting 

Association, shared a similar formal vilification process for the official 

management of racial abuse. This process was similar to the process 

outlined in the AFL vilification policy (Australian Football League 2013). 

It involved a complaint, an official report, and either mediation or hearing 

at a tribunal, with the alleged victim and perpetrator meeting. However, 

few of the clubs reported actually using this process, mainly because the 

children who were vilified refused to complain: 
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They generally they’ll write a report and they’ll talk to the club, and 

the club will often deny it, or it just gets dealt with. We’ve never 

taken anything to a tribunal. You can. There is a process where you 

can take it to a tribunal. We’ve never gone that far, mainly because 

the kids don’t want to do it, you know. But I’m very much wanting 

to… I write a report each time, so I think they need to know that 

it’s happening. (Basketball club) 

 

Well, the kids don’t want to go and sit down with someone that’s 

just called them something over the table. They have to put it in 

writing and you have to do this and do that and they don’t want to 

do it. And their parents, some of our kids the parents aren’t involved 

so it then requires one of us to take them and they go: ‘But then you 

have to come with us. No, let’s just let it go.’ They are concerned 

about repercussions the next time they play them, they’d rather just 

let it go. (Australian Rules football club) 

 

Clubs preferred not to use official processes because the processes put 

what was perceived as unfair pressure on the vilified child to prove that 

they had experienced racism. For example, if an 11-year-old child reported 

a racist incident, it would trigger a process where the child has to prove 

the racism whilst the opponent club hires a lawyer to disprove the child’s 

account. This process discourages the use of the formal vilification process 

for two key reasons. First, the legal cost of this is prohibitive to many clubs 

who would struggle to pay for their own lawyer; and second, most clubs 

are unwilling to place an 11-year-old and their family in a situation where 

there is a lawyer from an opponent club asserting the 11 year old is a liar. 

Thus, clubs resort to informal means of handling racist incidents. This 

approach generally is club to club, preferably on the match day, between 

club managers which may then involve club presidents discussing and 

sorting it out at both ends. Even though this informal approach was largely 

acknowledged as being inadequate, clubs felt it had a better chance of 

being effective than the formal vilification process. 

The formal processes were also expected to lead to backlash, and 

clubs felt they were likely to further traumatise the child who had been 

vilified. As one club put it: 

 

Look, I think quite openly that it’s not being reported, and for me… and  

that’s because of the process and because of the penalty outcome, what 

you can expect. So I think that my personal feeling is, without being too 

rude, is that I think that they’re almost null and void. (Australian Rules 

football club)  
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The research into professional Australian Rules football suggested that the 

combination of education programmes and formal vilification policy were 

successful in stopping racial abuse from players during matches (Gorman 

et al. 2016a). Educational resources are also available at the junior level. 

One club reported that they were expected to watch an educational video 

about vilification: 

 

Respondent: Yeah, we’ve seen the video on that. We’ve just done the 

video on multicultural… cultural diversity and racial 

vilification. And, yeah, since then we’ve been vilified twice, 

so we get it. (Chuckles). 

Interviewer: You get it rather than… 

Respondent: We get it. The other clubs don’t, so yeah. 

Interviewer: So you’re sort of victims I suppose? 

Respondent: Well, yeah, but… yeah, the whole thing’s a load of garbage 

in my opinion. I don’t mean that… I mean that… I don’t mean 

that the whole thing’s a load of garbage; I mean that you can 

go out on the footy field and someone can punch you in the 

head and nothing can be done about it, yet somebody calls you 

a name, then you have to get dragged aside and deal with it. 

Now one of my Sudanese boys was racially vilified, and for it 

to go any further forward we had to go to the league and he 

had to sit in a room with the kid that did it to him, and he said, 

‘No thanks. Not interested.’ (Australian Rules football)  

 

This quote suggests that there are educational programmes that the clubs 

have participated in, but that they are not effecting behaviour change 

during matches. For this club, which has a large number of culturally 

diverse players, it is important that racial vilification stops. They ‘get it’. 

However, their observation was that other clubs were not changing their 

behaviour and their players were regularly vilified. So while educational 

programmes combined with policy are effective at the professional  level  
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(Gorman et al. 2016a), they appear to be less successful at the junior level, 

at least for this particular club. 

The reluctance to pursue official complaints was related to the 

perceived and experienced likelihood that the complaint would not lead to 

a satisfactory result and might lead to further abuse. One football club 

official noted: 

 

What the AFL expect from a kid who has been vilified is really 

unrealistic. They don’t want to sit down in a room facing that person and 

having a conversation, especially when they’re only 11 years of age. 

Yeah, our Sudanese boys get vilified every second to third week, at least. 

Sometimes they just fob it off and other times they haven’t, it depends on 

how they react to the situation as to how far we take it. We’ve had to 

involve the Match Day Manager, especially on this particular occasion 

when it was someone from the supporters that had vilified him, we 

involved the Match Day Manager down at [location] about it and it was 

sorted out to our satisfaction and things like that but regularly they get 

vilified. (Australian Rules football club) 
 

This quote highlights that racial abuse is an everyday occurrence, 

not infrequent, and that there is little clubs feel they can do to prevent it. 

In this case the club involved a league official, but did not make a formal 

report; rather they handled the incident informally. There was no 

expectation that the racism would stop as a result of this. 

There was an acknowledgement that the official processes were 

more symbolic than real. As discussed above, symbolic anti-racist 

initiatives have the appearance of action, but do not involve substantive 

change. In this case the racial vilification policies can be seen as symbolic 

initiatives. For an actual reduction in racial abuse, there needed to be a 

cultural change as the official process was considered by most to be too 

traumatic to the vilified players. As another club official pointed out: 

 

Respondent: Some clubs they generally… they pay lip service to it, 

and I think some clubs in our competition absolutely 

look to protect themselves before they’re looking to 

protect an opposition player, or speak up and say, 

“That’s wrong.”  And we do see that. 

Interviewer: OK. And as I said in my question, frustration at that? 

Respondent: Yeah, there’s a frustration. Oh, absolutely. 

Absolutely. So every time we get into these type of 

situations we’re absolutely getting into what the hell, 

you know. And clubs, their first point is to protect 

themselves and their players, rather than saying, ‘This 
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is not acceptable boys,’ going to their boys and really 

hitting them in the head. (Australian Rules football 

club) 

 

What is asserted in this quote is that the official processes are not 

followed, and where they are, they are used to protect and support the 

perpetrators of the racial abuse, not its victims. It is clear, here, that there 

is no broad will to prevent this type of racism. The racism itself is common 

and tolerated, and its perpetrators are protected by their clubs.  

Given its frequency, most instances of racial abuse are not actively 

managed by clubs. Children are expected to ignore all except the most 

egregious instances. When an incident is actively managed, it is almost 

always through informal processes. The team leaders do this in a number 

of ways including dealing directly with the opposing side’s leaders or sport 

officials. For example, 

 

I guess our approach has been to try to deal with it, get the other club to 

deal with it first because I suppose often it’s the kids themselves actually 

don’t really realise what they’re doing and some of the time they’ve got 

something from their parents and that’s not right but I suppose we feel 

like the first opportunity should be for the club to speak to the kids 

concerned and explain to the kids why whatever they said was not 

appropriate, and deal with it that way. (Basketball club)  

 

This quote not only outlines the approach this club takes to 

managing racial abuse, it also situates the perpetrators of the abuse as 

innocent of intent. The embedded assumption here is that if you explain 

why racial abuse is wrong to the perpetrators, they will not do it again, 

however there was no evidence in our data that is the case.  

The following club officials said that they would rather handle an 

incident by discussing it with the coach or referee rather than having the 

children act on the field: 
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If we get a report afterwards, after a game, of an incident that hasn’t 

been dealt with at the time our approach is normally to approach 

them – usually via the President where our President would 

approach the President of the other club and talk to that person 

about the incident that’s happened and ask them to talk to the 

players concerned or the team concerned. Most clubs are really 

horrified if you say that you think that there’s been a racist incident 

and we’ve never actually reported an incident, formally reported it. 

(Basketball club) 

 

This approach was a common informal way of handling an incident. 

There are two aspects of this approach that are notable. First, children are 

expected to ‘deal with it at the time’. In general this means that they are 

expected to ignore the incident and get over it quickly. The second is that 

the club raising the incident with another club expects that the other club, 

once notified, will respond in some way. However there was no evidence 

that clubs accused of racism do respond, or if they do, that the response is 

effective in preventing future incidents. 

Embedded here is the expectation that if the racism were to be made 

public through the enactment of an official racial vilification complaint, 

the responding club would need to save face by defending their player and 

denying the racism. If a complaining club wants to make an impact, they 

would need to do so informally. However this approach does not appear 

to reduce racism; racial vilification is still very common. So neither the 

formal nor the informal process is effective, but the informal process has 

the benefits of being easier to enact, and to make club officials feel that 

they have taken action to defend their players against racism. Both 

approaches are symbolic, requiring nothing to change. 

Sometimes the children who are not being vilified manage the on-

field racial abuse themselves: 

 

So what happened in this other game was actually all our boys 

circled around our player, and we made it really clear to the 

opposition that this was unacceptable, and all our players pointed 

him out, so in the end, after the game, he came over and absolutely 

apologised. That’s about the best you’re going to get. (Soccer club)  
 

This type of approach was mentioned several times, in more than one of 

the sports. It is an example of White players using their Whiteness to  
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prevent racism against non-White players. It was one of the more effective 

ways of reducing on-field racism, however it also reinforces Whiteness as 

normatively the group in control. This is the approach taken by one 

football club: 

 

There were times where some of our kids were discriminated 

against, and as a club we made sure that we acted on that straight 

away. And whether that was internally or with the league, you 

know that in the first few weeks a lot of our kids were getting 

sledged. The African kids were getting sledged. So we sent a letter 

to the President of the league, explaining the situation, and asking 

them to send our letter to the rest of the competition. And when we 

went to our games from that point in time, our Manager of the team 

– of our team – would go and actually speak to the Coach and the 

Team Manager of the opposition and say we have a lot of African 

kids in our team, new Australians, we don’t want to have any issues 

in regard to discrimination or racism. 

 

The non-White cannot prevent racism; only the White can do that. So 

Whites are in charge of both perpetrating and preventing racism. This is 

not to suggest that non-White players never perpetrate racial abuse. The 

following quote discusses what is considered vilification and shows the 

socially constructed nature of Whiteness: 

 

Vilification can be for anything, a kid could be pulled up for calling 

him fat, it’s about how he reacts. If he’s upset because he’s been 

called fat then they’ve just vilified them. It’s so politically correct 

now that you can’t say this, you can’t say that. Basically we try to 

say to the boys that they can’t say anything, you can’t say anything 

to them and that’s it, that’s how it is. One of our boys had called 

one of the kids short and he’d taken offence to being called short. 

Having said that we still have to keep an eye on – especially in our 

team, we’re Under 13’s this year – kids within the team, black kids 

calling other kids black. One of the boys who has darker skin called 

the Sudanese black and he’s like, well, he didn’t even see that he 

had black skin to be calling someone black. He goes “But I’m 

white.” I’m like “there’s no way you’re white” but they don’t 

necessarily recognise it so we’ve had talks about that as well and 

talks about that across the club as well. It’s just really making sure 

that everyone is tolerant of everybody else. (Australian Rules 

football club) 
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Here it appears that perpetrating racial abuse is seen as something that 

Whites do. In the quote, the young player asserts his Whiteness and his 

right to call someone else Black. The club official suggests to the player

 that he is not White, but in any case, no one should be vilified for 

anything. 

 

 Racial Abuse as a Legitimate Tactic 

Thus far the analysis indicates that formal and informal processes for 

managing racial abuse are largely symbolic, but also that the most 

effective informal process is when the team itself protects its non-White 

players. Part of the broader context for this tolerance of racism is that racial 

abuse occurs within a sporting culture where sledging is seen as a legiti- 

mate tactic (e.g., Back et al. 2001). In the following quote, the coach uses 

racial abuse to motivate a non-White player to play better. The vilification 

is understood to have occurred in order to hinder that player’s game, a 

purposeful act on the part of the perpetrator to improve his team’s chances 

of winning: 

 

We played [against opposition player] and there’s a young 

Lebanese boy, [on our team] and [the opposition player] called him 

an Arab sheik. The only reason he called him that is because he 

was beaten and that was his way of trying to beat him, to get him 

in his head. And he did and I pulled him aside there at half time and 

I said “Look you’re going to cop that? You don’t have to cop that”. 

Well he came out the second half and he was probably the best 

player on the ground … The boy that offended straight up, [our 

player] … he just said ‘I want to know why you called me that?’ 

And he actually came out and he said ‘You were beating me quite 

easy; I had to do something to try and beat you ’. And I thought 

‘Well at least he was honest’ and he apologised for what he did and 

they moved on which is exactly what you want to see … (Australian 

Rules football club, italics added) 

 
 

In situating racial abuse as a legitimate tactic, it is explicitly and 

purposely not being situated as a real problem that should be prevented. 

Racist sledging is generally seen as unacceptable, but it is also seen 

as not really very bad, and that its victims need to be thicker skinned. In  
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the following quote, the respondent distinguishes between ‘Aussies’ and 

Italian migrants, showing that racial abuse is a long-standing cultural 

practice in Australian sport. As Italians have become increasingly White, 

the racial abuse has shifted to other non-White groups. 

 

Respondent: You know the Aussies, ‘Oh, you bloody wogs [racial 

epithet].’ You know my old man went through it, but 

now it’s virtually run by Italians, so like it’s just… it’s 

a natural thing. But there’s no racial comments or slurs 

or any of that happening. Well not in my… I don’t see 

it. I don’t see it. 

Interviewer 1: Were you ever called a wog playing? 

Respondent: Oh mate, plenty of times (laughs), and like water off 

a duck’s back, couldn’t care less, you know. So that’s 

why I get a little bit peeved when you have a little bit 

of a banter out on the footy field and somebody gets 

carried away with it. I mean that’s… I mean I got called 

it every day for 30 years, mate, it didn’t bother me 

none. (Australian Rules football) 

 

This person successfully survived ‘30 years’ of racial abuse and 

characterises it as ‘a bit of banter’, thus minimising it and simultaneously 

reinforcing it as a legitimate practice. 

 

Backlash, Singling Out and Scapegoating of Victims 

It was clear from our analysis that victims of racial vilification both 

believed they would be and actually were likely to experience backlash if 

they spoke up or acted in response to the abuse. Repercussions might be 

that they would make an official complaint and not have it verified and 

handled fairly, or that they would be singled out in future matches for extra 

attention and possibly attract further abuse on the field: As one respondent 

put it: ‘They are concerned about repercussions the next time they play 

them, they’d rather just let it go’ (Australian Rules football). 
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If a non-White child reacted to being racially abused in a match,  

they were likely to be disciplined for it while the child who had vilified 

them in the first instance would not have repercussions. Here are two 

examples: 

 

I know our older boys, some of our Muslim kids are regularly 

vilified but they’ve learned to shrug and move on. It happens to 

them all the time. It’s the same kids so they’re pretty thick skinned 

but on a couple of occasions throughout the season it did get to 

them. …They’re pretty resilient because they’re used to it but that 

doesn’t excuse it. Yet we’ll find, we had one of our boys called one 

of the opposition kids a bitch and it went through a vilification 

process and yes it was serious and all the rest of it, but when it 

happens to our boys it just seems to get washed under the carpet. 

But if it’s an Anglo family they’ll push the point whereas our boys 

will go ‘Just leave it, just leave it, just leave it’ because they know 

there will be repercussions next time . (Australian Rules football 

club, italics added) 

 

We had a case where one of the South Sudanese girls was actually 

taken to the tribunal for something that she had said because she 

was really angry about some things [racial abuse] that happened in 

a game, and she was taken to the tribunal and it was based on 

something she said which was just a really stupid thing to have said 

and it should never have got to the tribunal … (Basketball club)  

 

The first quote highlights the frequency of racial abuse and the costs 

of reacting. It explicitly shows the difference between the non-White 

children, who are reluctant to take complaints to the tribunal, and ‘Anglo’ 

parents, who are confident that if they go to the tribunal they will get a 

satisfactory outcome. In both cases the non-White children were taken to  

the tribunal because they had responded to being racially abused. Neither 

child received a satisfactory response to their abuse, and both were 

disciplined for lashing out in response. The children who had provoked 

the responses were not taken to the tribunal, suggesting that non-White 

children are strongly disciplined when they respond to abuse, but perpetra  

tors of the original abuse are not. 

In some instances, players who were vilified were pulled from the 

game, essentially punishing them for attracting racial abuse: 
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Interviewer: What happens if a kid gets vilified in the game? 

Respondent: Oh, the coaches have, and the managers, team 

managers and coaches have clear guidelines about what 

to do, which is to basically withdraw the player from the 

game until they… if they’re upset, and to report the 

matter both to us and to the Association concerned, but 

pretty much mostly to us there. But the main aim 

obviously is to ensure … the safety of the player 

concerned. (Basketball club) 

 

The pulling of the player is done for the best of intentions: to protect the 

player from further abuse. However it also may be experienced as a further 

negative consequence for being vilified; it is unclear whether the 

perpetrator of the vilification would have any such negative consequences. 

 

 

 

 Discussion  

 

From our findings it is clear that on-field vilification is a key manifestation 

of racism in junior sport. Using a critical race theory approach (Hylton 

2010; Delgado and Stefancic 2013), we expected to find that racism was 

a common everyday occurrence, and that anti-racism measures would be 

symbolic rather than substantive (Hylton 2010). We further expected to 

find that processes for managing racial abuse in junior sport would 

reinforce the normativity of Whiteness across the field. These expectations 

were borne out by the findings.  

Australian sport uses a grievance process to respond to racial abuse, 

requiring a complaint to be made and responded to through official 

channels. Grievance processes have been found to be ineffective means 

for the satisfactory management of discrimination in organisations 

(Dobbin et al. 2015), although they are a key part of the successful 

approach taken by the AFL (Gorman et al. 2016a). One of the key issues 

preventing grievance processes from being effective is backlash against 

them from White managers (Dobbin et al. 2015). Our findings show that 

similar backlash happens in junior sport, where children who are racially  
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vilified are unwilling to participate in grievance processes because they 

had well-founded fears that grievance procedure outcomes would not be 

favourable to them. Indeed, any response at all to racial abuse frequently 

led to negative consequences for the abused and no visible consequences 

for the abusers. Young people, thus, refused to engage with official 

processes for managing racism because they and their coaches knew that 

such complaints would result in the scapegoating of the complainants. In 

instances of racial vilification the official procedures were rarely 

implemented, with teams, coaches and management preferring more 

informal means of managing the racism. The formality of the process itself 

was a deterrent to its use. The official racial vilification policies and 

processes, then, can be understood to be types of symbolic anti- racism, 

where there is the appearance of anti-racist action, but no actual positive 

anti-racist outcomes (Hylton 2010). 

Racial abuse is a form of sledging that, according to Gardiner 

(2003), dehumanises its victims. However it is something that is seen, even 

sometimes by its victims, as a legitimate tactic. This makes it very 

challenging to tackle because it is normalised. As racial abuse targets only 

non-White players, its prevalence can be viewed as an indication of White 

dominance, and its tenaciousness as evidence of the normativity of 

Whiteness and the subordination of non-Whites in sport to Whites. 

Given the ineffectiveness of both the official and informal 

processes for managing racial vilification, why do junior sports rely on 

them to manage on-field racism? Based on our findings we would argue 

that vilification management procedures are a form of symbolic anti-

racism having the appearance of action while maintaining existing 

structures and practices that perpetuate racism. The use of the grievance 

process enables the culturally approved practice of sledging to persist and 

simultaneously punishes those who would attempt to disrupt it. 

The effective management of on-field racism in junior sport is 

complex. It is embedded in a broader Australian sporting culture where 

sledging is seen as a legitimate tactic and not really all that bad, even 

though everyone would agree that racism is bad. Supporting this were two 

key discourses that emerged repeatedly in the interviews: the denial of 

racism and the diminishment of racism. The denial of racism discourse 

asserted that while racism may have been a problem in the past, it no 

longer was.  
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The diminishment of racism occurred when racism was 

acknowledged, but not thought to be a problem. Both discourses support 

a maintenance of the practice of sledging, through both denying its 

existence, but more often by situating it as not a real problem and just part 

of getting ahead in sport. In this view, racist sledging is a legitimate on-

field tactic, not something that should be sanctioned. 

This ambivalence about tackling racial vilification both leads to and 

supports ineffective grievance processes, processes that are seen to be 

responding to racism, while disciplining those who are its victims and in 

so doing preventing other victims from coming forward. Junior sport can 

be seen to be acting while subtly maintaining racist power relations. 

A key question that emerges from this analysis is how professional 

(AFL) Australian sport has been able to prevent racial vilification. It may 

be that the presence of Aboriginal players at all clubs, including some 

brave and outspoken Aboriginal players beginning with Nicky Winmar  

and Michael Long in the early and mid-1990s, provided an impetus across 

the League for sustained action. The AFL in particular is also able to 

resource processes and support staff to combat vilification. Many junior 

sports clubs are not culturally diverse and perhaps would not have internal 

pressure to resist racial vilification. They are also not well resourced. As 

our analysis showed, even some non-White players perpetuate racism, 

suggesting that it is a deeply ingrained practice. 

Racial vilification is a common occurrence, aligned with 

Australia’s sporting culture which accepts any means of gaining advantage 

over the opponent, including sledging (Gardiner 1997). Our analysis has 

identified structural and cultural factors that result in the maintenance of 

an on-field sporting culture where racism is essentially tolerated, even 

when lip service is given to its inappropriateness. The structural factors 

include the formal and informal processes for handling racial abuse. The 

cultural factors include the tacit tolerance of racist sledging as a legitimate 

tactic. 

 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

 

Our analysis has shown that racial abuse in junior sport is supported by 

structural and cultural factors. Structural factors include the reporting 

process, which is cumbersome to engage with and frequently results in  

scapegoating of the victims. Also included in the structural factors is the 
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normative Whiteness that underpins assumptions about what is racial 

abuse, and how it should be managed. These structures maintain the 

status quo where racial abuse is said to be inappropriate, but is tolerated. 

Related to this, cultural factors also support the continuation of on-field 

racism. In particular, the culture of sledging, where racial abuse is seen 

to be an appropriate on-field tactic and where players who complain 

about it are seen as weak and expected to ‘toughen up’. 
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