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Abstract 

Coach-athlete sexual relationships (CASR) and sexual harassment and abuse (SHA) in 

sport can profoundly impact athletes’ welfare and performance. Yet, it is often ignored 

due to sensitivity, secrecy, and lack of knowledge. There is no previous research on 

SHA in sport in Sweden, and legal, consensual, same-sex CASR is under-researched. 

The overall purpose of this doctoral thesis is to examine CASR in competitive sport in 

Sweden. More specifically: a) athletes’ experiences of CASR; b) prevalence of SHA in 

coach-athlete relationships; c) conceptual and theoretical issues to broaden the under-

standing of CASR and SHA, will be examined. 

Survey methodology is employed in Article I to explore the prevalence of SHA, 

coach-athlete relationship factors, and association between relationship factors and 

SHA. A random sample of current and former male and female Swedish athletes 

(n=477) aged 25 participated. Article II outlines critical issues of CASR, and theories 

and conceptualisations of romantic love, sexual consent, and female athlete sexual 

agency is further developed in the thesis research summary. Drawing on interviews with 

five female elite athletes aged 23-30, experiences of CASR are analysed in-depth using 

discourse analyses in Article III and narrative case study design in Article IV.  

Results show that athletes’ experiences of CASR are positively and negatively di-

verse but potentially problematic because boundary ambiguity, secrecy, and isolation 

are common. Social and ethical dilemmas may also occur because CASR intersect con-

trasting discourses regarding elite sport, coach–athlete relationships, and romantic love. 

Moreover, CASR integrate professional and private contexts in which equality and 

power deviate. The research illustrates empirically and theoretically how female elite 

athletes exercise agency and recognise consensual, mutually desired CASR where ro-

mantic love is priority. However, sexual consent can be ambivalent rather than a mutu-

ally exclusive yes/no dualism. Socially, consent is a process of negotiation informed by 

contextual factors, sexual agency, and social structure. In addition, 5.5% prevalence of 

SHA perpetrated by male coaches is reported, distributed throughout the sampled ath-

letes’ gender, age, sport performance levels, and individual/team sports in the sample. 

In conclusion, this thesis expands knowledge of athletes’ experiences of love, sexual 

consent, and abuse in CASR. Previous evidence of SHA in sport is confirmed to include 

sport in Sweden. Implications for sport and sport sciences are offered.  
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Prologue 

As a sociology graduate and elite athlete, my interest in sports developed from a per-

sonal interest and lifestyle to an intriguing and relevant research topic and a potential 

PhD-project in a pursuit for a doctoral degree. More important than the degree in itself 

though, I wanted to study something that felt meaningful and important (as everyone 

else I’m sure) and that spoke to me. A project that was my own rather than someone 

else’s. When it came to my attention that there was no research about SHA in Swedish 

sport I knew I had found my topic. I started to outline a research plan and contacted 

Professor Håkan Larsson as a potential advisor. Håkan gave me an opportunity to assist 

in a project regarding gender and physical education at The Swedish School of Sport 

and Health Sciences (GIH). Meanwhile, I applied for financial support and a PhD can-

didate position. In 2011, four years after my graduation from Stockholm University, my 

research proposal was finally accepted by The Swedish National Centre for Research in 

Sports (CIF). Soon thereafter I was also granted a doctoral position at GIH (note to self 

and others: don’t give up!). Sweden’s first high profile case of sexual abuse surfaced in 

that same year (i.e., 2011). From that moment, I no longer needed to explain the im-

portance of my research project to anyone. This high-profile case gave raise to another 

question that I was often asked though: How frequently does sexual abuse occur in 

sport? Drawing on the reactions that I received, the pendulum had swung from a notion 

that sport is somewhat free from such harmful, immoral, “unsportsmanlike” behaviour 

to a concern that sexual abuse might be even more frequent in sport than elsewhere.   

I’m often asked about my call to study the topics that I do. As a long-time athlete, I 

knew that sexual harassment and abuse as well as sexual and romantic relationships 

occur in sport. According to my personal experience, which has only been confirmed 

during my time as researcher and lecturer, most long-term athletes know about this too. 

Many have either personal experience or know of someone who does. I was just one of 

these athletes. This awareness has been like a subtle presence as long as I can remember 

– both from an athlete, female, and now researcher perspective.  

Pursuing these potentially sensitive, private topics and talking about them in a wide 

range of situations has felt surprisingly uncomplicated. I believe that my outlook, 

(pre)understanding, and athlete experience has facilitated the conversations with my 

participants and with people I have encountered during my research.  
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My sports background has resulted in an understanding of the world of sports in 

general, and a deep, long-term love for some sports in particular, although my own 

experiences cover a mere fracture of it. I engaged in equestrian sport during my child-

hood, practically living in the stable at times. Later I started doing full-contact martial 

arts, including kickboxing, Brazilian jujitsu, and primarily MMA. Being too far before 

my time in MMA though, I hardly ever got any fights due to the lack of opponents (oth-

er women in my weight-class). Injury also added to the difficult decision to give up 

MMA after a few years. Since I was already regularly attending and in love with 

weightlifting since many years back, I eventually ended up to successfully compete as a 

power lifter on the national elite level. I’m in the sport to this day and will surely be 

lifting weights for the rest of my life.  

I believe being an athlete has helped me to keep it real as a sport science researcher. 

Never have I believed sports to be a perfect, idyllic world. Nor the opposite—which 

may be important to emphasise as this thesis is a critical investigation. As researcher, 

athlete and individual though, I am driven by my appreciation for sports and its poten-

tial more so than its problems. I have experienced both, and my love for sports is not 

unconditional. It is tough love.  
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Introduction  

This thesis examines athletes’ experiences of coach-athlete sexual relationships (CASR) 

in sport. CASR include dating, romantic relationships, marriage, and casual sexual rela-

tions between athletes and their coaches.   

Sport is supposed to be a safe and healthy environment that offers joyful experiences 

for all athletes (SSC, 2009). The coach-athlete relationship is profoundly related to the 

well-being and performance achievements of athletes. Moreover, coach-athlete relation-

ships are typically characterised by trust, dependency or interdependency, hierarchy, 

age-difference, and emotional and physical closeness including physical touch. Having 

this central position in the sport and for athletes’ experiences of sport, the coach-athlete 

relationship can impact athletes’ personal development, sport participation, and elite 

athlete careers (Bringer et al., 2002; 2006; Jowett & Poczwardowski 2007; Li et al., 

2015; Sandström et al., 2016; Stirling & Kerr, 2009; Volkwein-Caplan et al., 2002). 

This thesis examines CASR from an athlete perspective.  

Sexual relationships and love exist in virtually every society and social setting, in-

cluding the sport context (Hatfield & Rapson, 2002). Discourses and narratives of ro-

mantic love reproduced by social institutions like romantic relationships, marriage, and 

family bonding is well ingrained through socialisation in many cultures (Felmlee & 

Sprecher, 2006; Jackson, 1993). These social conventions, as well as sexuality and 

subjective, individual experiences and emotions of love affect athletes just like anyone 

else. In addition, the coach-athlete relationship accommodates characteristics that can 

correlate with sexual attraction, romantic love, and sexual interaction to develop—such 

as closeness, frequent interaction, and shared interests, goals, and experiences (Brake & 

Burton Nelson, 2012; Powell & Foley, 1998; Regan et al., 2000). Sexual relationships 

occur frequently in workplaces and other organisational settings, including authority-

subordinate sexual relationships (e.g. Williams et al., 1999). Thus, it should come as no 

surprise that CASR occur. Yet, CASR are the open secrets of sport; ethical mine-fields 

seldom entered by stakeholders in sport. In Sweden, CASR as phenomena are hardly 

ever addressed openly or attended to as a relevant concern for athlete welfare and sport 

performance. Every now and then though, glimpses of coach-athlete couples and spous-

es appear in Swedish media. Usually comprising a well-known, successful female elite 

athlete well above the age 18 and her male coach of a quite similar age, whose romantic 

relationship seems fairly uncomplicated and uncontroversial. 
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Within the research context, CASR are framed in a distinctly negative light. When 

sexual components are added to the coach-athlete relationship context, it has been found 

to result in negative ramifications for the health, sport performance, careers of athletes 

(and coaches), and for the social context in which these relationships exist (Bringer et 

al., 2002; Johansson et al., 2016; Reaves, 2001; Toftegaard Nielsen, 2001; Wahl et al., 

2001). There are several critical, sometimes conflicting issues, which are broadly in-

formed by context that can complicate CASR. This can contribute to ethical dilemmas, 

taboos, social stigmatisation, and athletes and coaches going to great lengths to keep 

their CASR closeted for fear of negative consequences. First, coach-athlete relationships 

intersect coaches’ positional authority, resources, and power with athletes’ trust and 

dependency to coaches, which may increase the risk of abuse (Brackenridge, 2001; 

Fasting & Sand, 2015). Second, CASR are located in the intersection of social, ethical, 

professional, and regulatory boundaries (Johansson et al., 2016). Third, there is no 

agreement as to how CASR should be understood, defined, and managed—either in 

sport policy or practice. CASR, like authority-subordinate sexual relationships in organ-

isational settings more broadly, are not consonant with either typical work-relationships 

or romantic relationships. There is no general roadmap to offer guidance in these often 

delicate matters and complex cases. That is, unless it regards blatant cases of sexual 

harassment and abuse (SHA), which is both prohibited in policy and by law, and gener-

ally agreed to be unethical and completely unacceptable no matter where it occurs 

(Bringer et al., 2002; 2006; Toftegaard Nielsen, 2001). Fourth, sexual consent is a 

common dividing line between SHA and consensual, wanted, mutually desired sexual 

activities and relationships (Beres et al., 2004; Humphreys & Herold, 2007). However, 

there is a lack of knowledge and theory about sexual consent in CASR and regarding 

social implications of consent more broadly (Beres, 2007). Thus, rather than clear-cut 

boundaries that are based on sexual consent, such as a yes or no to sex, there is a signif-

icant ambiguous grey-area that pertains to subjective dimensions of individual agency, 

cultural influences, and social force in CASR. 

Despite the importance of the coach-athlete relationship in sport, the sociology of 

love for socio-cultural conventions, and the critical issues and potential complications of 

CASR, relatively little is known of athletes’ experiences of CASR. Previous research 

focused on SHA in sport in general and coaches’ sexual abuse (SA) of young athletes 

specifically. Meanwhile, there is little or no research regarding legal, adult, romantic, 

and consensual CASR; sexual consent in CASR; or same-sex CASR. Due to the pre-

dominant research focus on SHA and child protection in sport, many scholars and sport 

policy-makers take a critical stance towards CASR as being unethical and unprofession-

al on account of the coaches and potentially harmful to athletes (Bringer et al., 2002; 

2006; Reaves, 2001; cf. Toftegaard Støckel, 2010). Some argue that CASR are inherent-

ly abusive due to the power, authority, and responsibility invested in the coach (cf. 
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Brake, 2012; Brake & Burton Nelson, 2012; Kirby et al., 2000; Lenskyj, 1992; Tofte-

gaard Nielsen, 2001; Tomlinson & Strachan, 1996). It has been suggested that power 

inequity negates sexual consent or the ability give (valid) sexual consent (Beres, 2007; 

cf. IOC, 2007; Lane, 2006); simultaneously assuming that consent is for women/athletes 

to give and for men/coaches to receive (cf. Jozkowski & Peterson, 2013). Adding theo-

ries of men’s structural power over women in addition to female athletes’ agency, em-

powerment, and sexual desire being overlooked, male coach perpetrator/female athlete 

victim stereotypes and objectification of female athletes is arguably reproduced (cf. 

Hartill, 2009; Johansson et al., 2016; Sikes, 2006; 2010).  

There are research gaps and shortcomings that pertain to both how and what has been 

previously studied. In this thesis, I identify a one-dimensional, deterministic perspective 

on CASR represented in the previous research. CASR is under-researched on behalf of 

SHA and at times the literature tends to build on normative rather than scholarly 

grounds in the pursuit to prevent SHA. For example, a growing number of sport organi-

sations has started to prohibit CASR to protect athletes from SA (cf. examples in Bring-

er et al., 2002; Johansson et al., 2016). Arguably, there may be a risk that good inten-

tions to protect athletes can inflict unintentional harm by adding to silence, stigmatisa-

tion, vulnerability, and male coach perpetrator and female athlete victim stereotypes 

(which also draws on a heterosexual imperative). Thus, to critically examine CASR and 

problematize the previous SA contextualisation of CASR, this thesis takes on a more 

holistic perspective on CASR to expand current knowledge. This contextualisation 

includes legal, romantic, and consensual CASR; a broad spectrum including possible 

positive and negative experiences of CASR and theories of romantic love, sexual con-

sent, and agency. Most parts of the thesis take on a broad athlete perspective while some 

parts focus particularly on female elite athletes’ experiences of CASR. The coach-

athlete relationship can be particularly influential on elite level, and there are indications 

of female elite athletes being at greater risk of SHA (cf. Fasting et al., 2000; 2010; 

Leahy et al., 2002; Stirling & Kerr, 2009; Vertommen et al., 2016). 

Besides the main objective of CASR, I also examine SHA in coach-athlete relation-

ships. Since sexual harassment (SH) and SA often overlap definitionally and practically, 

I primarily use the term SHA to comprise all verbal, non-verbal, and physical SHA in 

this thesis’ research summary (see full definition of terms in chapter Background). Alt-

hough SHA violates human rights, can cause severe damage to peoples’ health, and is 

broadly prohibited, it exists in sport as in society as a whole (IOC, 2007). Lack of 

knowledge is a risk factor for SHA (Brackenridge, 2001). A growing number of studies 

have investigated SHA in sport during the last three decades. This body of research has, 

for example, offered an initial baseline for the assessment of prevention policies and 

child protection (Brackenridge & Rhind, 2014; Lang & Hartill, 2015). Having said that, 

many gaps and scarcities remain even though education, knowledge, and awareness are 
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fundamental for SHA prevention (Fasting, 2014; Mountjoy et al., 2016). There is, for 

example, no previous research about SHA in sport in Sweden and several other coun-

tries (Chroni et al., 2012; Lang & Hartill, 2015). 

By examining athletes’ experiences with both qualitative and quantitative methods, 

this thesis will contribute knowledge of female elite athletes’ experiences of sexual 

relationships with their coaches during their athletic career and of the prevalence of 

SHA in an athlete sample. Drawing on this knowledge, I advocate increased attention, 

routines, transparency, communication, and education in sport in Sweden and elsewhere 

to better prevent harm and abuse in coach-athlete relationships. This brings me to the 

thesis’ research purpose, which is described next. 

Purpose of the thesis 

The overall purpose of this thesis is to examine CASR in competitive sport in Sweden. 

To achieve this, I focused on a) athletes’ experiences of CASR; b) prevalence of SHA in 

coach-athlete relationships; and c) conceptual and theoretical issues to broaden the un-

derstanding of CASR and SHA. Corresponding to the overall purpose, the following 

specific research questions is addressed in each of the four articles: 

 

I. What is the prevalence of SHA perpetrated by coaches as self-reported by a 

sample of current and former male and female Swedish athletes aged 25?  

 

II. How can CASR be contextualised to expand knowledge of CASR beyond 

SHA?  

 

III. How do discourses regarding performance enhancement and coaching in elite 

sport, and romantic love frame female elite athletes’ experiences of CASR?  

 

IV. What can be learnt about sexual consent from female elite athletes’ experienc-

es of CASR?  

 

In the thesis research summary, I interweave the research presented in the respective 

articles and develop conceptualisations and theories on romantic love, sexual consent, 

and agency to broaden the understanding of CASR and SHA. 
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Outline of the thesis 

This is an article thesis as opposed to a coherent monography and includes four peer-

reviewed articles. These articles moreover comprise the thesis results. The data collec-

tion was done in two sub-studies. Sub-study 1 uses quantitative questionnaires and sub-

study 2 uses qualitative interviews to gather data based on athletes’ experiences. Specif-

ics of these sub-studies are found in the articles and more broadly in this thesis research 

summary. The thesis research summary (“the book” or “kappa” as called in Swedish) 

summarises the thesis as a whole—as one research project. 

My thesis work started out with a focus on SHA in Swedish sport in the first sub-

study (article I). I continued by problematizing the SA perspective on CASR in previous 

research, identifying gaps in the literature, and proposing topics for further research 

(article II). In the second sub-study, I furthered the study on legal CASR and romantic 

love in CASR (article III), and reconnected to the beginning of the research by analys-

ing sexual consent and abuse (article IV). In response to the previous research with 

SHA as main objective, I seek to expand knowledge on CASR primarily. Due to the 

lack of knowledge and attention of SHA in sport in Sweden, I examine SHA secondari-

ly. In this pursuit, I have used two descriptive data collection methods with athlete par-

ticipants. These data draw on quantitative, large-scale research methods to measure the 

self-reported prevalence of SHA and coach-athlete relationship factors, and qualitative, 

small-scale research methods to examine and problematize CASR in-depth.  

The chapter Introduction introduces the thesis objectives, scope, and rationale; the 

importance and contribution of the thesis; and the purpose of the doctoral research and 

thesis research summary.  

The chapter Background includes definitions of the most central concepts to facili-

tate the reading of the thesis research summary; a section regarding laws, regulations 

and sport policy with a primary focus on Sweden; and a review of the previous literature 

that informed the thesis.  

The chapter Theoretical and conceptual framework outlines the analytical frame-

work and describes theories and conceptualisations regarding romantic love, gendered 

sexual agency, sexual consent, and perpetrator/victim stereotypes that I use to broaden 

the understanding of CASR.  

The chapter Methodology includes a brief description and comparison of quantitative 

and qualitative methodologies; the two sub-studies included in the thesis; the writing of 

article II; ethical considerations with specific attention paid to researching potentially 

sensitive topics; and lastly a section regarding the validity, reliability, quality, and 

trustworthiness of the thesis.  

The chapter Summary of the articles briefly describes and summarises each article 

with a specific focus on the results.  
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The chapter Discussion includes a discussion of the results from the doctoral re-

search in relation to previous literature and to the conceptual framework and theory 

used in the articles and thesis research summary. The chapter also includes sections on 

contributions, limitations, directions for future research, and implications for sport.  

The chapter Conclusions describes the overall conclusions of the thesis. 
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Background  

As background, I begin this chapter by outlining definitions of terms and laws, sport 

policy, and codes of conduct before moving on to reviewing scholarly literature.  

Definition of terms   

To clarify and facilitate the reading I outline the following terms that is employed in the 

thesis research summary. These terms include: athlete, coach, coach-athlete relation-

ship, sexual relationship, coach-athlete sexual relationship, authority-subordinate sexual 

relationship, romantic love, sexual consent, sexual harassment and sexual abuse, groom-

ing, power, and agency. Specific conceptualisations and definitions in the sub-studies 

are explained in each article.  

 

Athlete: Refers broadly to any participant training and/or competing in organised sport 

from recreational to elite level, regardless of age, gender or sexuality unless any specific 

characteristic is accounted for (e.g., female elite athlete). In the thesis research sum-

mary, when referring specifically to the Swedish sport context (e.g., the respondents in 

the studies), an athlete means a member of a sports club affiliated with the SSC (cf. 

Thedin Jakobsson, 2015). 

 

Elite athlete: Although the thesis for most parts refers broadly to athletes according to 

the definition above, the second sub-study includes elite athletes. Elite athletes in this 

study pertain to those competing at national and/or international level(s) (Stirling & 

Kerr, 2009). 

 

Coach: A coach is a leader who coaches athletes. When referring specifically to the 

Swedish sport context in the thesis, coaches coach athletes in sport clubs affiliated with 

the SSC. Coaches can hold different positions and formal roles, depending on the sport, 

organisation, club, team, and county. Coaches can be head coach, assistant coach, na-

tional-team coach, strength and conditioning coach, and more. As club sport in Sweden 

and Scandinavia are run mostly by volunteers, the majority of coaches are not paid. In 

many cases, especially within child/youth sports and on a lower competitive level, the 
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coach is a parent coaching the son’s/daughter’s team or group, or is an athlete him-

self/herself coaching younger athletes within the club (SSC, 2009; Thedin Jakobsson, 

2015).  

 

Coach-athlete relationship: The relationship between athletes and coaches, in which the 

coach coaches the athlete in question. 

 

Sexual relationship: Usually, two types of sexual relationships can be distinguished: 

casual sexual relationships and romantic relationships. Casual sexual relationships, or 

non-romantic sexual relationships, include phenomena such as “one-nights-stands”, 

“hook-ups,” “friends with benefits” (an English phrase and commonly used in Swedish 

as well). Whereas sexual relationships not necessarily entail (mutual or unshared) love 

or amorous feelings and emotions, romantic relationships do. Romantic relationships 

are commonly viewed as more long-term, serious, exclusive, and committed because 

they include more emotional investment and affect more people (e.g. friends and fami-

ly) than casual, sex-based encounters. Partners in romantic relationships are often re-

ferred to as boyfriend and girlfriend (including same-sex and different-sex) or spouses 

in marital and common law relationships (Allen, 2004; Powell, 2010). Sexual relation-

ships thus include a wide spectrum of relationships that can be one-off, sporadic, short 

or long term (Allen, 2004; Moran & Lee, 2012; Powell, 2010) 

 

Coach-athlete sexual relationship: Relationships between athletes and their coaches that 

involves a sexual component. Coach-athlete sexual relationships (CASR) includes casu-

al sexual relationships and romantic relationships between lesbian, gay, and heterosexu-

al partners. 

 

Romantic love: Among the different kinds of love that is commonly recognised, this 

thesis focused particularly on romantic love. Unlike love between family members and 

close friends, romantic love is typically sexual and often recognised as the outcome of 

falling or being in love (Berscheid, 2010; Jackson, 1993). 

 

Authority-subordinate sexual relationship: Sexual relationships involving a person in a 

position of professional authority and a person who is subordinate to the other person 

within a particular hierarchical organisational context. Examples include relationships 

between coaches and athletes in sport, teachers and students in schools, faculty and 

students in higher education, and executives and employees in workplaces.  

 

Sexual consent: Typically, sexual consent denotes some form of agreement to sexual 

activities. Such agreement can be perceived inwards and/or communicated outwards 
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verbally or non-verbally (Beres, 2007). This thesis primarily deals with the social impli-

cations of sexual consent. There are also legal implications of consent, for example 

regarding the age of consent law. Sexual activities with a person under the legal age of 

consent (i.e., age 15 in Sweden) are illegal, including sexual activities that the minor 

perceives as consensual. 

 

Sexual harassment and sexual abuse: In the thesis research summary, I use the terms 

sexual harassment (SH), sexual abuse (SA), and sexual harassment and abuse (SHA) 

when referred to jointly. Similar to the SSC’s policies against sexual assault (2011) and 

SH (2005), I adopt broad, global definitions to capture a wide spectrum of unwanted, 

verbal and non-verbal, physical and non-physical sexual experiences of coaches and 

athletes of all ages. Although SHA can potentially be perpetrated by anyone, this thesis 

is restricted to coach perpetrated SHA. Distinguishing SH by the unwantedness of sexu-

al experiences is quite common. This criterion is, for example, emphasised in the SSC 

policy against SH (2005, p. 4): 

Sexual harassment means unwelcomed behaviour of sexual nature that infringe 
girls and boys, women and men […]. The most important characteristic of har-
assment is that it is unwanted by the one subjected to it.  

 

Unwanted sexual experiences are not necessarily or entirely restricted to (defining) SH. 

For example, Chroni et al (2012, p. 9) describes: 

Sexual harassment refers to behaviour of a sexualised nature which is unwanted, 
exploitative, degrading, coerced, forced and/or violent.  
 
Sexual abuse means to trick, force or coerce a person into any sexual activity the 
person does not want or is not sufficiently mature to consent to.  

 

According to above quote, a common criterion to define SA is whether a sexual activity 

is consented to, or can be consented to, or not. In this thesis research summary, I refer to 

SH as always and entirely unwanted, while SA at some point can be perceived as want-

ed or consensual. For the sake of simplicity and consistency though (for both me as 

author and for the reader), I mainly use the term SHA. The concept of sexual consent 

for defining SA is elaborated further in article II and IV. See also the operational defini-

tion of SHA in article I. 

 

Grooming: So called grooming denotes a cumulative social and psychological process 

of slowly gaining trust of a potential victim and systematically pushing, manipulating, 

and normalising boundaries in a relationship to facilitate sexual abuse (Brackenridge & 

Fasting, 2005). Sometimes grooming specifically refers to adult’s sexual grooming of 
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children (Fasting & Sand, 2015). In this thesis, however, grooming is not restricted to 

any particular ages. 

 

Power: As referred to in this thesis, power pertains to the interpersonal transactions that 

regulate persons’ capacity to do or act. Power can be described as “the ability to get 

things done, to mobilize resources, to get and use whatever it is that a person needs for 

the goals he or she is attempting to meet” (Kanter, 1993, p. 166). In general, power 

tends to have negative connotations associated to conflict of interests and abuse of pow-

er, but is not positive or negative per se. Power can be exercised for any purpose and is 

derived from both formal and informal sources (Tomlinson & Strachan, 1996). 

This thesis sometimes addresses relational power specifically. Relational power puts 

emphasis on context. For example, the power ascribed to coaches in their role as leaders 

of athletes in the sport context does not convert the same meaning, value or capacity in 

other social contexts. That does not mean that all athletes are powerless in coach-athlete 

relationships and especially not in other social contexts (cf. Denison, 2010, see also 

chapter Theoretical and conceptual framework).  

 

Agency: Connected to the notion of power, agency can be defined as the capacity for 

individuals as social agents to act in relation to social structure. Agency/structure is 

somewhat of a classical divide in sociology. However, many sociologists acknowledge 

the interaction between social structure and individual agency (cf. e.g. Giddens, 1984; 

Bourdieu, 1990). The unwritten rules of a social context can thus restrain as well as 

enable action. Social agents can contribute to reproducing, transforming, and renegotiat-

ing social structures and resist power on micro and macro levels (Foucault, 1977; Gid-

dens, 1984). 

This thesis sometimes address sexual agency. Sexual agency is agency linked to sex-

uality specifically. For example, sexual agency can refer to the ability to consent to a 

sexual activity (Powell, 2010, see also chapter Theoretical and conceptual framework). 

Laws, sport policy, and codes of conduct 

Policies and regulations against SHA in sport are commonplace. A number of proactive 

and reactive regulatory measures against SHA in sport have been taken on international 

and national levels (e.g. Chroni et al., 2012; UNICEF, 2010; UN, 2007, see also article 

I). The SSC (2005, p. 3) moreover emphasises the responsibility to act according to 

policy: 
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Considering that sport is the greatest popular movement in Sweden and by far the 
largest child and youth organisation we have an obvious responsibility to actively 
prevent and counter sexual harassment. All forms of harassment contravene the 
mission statements of sport. 

 

In general, it is unusual for sport organisations to have rules or policies regarding inti-

mate and sexual relationships between coaches and athletes, and in many countries such 

ethical guidelines and codes of conduct do not exist (Fasting et al., 2014). In Sweden, 

for example, there are no governing bodies that address sexual relationships or any 

intimate interaction between coaches and athletes (although local guidelines may exist 

sparsely) as long as it does not contravene legal boundaries and thus SSC’s policies 

against SH and sexual assault (SSC, 2005; 2011). In some countries though, notably 

The UK, The US, and Canada, a growing attention to SHA in sport during the last two 

decades has led to sport organisations starting to discourage or prohibit sexual interac-

tion and relationships between coaches and athletes via policy, guidelines, and codes of 

conduct (e.g., CAC, 2005; Brake & Burton Nelson, 2012; Safe4Athletes, 2013; Sports 

Coach UK, 2009). This development is thus far specifically notable in England, Canada, 

the USA, and Australia. These countries have all had public scandals of high-profile 

cases of child SA in sport. In its wake athlete protection, notably child protection, has 

amplified (see moreover article I and II).  

That said, the coach profession often lacks equivalent strict, mandatory professional 

protocols and legal implications that apply to similar professions. Teachers, for exam-

ple, have to adhere to legally regulated professional routines and ethical standards in 

consideration to age, dependency, professional authority and care (e.g. Lärarnas yrkes-

etiska råd, 2014; SFS, 2005:90; 2010:800). For licensed sport psychologists, practition-

er-athlete sexual relationships are broadly prohibited and strictly regulated by laws and 

psychology board regulations to protect the welfare of the clients (APA, 2010, see 

moreover Andersen, 2005 and Stevens & Andersen 2007 regarding sport psychologist-

athlete romantic attraction).  

In most countries, a general legal age of consent applies, usually between the ages 

13-18. There can also be certain exceptions to these general legal thresholds. For exam-

ple, in Denmark and the US, the legal age of consent is raised to age18 to raise the legal 

protection of specific vulnerable minors in relationships of dependence on adult guardi-

ans or professionals such as teachers and coaches (Chroni et al., 2012). In Sweden, 

sexual activities in relationships of dependency with a person over the general 15-year 

threshold (under which age all sexual activities are illegal) are illegal only if the de-

pendency provably has been seriously abused according to existing legislation (SFS, 

2005:90). Coaches are not specifically mentioned in the legislative text, only teachers 

and legal guardians (cf. more on age and sexual consent in articles II and IV). 
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Literature review  

In the remaining part of this chapter I review the literature that the thesis broadly draws 

on. I have allowed myself a certain freedom in picking and choosing literature from 

sport sciences and social sciences. First and foremost, the review covers literature into 

CASR and SHA in sport. Since the current literature into CASR is sparse and directed 

towards SHA, however, the lion’s share of the review draws on literature into SHA in 

sport. For the same reason, I have also included some additional literature on related 

topics and research fields to frame my works: First, prevalence of SHA more broadly 

(i.e. outside of the sport context) as well as the recent body of literature into physical 

touch in sport in response to fear of child SA. Second, sport culture and the coach-

athlete relationships drawing on sport sociology and sport psychology literature into 

coach-athlete relationships. Third, literature that addresses CASR, mostly within the 

framework of SHA research. Fourth, I review some of the sociological and organisa-

tional literature on authority-subordinate sexual relationships. This refers to sexual rela-

tionships that take place in, for example, workplaces and educational settings and like 

the coach-athlete relationship involves a (professionally) authority party and a (profes-

sionally) subordinate party within hierarchical organisational settings. Fifth, I briefly 

review literature into sexual consent in addition to the section on consent in the chapter 

Theoretical and conceptual framework. Lastly, I summarise particular research gaps 

that the thesis responds to in four points. The review, especially of these additional 

fields and topics, is not a blanket, comprehensive coverage. This is rather a particular 

selection of literature in addition to the literature reviews in my articles that I have 

found applicable to literary situate the thesis, outlining the scope, rationale, and research 

questions; to identify gaps and problematize the literature on CASR and SHA in sport 

and to discuss my results in reference to research and theory.  

Sexual harassment and abuse 
SHA within social contexts such as workplaces, schools, and home and family envi-

ronments has been studied for approximately 40 years (Brackenridge, 2001). Research 

on SHA in sport has grown during recent years. Although there are a few studies from 

the 1990s about SHA in sports (e.g. Brackenridge & Kirby, 1997; Lackey, 1990; Tom-

linson & Yorganci, 1997), this body of research has primarily formed during the last 20 

years (Chroni et al., 2012; Fasting, 2014) and concentrated on sport in Europe and 

North America. The current literature into SHA focuses on the prevalence of SHA be-

cause knowledge of existence of SHA and describing the extent of the problem are 

fundamental steps to prevent SHA and develop policy and safeguarding procedures 
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(Fasting & Sand, 2015; Hartill, 2014). In the following section I review the literature 

into prevalence of SHA with a focus on SHA in sport and the coach-athlete relationship. 

Prevalence of SHA 

Overall, SHA is a societal phenomenon that can occur in virtually all social and cultural 

contexts (Brackenridge, 2001; Finkelhor, 1994). In Sweden, an increase in reported sex-

crimes during the last decade has been noted by The Swedish National Council for 

Crime Prevention (Brottsförebyggande rådet, Brå) (Brå, 2016). It is, however, not estab-

lished to which extents this increase can be explained by an actual increase of sex-

crimes, increased inclination to report sex-crimes, or by legal changes during this period 

(Brå, 2016). Sex-crimes includes a wide range of crimes of which sexual harass-

ment/infringement (sexuellt ofredande) is among the most frequently reported (Brå, 

2012). According to crime statistics in Sweden, rape and violence is more common 

within relationships than outside relationships between strangers (Odén & Grände, 

2007). Most perpetrators have not been previously convicted (Jarl & Stolt 2010). Over-

all, there is a need for further research to generate more reliable, comprehensive 

knowledge about SHA from medical, psychological, and sociological research perspec-

tives (Jarl & Stolt 2010; SBU, 2011). 

Prevalence data serves to confirm the existence of SHA based on solid knowledge 

and to prompt systematic and responsible efforts by stakeholders in sport to recognise, 

prevent, and manage incidents of SHA. Researchers and stakeholders in sport continu-

ously stress the importance of such inquiries and the need for further prevalence re-

search (e.g. Brackenridge & Rhind, 2014; Hartill, 2014; IOC, 2007). Chroni et al. 

(2012) emphasise for example that: “In countries where no research of sexual and gen-

der-harassment and abuse has taken place yet, there is scope for exploratory and de-

scriptive research to define and clarify the extent of the problem” (2012, 17). There is, 

moreover, a general tendency of under-reporting SHA to social welfare, legal systems, 

and other professional systems (Priebe, 2009). Anonymously or confidentially self-

reported prevalence by using surveys, compared with sex-crime statistics, can be a rela-

tively valid measure of the “true” occurrence of SHA (Finkelhor, 1986).  

Occurrence of SHA in sport has been widely reported in the literature, throughout 

genders, ages, relationships (coach-athlete relationships and peer relationships between 

athletes), sport types, and performance levels (e.g. Alexander et al., 2011; Brackenridge, 

2001; Fasting et al., 2003, 2004; 2010; 2011; 2014; Toftegaard Nielsen, 2004; 

Volkvein-Caplan et al., 2002). SHA in sport is not restricted to coach-athlete relation-

ships, but also occurs in peer relationships (Alexander et al., 2011). Fasting et al. (2014, 

p. 127) suggest, however, that based on coaches’ power and athletes’ trust in coaches it 

is “reasonable to assume that harassment from coaches may be more severe than from 

peer athletes”. In a review of the existing research, prevalence rates of 2-50% SHA in 
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sport are noted (Fasting et al., 2014). Prevalence of SHA in and outside of sport does 

not seem to differ significantly, similar prevalence rates have been reported in studies 

comparing SHA experiences among athletes and non-athletes (Fasting et al., 2003; 

Leahy et al., 2002; Parent et al., 2016). For example, 4-58% of various forms of SHA 

were found among Swedish high-school students (Priebe, 2009). A large divergence of 

prevalence rates between studies is typical for SHA studies in general (Fasting et al., 

2014; Priebe, 2009; Stoltenborgh et al., 2011). Explanations for divergence between 

studies are many and likely multi-causal. It can be caused by differences in definitions, 

samples, measurements, analyses, reporting methods, as well as a possibility of real 

differences in number of perpetrated SHA on individual, group, and structural levels 

(Auweele et al., 2008; Hassall et al., 2002; Priebe, 2009; see moreover article I). 

Overall, a common gendered distribution is associated with SHA (e.g. Allen, 2004; 

Bolen, 2003; Odén & Grände, 2007; Priebe, 2009). In sport, likewise, women are more 

frequently subjected to SHA, most perpetrators are men, and SH is often conceptualised 

as synonymous with gender-harassment (Fasting, 2014; Fasting et al., 2010; Tomlinson 

& Yorganci, 1997; Volkwein-Caplan et al., 2002). However, there are misconceptions 

and stereotypes about gender and SHA that tend to exaggerate the gender distribution of 

both perpetrators and victims (Maynard & Wiederman, 1997; Rector, 2007). It has been 

suggested that male perpetrator/female victim stereotypes in and outside the sport con-

text contribute to male victims and female perpetrators being overlooked, as well as 

atypical cases being particularly unreported (Denov, 2003; Hartill, 2009; Priebe, 2009, 

Rector, 2007; Sikes, 2006). There are, for example, a number of studies on SHA in 

sport with female athlete only samples (e.g. Crosset, 1986; Fasting et al., 2002, 2010, 

2011; Tomlinson & Yorganci, 1997; Volkwein-Caplan et al., 2002). It seems, however, 

to have become more common to emphasise that SHA occurs among both genders, that 

SHA among male athletes is relatively under-researched, and more and more studies 

include both male and female athlete samples (Alexander et al., 2011; Chroni et al., 

2012; Hartill, 2009; Parent et al., 2016). Within recent large-scale studies, both male 

and female participants have reported SHA. Parent et al. (2016) reported no significant 

gender differences for either SA or SH. Toftegaard Støckel (2010) reported significant 

gender differences of lifetime SA, but there was a skewed gender composition in the 

sample (30% of men, 75% of women responded). Vertommen et al. (2016) reported 

significant gender differences for sexual violence (higher in female respondents), but 

not for psychological violence. In Alexander et al. (2011), more boys than girls reported 

experiences of SHA, although it was not restricted to coach perpetrators but also includ-

ed peers and other perpetrators. 

Accompanying female victim/male perpetrator stereotypes in SHA literature is a het-

erosexual bias. Literature on same-sex SHA is relatively scarce compared to heterosex-

ual SHA, even though prevalence rates are similar across sexualities (McClennen, 2005; 
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Messinger, 2011). In addition, sexual minority status has been found to convey risk of 

additional harm, but frameworks to understand and recognise same-sex abuse are still 

relatively new and untested (Carvalho et al., 2011; Donovan & Hester, 2010). There are 

no studies on same-sex abuse in sport or coach-athlete lesbian or gay relationships. 

Mountjoy et al. (2016) suggest, however, that there is a potentially higher risk for 

LGBT athletes to be sexually abused. In addition, scholars addressing homophobic and 

heterosexist sport culture stress the need for more knowledge and improving the condi-

tions for LGBT athletes in sport in general (e.g., Carless, 2012).  

Besides a focus on heterosexual SHA towards women perpetrated by men, a signifi-

cant part of the literature concerns child SA (Brackenridge & Rhind, 2010, 2014; Lang 

& Hartill, 2015; Mountjoy et al., 2016). A specific concern for child protection in sport 

can also be noted in sport policy and practice broadly, including national and interna-

tional projects (cf. UNICEF, 2010; Child Protection in Sport Unit in the UK).  

Katherine Starr (2013), President of the American organisation Safe4Athletes, confirms 

the persistent focus on child SA and paedophilia in sport. SHA towards older athletes 

“just doesn’t pull at our heartstrings in the same way”, she says and concludes: 

 

If we truly want to address sexual abuse and harassment in sports we need to call 
it what it is, an abuse of power between the coach and the athlete that occurs at all 
ages. We are misled if educational materials imply something else. 

 

Child protection has also been a main concern for initiatives taken in Swedish sports 

against SHA. For example, Save the children’s telephone-lines for children and parents; 

educational material that is directed exclusively on child protection in Swedish sport 

SSC & SISU, 2012), and the implementation of a child-rights perspective in Swedish 

sport more broadly (Norberg & Pihlblad, 2011, see also examples in article I). Since the 

majority of athletes are children, adolescents, and young adults, automatically SHA is 

prevalent within these age-groups. That being said, there is no consistent evidence that 

children in general run a higher risk for SHA in sport than athletes of other ages (cf. 

Fasting et al., 2000; Kirby et al., 2000; Toftegaard Nielsen 2004). Brackenridge (2001) 

concludes that age interacts with other contextual factors (e.g., sports-level, level of 

ambition and performance, and stage in an athletic career), and that combinations of 

factors can affect vulnerability and thus SHA prevalence.  

To summarise, research into SHA in sport is relatively sparse and there are no stud-

ies of SHA within the Swedish sport context. The current research does, however, illus-

trate the importance of preventing SHA and increased knowledge is key to do so. Next a 

review of the literature into athletes’ experiences of grooming, SHA, and CASR is of-

fered. 
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Athletes’ experiences of grooming, SHA, and CASR 

To date, studies of CASR do not constitute a specific research field but CASR have 

been addressed in a few studies into SHA. This literature mainly draws on young (often 

under aged) athletes’ experiences of grooming and abusive CASR (e.g. Brackenridge, 

1997; Brackenridge & Fasting, 2005; Crosset, 1986; Toftegaard Nielsen, 2001). The 

theoretical and conceptual focus in these studies is placed on coaches’ authority and 

power, while athlete agency and legal and consensual CASR has been given little atten-

tion (see also article II). As a result, CASR are cast as problematic, harmful, abusive, 

and unacceptable (e.g. Brackenridge, 2001; Brake, 2012; Brake & Burton Nelson, 2012; 

Burton Nelson, 1991; Kirby et al., 2000; Parent et al., 2016; Reaves, 2001; Toftegaard 

Nielsen, 2001, 2004; Toftegaard Støckel, 2010).  

A few studies of SHA have reported prevalence of CASR (or, more specifically, 

some forms and definitions of coach-athlete intimate and sexual interaction). In a na-

tional representative sample of Canadian adolescents aged 14-17, 1.2% reported con-

sensual sexual contacts with a coach in the 12 months preceding the study (Parent et al., 

2016); 28% prevalence of coach-athlete intimate relationships was reported among 

Danish athletes (Toftegaard Støckel, 2010), 22% of Canadian elite athletes having sexu-

al intercourse with authority figures in sport (Kirby et al., 2000), and 8% of American 

female student athletes report consensual sexual intercourse with a coach (Lackey, 

1990).  

Sport science scholars have used qualitative methods to learn more about athletes’ 

experiences of grooming and SHA in sport. A common form has been to interview 

athletes who have been subjected to SHA in sport, which is a research design that al-

lows room for the complexity of SHA and power in coach-athlete relationships to 

emerge (Brackenridge 1997; Cense & Brackenridge, 2001; Crosset, 1986; Fasting et al., 

2002; 2007). Athlete accounts of SHA include feelings of entrapment, powerless, and a 

sense of being completely controlled by the coach (e.g. Brackenridge, 1997; 2001). To 

better prevent SHA, Cense (1997) and Cense and Brackenridge (2001) studied temporal 

and developmental risk factors for SHA in sport by drawing on interviews with athletes 

(see more on risk factors in article I). Three studies have used a narrative methodology 

to story young female athletes’ experiences of grooming and SA by their male coaches 

(Brackenridge & Fasting, 2005; Fasting & Sand, 2015; Owton & Sparkes, 2015). These 

studies describe the process of grooming by coaches as starting with the slow gaining 

trust before systematically and breaking down athlete’s interpersonal barriers to facili-

tate sexual abuse. This process not only includes potential victims, but also the social 

environment to prevent suspicion and function as camouflage in front of parents, 

friends, peer athletes, and other coaches (Brackenridge & Fasting, 2005). Moreover, 

grooming is contextual, which means that in sport, coaches can use their status, posi-

tional power, authority, and resources in the grooming process. Consequently, interper-
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sonal boundaries can be particularly complex in the coach-athlete relationship context 

due to power as a central, multidimensional factor behind grooming and SHA (Fasting 

& Sand, 2015; Owton & Sparkes, 2015). Brackenridge and Fasting (2005) moreover 

suggest that power is often the motivation behind SHA and by using a combination of 

threats, rewards, and manipulation, coaches can control athletes and maintain secrecy.  

In addition, perceptions of appropriate and inappropriate behaviour relating to inter-

personal, intimate, physical, and sexually ambiguous coach-athlete interaction, groom-

ing, SHA have been surveyed (Auweele et al., 2008; Fejgin & Hanegby, 2001; Hassall 

et al., 2002; Toftegaard Nielsen, 2001; Volkwein et al., 1997, see more regarding these 

studies in article II). In addition, Bringer et al. (2002; 2006) interviewed male coaches 

regarding their perceptions of appropriateness of CASR. As shown, these perceptions 

varied regarding the appropriateness of heterosexual relationships involving athletes and 

coaches of legal age, while under-age relationships (i.e. under age 16) were unanimous-

ly condemned.  

In summary, the literature into CASR to date draws on cases of grooming, SHA, and 

CASR with under-aged athletes. According to my review of the literature, no single 

study of romantic relationships between adult coaches and athletes has been undertaken 

within the field of sport sociology. There is, however, a recent body of research into 

physical touch in sport that critically examines additional aspects related to SHA, which 

as I direct the attention to in the next section.  

Touch in sport 

In response to a growing awareness of child SA in sport during the last years, and in 

turn SHA research, an additional body of research on touch (i.e. physical contact) and 

the politics of touch in sport has developed. This literature reveals that growing anxiety, 

suspicion, moral panic, and fear of child SA and harmful touch has grown in the wake 

of recent attention to SA in coach-athlete relationships; especially directed towards male 

coaches who coach children (e.g., Piper, 2014; Piper & Stronach, 2007, see also the 

special issue on touch in sport in Sport, Education and Society, 18(5), 2013 in which 

article I is published). For example, (male) coaches’ worry about causing athletes dis-

comfort if their behaviour could be misinterpreted as SHA or to be (wrongly) accused of 

SHA (Bergmann Drewe, 2002; Hassall et al., 2002; Lang, 2010). Fear can hinder pre-

vention of SHA by suspicions going unreported, which leads to inaction instead of pro-

actively helping victims (Parent, 2011; Pépin-Gagné & Parent, 2016). Implementation 

of prohibitive child protection, “no touch policies,” and fear of false allegations of SHA 

have resulted in cases where coaches avoid both physical touch and spending time alone 

with their athletes (e.g., Lang, 2010; Pépin-Gagné & Parent, 2016; Piper et al., 2012).  
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To date, there is no formal “no touch policy” in Swedish sport, but similar problem-

atic issues related to harmful, suspicious physical touch in coaching and physical educa-

tion in Sweden has been highlighted in the literature (Öhman & Grundberg-Sandell, 

2014; Öhman & Quennerstedt, 2017). Suspicion and mistrust of coaches, fuelled by 

public scandals of SHA and reinforced by a narrow research focus around sexual behav-

iour in sport, can hamper the interaction and relationships between coaches and athletes, 

lower coach motivation, affect performance and recruiting of coaches and athletes. 

Öhman and Quennerstedt (2017, p. 318) conclude that “physical contact is a qualitative 

aspect and essential for children’s learning, development and growth, both as individu-

als and as members of society.” In turn, protection of young athletes and control of 

coaching practice through extended surveillance, regulation, and prohibition, can ulti-

mately have negative effects on the social environment in sport (Garratt et al., 2013; 

Jones et al., 2013; Piper et al., 2012; 2013; Taylor et al., 2016; Öhman & Grundberg-

Sandell, 2014). Next I review literature into sport culture and the coach-athlete relation-

ship. 

Sport culture and the coach-athlete relationship  

As described in the previous section, sport is not a particularly dangerous environment 

compared with other social settings in regard to overall prevalence of SHA. Yet, SHA 

as well as CASR are contextual phenomena in relation to both macro and micro con-

texts such as 1) sport culture and 2) the coach-athlete relationship (Bringer et al., 2002; 

Brackenridge, 2002; Fasting & Sand, 2015).  

Sport culture is broadly framed as inherently good, morally sound, and healthy (An-

derson, 2010; Bailey, 2006; Houlihan, 2010; see moreover article III). Although there 

are multiple accounts and a wealth of literature that gives another, much more diverse 

picture than the popular discourse on sport culture, this idealistic image seems to stay 

quite intact (Houlihan, 2010). The literature suggests that sport culture not only repro-

duce social and organisational power in coach-athlete relationships (Toftegaard Nielsen, 

2004; Tomlinson & Strachan, 1996) and structural power in relation to gender, sexuali-

ty, ethnicity, and age (Scraton & Flintoff, 2002), but that inequality to some extent is 

heightened and that sport often fails to keep pace with other areas of society in the 

struggles against sexism, homophobia, and so on (Brackenridge, 2002; Burton Nelson, 

1996). Wearing critical glasses, researchers describe sport culture to normalise, institu-

tionalise, and expose athletes (especially women, children, and minorities) to sexual and 

other forms of harassment, abuse, bullying, oppression, and violence; and for sport 

culture to excuse and sometimes even encourage such violations (e.g., Alexander et al., 

2011; Brackenridge, 2002; Brackenridge & Rhind, 2014; Burton Nelson, 1996; Clarke 
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2002, 2006a; Crosset, 1986; Connell, 2001; Griffin, 1998; Hall, 2002; Harrison & 

Belcher 2006; Kirby et al., 2000; Scraton & Flintoff, 2002; Weaving, 2012). 

The coach-athlete relationship has a central position in the sport culture and coaches 

are often regarded as key to athlete success (Jowett & Poczwardowski, 2007; Jowett & 

Shanmugam, 2016; Reaves, 2001; Stirling & Kerr, 2009). Coach-athlete relationships 

are socially complex because they can integrate professional and private spheres, con-

textual power, and (thus) boundary ambiguity that can predispose athletes to boundary 

transgressions and potentially abusive coach practices. Coaches can take on multiple 

roles beyond an entirely sport related leadership, such as the roles of a parental figure, 

friend and a knowledgeable authority with multiple expertise (Bergmann Drewe, 2002; 

Brackenridge & Kirby, 1997; Jones et al., 2005; Kirby et al., 2000; Toftegaard Nielsen, 

2004; Tomlinson and Yorganci, 1997; Volkwein et al., 1997). Moreover, coaching and 

coaches alleged authority of knowing what is best for the athlete can include eating-

habits, weight, looks, athletes’ leisure time, social habits, lifestyle, and more (e.g., Fast-

ing et al., 2014; Jones et al. 2004, 2005; Larsson, 2001; Li et al., 2015; Stirling & Kerr, 

2009; Toftegaard Nielsen, 2001).  

There are notions that producing extraordinary results in elite sport may require 

“outside the box” strategies and pushing limits to enhance performance. This can imply 

relatively loose interpersonal and ethical boundaries of coach-athlete relationships, 

perhaps even at the cost of athletes’ health in the name of sport performance (cf. Jowett 

& Shanmugam, 2016; Kenttä, 2014). With the lack of clear-cut boundaries and the high, 

idealistic standards of coaches’ authority, positional power, moral rights, and central, 

celebrated position in sport culture also come certain expectations and demands. Thus, 

if allegations of SHA by a coach or rumours about CASR surface, it is a potential crim-

inal act, unethical conduct, and a violation of the fundamental, sacred values of sport 

and the position of trust, responsibility and status of the coach (Brackenridge, 2001). 

When sport is considered as inherently good, sport organisations may (understandably) 

fear reputational damage and stigmatisation as a result of exposure of SHA (Mountjoy 

et al., 2016). The literature also covers several other factors that characterises the coach-

athlete relationship, not the least in elite sport. Coach-athlete relationships involve phys-

ical and emotional closeness; physical touch; shared goals, struggles and strong emo-

tions; pressure to perform; a focus on the body, fitness and athleticism; body exposure 

through specific clothing in some sports; age difference, a vast amount of time spent 

together including travelling together. Hence coaches and athletes on elite level tend to 

form a unique relationship (Bergmann Drewe, 2002; Fasting, 2014; Jowett & Cockerill, 

2003; Lyle, 2002; Toftegaard Nielsen, 2004).  

Furthermore, variables such as sport type (individual vs. team) and sport perfor-

mance level have caught researchers’ attention. Whereas no clear-cut results have been 

found regarding the former (cf. Fasting et al., 2004; Toftegaard Nielsen, 2004), perfor-
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mance level seems to be a factor that can have some association to increased risk of 

SHA. More specifically, higher prevalence of SHA has been reported among various 

groups of elite level athletes compared to relatively lower level athletes (Fasting et al., 

2000, 2010; Leahy et al., 2002; Mountjoy et al., 2016; Vertommen et al., 2016). Elite 

athletes’ vulnerability has been associated to the highly demanding, competitive, stress-

ful elite sport environments, with a “win at all cost” ethos (Bringer et al., 2002; Fasting 

et al., 2010; Leahy et al., 2002; Vertommen et al., 2016). More specifically, potential 

risk factors for SHA in coach-athlete relationships have also been proposed by drawing 

on interviews with abused athletes (Brackenridge & Fasting, 2005; Cense & Bracken-

ridge, 2001). Risk factors includes for example: low awareness level and lack of educa-

tion about SHA, athlete dependency, trust in and devotion to coaches, the combination 

male coach and female athlete, close personal contact between coach and athlete, 

coaches’ ambiguous sexual behaviour like touching and flirting, frequent instructional 

physical contact, stakeholders ignoring athlete-authority sexual relationships and sexu-

alised traditions and jokes within sport (see full lists in Brackenridge, 2001 and revised 

by Toftegaard Nielsen, 2004). 

During recent years, increased attention has been paid to the coach-athlete relation-

ship within sport psychology literature. Simply put, a common, general difference 

among others between (sport) psychology and sociology can be that the former tends to 

focus more on individual and relationship levels and the latter on the structural and 

cultural levels. The sport psychology literature emphasises the significance of the 

coach-athlete relationship for athlete’s performance achievements, participation, career 

development, career paths, motivation, personal development, safety, athlete welfare, 

and the wellbeing of athletes and coaches. Interpersonal components such as interde-

pendence, mutual trust, concern, support, successfulness, cooperation, closeness, shared 

knowledge and understanding, and the relationship’s potential to be beneficial for 

coaches’ and athletes’ well-being, interdependency, satisfaction, and performance 

achievements have been studied (e.g., Jowett & Cramer, 2009; Lafrenière et al., 2008; 

LaVoi, 2007; Li et al., 2015). Furthermore, Jowett and Cockerill (2003, p. 327) point 

out that: 

The stereotypical perception that the athletic relationship formed between coach-
es and their athletes at the elite level is impersonal, authoritarian, and dependent 
upon competition success was not supported. Indeed, there is an accumulation of 
evidence that suggests that coaches and athletes develop athletic relationships that 
are athlete-centred […] 

 
To further emphasise the (ideal) interdependency between coaches and athletes, Jowett 

described the coach-athlete relationship in terms of a partnership (2005) and a dyad 

(2003) that can include sexual and non-sexual intimacy. Notably, Jowett and Meek 

(2000) performed an interview study that drew on a sample of coach-athlete married 
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couples. The spouses experienced specific components such as intimacy, love, caring 

and genuine concern due to their dual professional and private relationships. Both ath-

letes and coaches perceived this special bond as positive for wellbeing and athletic per-

formance. This study is (to my knowledge) unique in terms of analysing potentially 

beneficial components of coach-athlete romantic relationships. The study did not, how-

ever, cover how these relationships were initiated and developed, how they were re-

ceived by peers and the sport community, the aftermath of marriage breakdown or di-

vorce, or how dynamics of power and agency came to make sense in these dual relation-

ships. Although SA, and other forms of emotional abuse and harmful coach-athlete 

relationships have been addressed and taken into account within sport psychology litera-

ture (see e.g. Jowett & Poczwardowski, 2007; Stirling, 2013; Stirling & Kerr, 2009), 

intimacy and sexual interaction between athletes and coaches is not anticipated to un-

dermine the potential of a coach-athlete relationship to facilitate wellbeing, satisfaction 

and performance achievement as is often the case in sport sociology literature (see 

moreover article II). This nuanced perspective on intimacy in coach-athlete relation-

ships is thus a contribution from, partly, sport psychology research. In the next section I 

turn the attention outside the sport science literature to review some of the literature on 

authority-subordinate sexual relationships in social contexts other than sport.  

Authority-subordinate sexual relationships 

Even though the coach-athlete relationship can be a unique type of relationship (e.g., 

Jowett & Cockerill, 2003; Toftegaard Nielsen, 2004), there are common denominators 

between relationships involving an (professional) authority party and a (professionally) 

subordinate party within hierarchical organisational settings besides sports that grant 

some comparison (Bergmann Drewe, 2002; Fasting & Sand, 2015; Volkwein-Caplan et 

al., 2002). Sociological and organisational literature primarily addresses romance and 

sexual interaction in such authority-subordinate relationships in workplace and educa-

tional settings. Common denominators relating to the social and organisational nature of 

authority-subordinate relationships are, for example, ethical dilemmas; asymmetric 

power structure; organisational rules and prohibitive policy; group dynamics; social 

conventions and morals; performance and motivation, the possibility and meaning of 

consent; and the occurrence and risk of SHA (e.g., Dillard et al., 1994; Horan & Chory, 

2009, 2013; Johansson et al., 2016; Lane, 2006; Malachowski et al., 2012; Pierce & 

Aguinis, 1997, 2001; Powell, 2001; Powell & Foley, 1998; Williams et al., 1999; Wil-

son, 2015).  

Overall, sexual relationships in workplaces occur frequently (Cowan & Horan, 2014; 

Lickey et al., 2009; Wilson, 2015). Like the sport and coach-athlete relationship con-

text, workplaces represent venues and relationships with several characteristics associ-
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ated with sexual attraction, infatuation, and falling in love. Such factors include for 

instance: the amount of time spent together during and after training and work; travel-

ling together; shared tasks, goals, interests, and experiences; dependency and interde-

pendency. The status, role, power, expertise, and achievements of a coach, executive, 

professor, or teacher can be perceived as attractive, and a sexual relationship with a 

high-status partner and superior may bring flattering attention, feelings of desirableness 

and self-worth, and other potential benefits – or at least hopes of it (Brake & Burton 

Nelson, 2012; Burton Nelson, 1991; Hill & Preston, 1996; Horan & Chory, 2013; Jo-

hansson et al., 2016; Jowett & Meek, 2000; Meston & Buss, 2007; Powell & Foley, 

1998; Regan et al., 2000; Townsend & Levy, 1990). Thus, it is neither surprising nor 

unexpected, scholars suggest, that dating and a variety of sexual relationships develop 

between authorities and subordinates in organisational settings (Cowan & Horan, 2014; 

Lickey et al., 2009). 

Authority-subordinate sexual relationships are in general more negatively perceived 

than those between peers and co-workers (e.g., Horan & Chory, 2009, 2011, 2013; 

Malachowski et al., 2012; Pierce et al., 1996; Wilson, 2015). In addition, Horan and 

Chory (2013) found heterosexual workplace romances to be perceived as more negative 

(lower levels of character and caring while more deceptive) than those between gays 

and lesbians. The literature indicates that individuals holding more positive attitudes 

about sexual relationships in the workplace have themselves more frequently been in-

volved in such a relationship (Brown & Allgeier 1996; Jones, 1999; Pierce et al., 1996). 

Women engaging in sexual relationships with a superior (or with a subordinate or peer) 

tend to be stigmatised, ostracised, and discredited more so than men, while male superi-

ors run greater risk of accusations of sexual harassment and abuse of female subordi-

nates (e.g., Jones, 1999; Williams et al., 1999). Other examples of negative outcomes 

for the principal parties and third parties such as peers and co-workers of sexual rela-

tionships, are: favouritism, information manipulation, conflicts of interest; dismissal, 

weakened credibility and trustworthiness; heightened risk of SA and “quid pro quo” 

harassment (e.g. Clarke, 2006b; Jones, 1999; Pierce & Aguinis, 1997, 2001; Pierce et 

al., 1996; Powell, 2001; Powell & Foley, 1998; Sikes, 2006; Wilson, 2015). Besides 

direct problems, the negative outcomes of authority-subordinate sexual relationships can 

include indirect responses to norms, perceptions, assumptions, and suspicions, as well 

as to relationships being kept secret (Cowan & Horan, 2014; Sikes, 2006, 2010). There 

can also be problems caused by rumours about people having a sexual relationship 

without it being the case (Powell & Foley, 1998). Examples of positive outcomes for 

the involved parties include personal satisfaction, happiness, wellbeing, and increased 

motivation, involvement, productivity, and work-performance (e.g. Dillard & Broet-

zmann, 1989; Dillard et al., 1994; Jones, 1996; Pierce et al., 1996; Powell & Foley, 

1998; Williams et al, 1999; Wilson, 2015).  
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To sum up, coach-athlete relationships share some similarities with authority-

subordinate relationships in organisational settings other than sport. In literature into 

authority-subordinate sexual and romantic relationships in workplace and educational 

environments, however, both positive and negative outcomes drawing on more bal-

anced, holistic circumstances of such relationships have been examined and reported. 

That said, CASR as other authority-subordinate sexual relationships do tend to be so-

cially problematic and ethically complicated—thus the more reason to advance 

knowledge. Next a review of literature into sexual consent, in particular the social im-

plications of consent. 

Sexual consent 

Sexual consent, or a person’s anticipated ability to consent to a sexual activity, is a 

common criterion to define SA in law, research, and sport policy (Beres et al., 2004; 

Humphreys & Herold, 2007; see moreover article II). For example, the International 

Olympic Committee states that: “Sexual abuse involves any sexual activity where con-

sent is not or cannot be given” (IOC, 2007, p. 3). In her review of sexual consent litera-

ture, Beres (2007) suggests that conceptualisations of consent are often underdeveloped 

and arbitrary, often relying on implied ‘common sense’ rather than explicitly stated 

definitions. The literature on sexual consent is relatively sparse. It is a more common 

topic in legal literature than regarding the social implications of consent (Humphreys & 

Herold, 2007; Jozkowski & Peterson, 2013). Moreover, the current research focuses 

primarily on sexual consent in heterosexual relationships (Beres et al., 2004). For ex-

ample, the “sexual activity” that consent refers to typically regards heterosexual inter-

course, which excludes many sexual activities (Beres, 2007; Humphreys & Herold, 

2007).  

The concept and issues of sexual consent has also gotten little attention in the litera-

ture into SHA in sport. When addressed, sexual consent has been restricted to children’s 

inability to consent to sexual activities by drawing on SA cases (Brackenridge, 2001; 

Bringer et al., 2002; Parent et al., 2016; Toftegaard Nielsen, 2001). Athlete accounts of 

SA reveal that grooming and abuse of emotions, trust, dependency, and authority can 

make sexual activities appear to be consensual but be redefined as sexual abuse later on 

(Cense & Brackenridge, 2001). Brackenridge and Fasting (2005, p. 35-36) suggests 

that: 

Grooming is important because it brings about the appearance of co-operation 
from the athlete, making the act of abuse seem to be consensual. In other words, 
whereas harassment is definitely unwanted, abuse may appear to be wanted (or 
consented to) when the victim has been subjected to grooming. 
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Sexual consent outside this scope, for example regarding athletes above the legal age of 

consent (typically above age 18) engaging in allegedly consensual CASR, has not been 

studied however. 

Limitations and gaps in previous literature 

There are limitations and gaps in the existing literature. These shortcomings pertain to 

previous research in terms of both what has been studied and not, as well as how it has 

been studied. More specifically, some topics, issues, and scopes received relatively little 

or no attention in the literature. I identified the following specific gaps in the literature: 

– legal (e.g., above legal age of consent), romantic, and consensual CASR; 

– CASR and SHA in the Swedish sport context; 

– sexual consent in CASR; 

– same-sex CASR and sexual consent in same-sex relationships more broadly; 

 

In addition, limitations in previous research also pertain to theoretical perspectives and 

conceptualisation of CASR and SHA. More specifically, previous research has been 

conducted within a SHA context, focusing on men’s structural power over women, 

coaches’ authority and power, child protection, and athlete subordination in line with 

male coach-perpetrator and female athlete-victim assumptions. This has resulted in a 

contextualisation of CASR as inherently harmful, abusive, and unethical. The research 

topics, scope, and rationale in the literature is broadly underpinned by intentions to 

prevent harm and SHA in sport and beyond, which I fully support, commend, and I 

wish to contribute to this cause. For the same reason, however, I am critical of the pre-

dominant SHA perspective on CASR that strikes me as one-sided and deterministic, 

which I discuss in article II. My doctoral research developed in a direction towards a 

more holistic perspective on CASR, including legal, romantic, and consensual CASR 

after the first sub-study and article I. This, in turn, led me to explore and in time incor-

porate theories on romantic love, sexual consent, and female sexual agency in my anal-

ysis of CASR.  

The development of my doctoral research and the (re-)contextualisation of CASR 

that I initiated in article II has, for instance, been influenced by the perspectives advo-

cated and applied by Bringer et al. (2002) and Sikes (2006). The study by Bringer et al. 

into CASR and SH in sport stands out from prior research by, especially, their ambition 

to conduct a “data driven analysis of CASR as opposed to driven by a priori theory” (p. 

117). The priory theory here being CASR cast as inherently abusive and harmful to-

wards athletes because of the power invested in the coach. Sikes (2006) adopts a similar 

approach in her study of teacher-student sexual relationships to avoid reproducing nor-

mative notions that cast authority-subordinate sexual relationships as inherently wrong. 

I commend the perspective by these authors as I believe that it can contribute to a more 
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nuanced, less deterministic understanding of these sexual relationships, which enables 

valuable critique and opportunity for development and new knowledge. In addition, 

critical perspectives on sensitive topics that challenge stereotypes and predominant 

social and moral conventions, such as those regarding authority-subordinate sexual 

relationships, can come with consequences. Sikes study (2006), for example, caused 

moral panic and social repression on her behalf which I believe adds to its importance 

and merit (cf. At the Eye of the Storm: An Academic(’s) Experience of Moral Panic, 

Sikes, 2008). In my doctoral research (especially from article II and onwards) I have 

strived for an equivalent perspective as Bringer et al. and Sikes to avoid the type of 

negative bias that I believe has characterises the previous research into CASR. This 

pursuit has led me to employ a theoretical and conceptual framework that enabled me to 

study CASR beyond the confines of the SHA context, which I attend to in the next 

chapter. 
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Theoretical and conceptual framework 

I begin this chapter by outlining the theoretical and conceptual framework that I have 

used to situate, analyse, and discuss the results and to develop theories and conceptuali-

sations to further the understanding of CASR. From there I move on to review the theo-

ries and conceptualisations (including theories that underpin and explain definitions and 

conceptualisations) regarding romantic love, gender, sexuality, power, agency, consent, 

and perpetrator/victim stereotypes. The topics are not placed in any hierarchical order, 

rather the topics, theories, and conceptualisations interact. Moreover, all cited authors in 

this review are treated equally. For example, Foucault is not necessarily more important 

for my analysis than Jozkowski, Beres or any other theoretical contributor. This equality 

also applies to the novelty and date of the theories; I use a selection of older and newer 

theories with no hierarchal order. The focus is thus on the content of the theories and 

their contribution to understand the athletes’ experiences of CASR rather than choosing 

the most recent, most known, cited, or popular theories or theorists.  

In this chapter, or in the thesis more broadly, I do not focus on a particular theory or 

the works by a particular theorist to be described in depth, detail, and abstract terms in 

(perhaps) a more common manner. Mainly because I have not found any one or two 

theories that comprise the diverse – even contrast – topics and dimensions of athletes’ 

experiences of CASR found in my research and that I found important to include in my 

analysis to understand CASR holistically. Given the state of current knowledge, theory, 

and SA perspective on CASR, I thus found it more urgent to include a selection of theo-

ries, theoretical perspectives, and conceptualisations on specific topics described in 

parts that I identify as ignored or downplayed in the existing research, albeit nonetheless 

important to understand, situate, analyse, and discuss CASR. 

The reason to integrate theoretical and conceptual framework is the definitional dif-

ferences between my research and previous research into CASR and SHA. My frame-

work is intended to contribute and develop theoretical means to reconceptualise CASR 

and, in turn, the methodological means to study these sexual relationships beyond SHA. 

For example, legal and consensual romantic relationships between adult coaches and 

athletes. To do so, I reckoned that using theories from the previous SHA research would 

not be accurate as these theories and conceptualisations has ignored or downplayed 

aspects such as romantic love, women’s’ (in this case female athletes) sexual agency by 

reproducing perpetrator/victim stereotypes. Nor do the previous research investigate the 
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critical issues of sexual consent, which is likely to be more socially complex than a 

mutually exclusive yes or no to sex or simply stating that female athletes cannot give 

meaningful sexual consent in coach-athlete relationships. 

Moreover, the thesis is data driven in the sense that I had not committed to a theory 

or theorist prior to starting (cf. Bringer et al., 2002). Thus, on the basis of my collected 

data (especially the interview data since the quantitative sub-study focus on describing 

the prevalence statistically) I sought for theories that I reckoned could cast new light on 

CASR and SHA by situating CASR in the intersection between social structure, organi-

sational control, and individual agency (cf. Sikes, 2006; Williams et al., 1999). I found 

this approach particularly important due the normative notions that lump CASR togeth-

er with SHA on the basis of coaches’ power over athletes (cf. Bringer et al., 2002; 

Sikes, 2006). Having said this though, I do not claim (or try to claim) to be any more 

objective than any other researcher studying social, subjective phenomena. It only 

means that I set on a perspective that did not cast CASR as inherently abusive or seek to 

decide whether CASR is either right or wrong per se. As I put it in article II: “[A]n 

approach that does not assume that all sexual coach-athlete relationships are harmful 

and abusive, and acceptance that there is no dualistic distinction between consensual 

sexual relationships and sexual abuse”. By no means do I, or the theories I use, imply 

that CASR cannot be abusive, harmful, and problematic in many, perhaps even most, 

situations. Nor that consent is not equivalent to healthy, pleasurable, ethically sound, 

unproblematic, socially desirable, or accepted CASR.  

Conceptual model 

To give an illustrative overview on how I conceptualised CASR, SA, and SH in relation 

to sexual consent I created the model below. This conceptual model is not intended to 

provide solutions, determine boundaries or present answers or results of the present 

study. It is rather intended to evoke critical discussion about boundaries, problematizing 

sexual consent, to highlight commonalities and differences, and illustrate what a holis-

tic, integrated understanding of these alternately contrasting yet related phenomena and 

relationships can look like. The model is also intended to illustrate how and why my 

thesis draws on a holistic approach that to some extents integrates and separates CASR, 

SH, and SA. It may depict why my research is not limited to the left, non-consensual 

side of the model like most all of the previous research, and why CASR should not be 

conceptually or theoretically equated with SHA. It moreover visualises differences, 

commonalities, and ambiguities within and between the phenomena and relationships 

that the bubbles represent, and thereby why I propose further theoretical development. 

The conceptual model presents one way to conceptualise and understand the phenomena 
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included – not the way. Thus, I encourage readers to discuss, criticise, and problematize 

the model, drawing on a variety of perspectives, theories, and experiences.  

The different shapes of the elliptical bubbles in the model and their place in the con-

sent categorisation can illustrate different characteristics between these phenomena as 

well as why CASR include a larger variety of relationships in reference to consent (and 

thus views thereof). SH may differ and include a large variety of SH in a variety of 

scenarios, but not as much in regards to consent as CASR as the bubble shape illus-

trates. Defining SH as unwanted, non-consensual sexual interaction and behaviours of a 

sexualised nature, this bubble is placed mainly in the not consent category. Also, SH 

and SA often overlap definitionally and practically. The reason why SA is placed most 

in the grey-area is due to the ambiguity, ambivalence, and renegotiation of consent 

related to SA (cf. Brackenridge & Fasting, 2005; see also article IV). The bubble repre-

senting CASR overlap with SA in the grey-area for the same reason; the boundary am-

biguity between SA and CASR in cases where sexual consent is not mutually exclusive 

but perhaps includes both consensual and non-consensual aspects, events, and phases, 

and/or is redefined over time. I will continue to discuss the model later in the chapter 

Discussion. 

 

     Figure 1: Conceptual model 
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Romantic love 

This section defines romantic love and outlines what it might entail according to socio-

logical theory in reference to the athletes’ experiences of romantic love in their CASR 

(Article III). The athletes describe romantic love and the outcome of a committed, long 

term romantic relationship to be a priority for them, and the strong force of falling in 

love as impossible to resist. This section includes theories of romantic relationships as a 

fundamental part of society and for individuals’ lives, discourse and narratives of ro-

mantic love, and the power of love as well as the connection between power, gender, 

and sexuality in feminist theory. 

Love is often regarded as one of the deepest and most meaningful of sentiments (Ru-

bin, 1970). Some scholars claim that love is universal; that romantic love has existed in 

all human groups throughout time and space (Hatfield & Rapson 2002); that it is possi-

ble to find ourselves emotionally in stories from distinctly different cultures and times 

(Craib, 1995). This may very well boil down to interpretation or definition; love is a 

many layered phenomenon with multiple meanings culturally, historically, linguistical-

ly, and scientifically (Berscheid, 2010). Over the years, theories of love have developed 

in a variety of disciplines (for reviews see e.g. Berscheid, 2010; Doan et al., 2015; 

Felmlee & Sprecher, 2006; Oord, 2010). A sociological perspective on love includes 

social and cultural constructs, love as a normative emotion for romantic couples, as well 

as a subjective, individual experience (Doan et al., 2015; Goode, 1959; Jackson, 1993). 

The capacity to experience love and the cultural conditions for relationships is mediated 

by social structure. Not least in Western culture, the association between romantic love, 

marriage, and the nucleus of the family constitutes a fundamental societal unit. Socially 

accepted romantic relationships are expected to – and most often do – meet socio-

cultural conventions regarding the appropriate age, class, ethnicity, religion and so on, 

situating romantic love as a link between the individual and the structure of society 

(Berscheid, 2010; Felmlee & Sprecher, 2006; Goode, 1959; Rubin, 1970). Even more so 

due to the gradual shift from practical, social, and economic basis for marriage to senti-

ments aroused by the partner, and to the connection between sexuality and intimacy and 

personal fulfilment, sexual desire, self-reflection, and autonomy in line with democracy, 

individualism, and equality ingrained in modern society more broadly (Berscheid, 2010; 

Giddens, 1992). 

There are forms of love and intimacy that are non-sexual, such as love for parents, 

siblings, and friends (see e.g. Berscheid, 2010; Sprecher & Regan, 1998 on companion-

ate love). This thesis, however, focuses on romantic love. This form of romantic love is 

typically sexual and often recognised as the outcome of “falling in love” and “being in 

love,” which may lead to long lasting affection, sexual desire, companionship, and fami-

ly bonding (Berscheid, 2010; Jackson, 1993). According to Giddens (1992), romantic 
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love is culture-specific and the interaction between sexuality and romantic love is fun-

damental for understanding social control (especially of women and female sexuality), 

power, and identity in modern society.  

Romantic love, and “falling in” (romantic) love, is often ascribed mysterious, impel-

ling, passionate, strong feelings and deemed a powerful force strong enough to disrupt 

the unwritten rules of social conventions and structure (Felmee & Sprecher, 2006): An 

irrational reaction to reality and ecstasy akin to a mystical experience (Weber, 1991); a 

compulsory authority (Macfarlane, 1987); a creation of a sense of disreality (Barthes, 

1978); something so powerful it can be unendurable (Haug & Carter, 1987), and more-

over:  

A state of intense longing for union with another. Reciprocated love (union with 
the other) is associated with fulfilment and ecstasy; unrequited love (separation) 
is associated with emptiness, anxiety, or despair (Hatfield & Walster, 1978, p. 9).  
 
Romantic convention tells us that love is in essence indefinable, mysterious, out-
side the rational discourse. Its meaning is held to be knowable only intuitively, at 
the level of feeling, and cannot be communicated in precise terms. (Jackson, 
1993, p. 207) 
 
Love is seen as the bolt from the blue against which one cannot struggle, the pre-
ordained meeting of twin souls, the compulsion which allows one to break any of 
society’s rules as long as one is faithful to the emotion itself. (Sarsby, 1983, p. 5-
6) 

 

From a sociological perspective, representations (often mentioned in terms of discourses 

or narratives) and experiences of romantic love interact. The descriptions above mirror 

narratives of romantic love that constitutes vital parts of popular culture and thus frame 

experiences of love and vice versa (Jackson, 2001). As Stevi Jackson (1993: 212) puts 

it: “We make sense of feelings and relationships in terms of love because a set of dis-

courses around love pre-exists us as individuals and through these we have learnt what 

love means.” Narratives of love include concepts such as ‘heartache’, ‘forbidden love’, 

‘happily ever after’ kind of love, and a force of love that can override rules, norms, 

rationality, and social sanction (Felmlee & Sprecher, 2006; Jackson, 1993, 2001). Thus, 

love, and the narrative construction of love, can become an element in a decision or 

action.  

Sue Jackson (2001) describes that the frequent exposure to romantic narratives is a 

powerful and salient cultural resource for young women’s (her research only includes 

women) sense-making of their heterosexual romantic relationships – also when includ-

ing emotional and sexual abuse by their boyfriends. While the romantic genre is more 

complex, ambiguous, and paradoxical than it may seem, so are the ways in which ro-

mantic narratives frame women’s experiences of love and abuse. They include, for 
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example, idealised and fairy-tale romances that may blind women from recognising 

abuse and leaving the relationship, but also feminist narratives of independence, em-

powerment, and resistance. In clear contrast to many fictive romantic love-stories de-

picted in print, picture, and film though, a clear, uniform dividing-line between right or 

wrong; good or bad; friend and foe when dealing with legal and allegedly consensual 

CASR is difficult and complicated. CASR, and most sexual relationships for that mat-

ter, tend to be considerably more ambiguous, complex and complicated than scripted 

fiction (Bringer et al., 2002; Burton-Nelson & Brake, 2012; Jackson, 2001; see also 

article II). 

In addition to cultural institutions, powerful emotions of love, and romantic narra-

tives, there are sociological theories that centre on the ideology of love in relation to 

structural power and sexuality. In feminist theory, particularly, love has been viewed as 

a tool to control and subordinate women and their (hetero)sexuality. Giddens (1992) 

describes romantic love as traditionally feminine, associated with women’s gender iden-

tity, female sexuality, marriage, and motherhood. Male sexual and gender identity is 

associated with the need to supress emotions and needs for intimacy, seeking identity in 

profession and materialistic resources. As women’s social and financial freedom grew 

in modern society, so did men’s incitement to control women and contributed to institu-

tionalised violence towards women, according to Giddens (1992). Thus, mediating, 

controlling, and regulating the meanings and outcomes of love serve to reproduce social 

structures and cultures that subordinate women. For example, women engaging in typi-

cally masculine coded sexual behaviours such as casual sex and separating sex from 

love, risk ‘slut shaming’, stigmatisation and other forms of social repression (deBeau-

voir, 1972; Giddens, 1992; Jackson, 1993; Jackson, 2001; Moran and Lee, 2012, 2014; 

Powell, 2010; Ringrose & Renold, 2012; Tolman et al., 2015).  

In addition, women are often stereotyped as more emotional than men, especially re-

garding love, romance, and sexuality. Therefore, women are expected to run greater risk 

of being used and abused emotionally and sexually (Doan et al., 2015; Locke, 2002). 

Moreover, in romantic relationships, the least emotionally invested party is typically 

ascribed greater power, or at least the perception of power, than the more invested party. 

Due to social expectations of men as less emotional than women, it is more common for 

men to perceive themselves as the least emotionally invested party in a heterosexual 

relationship (Sprecher & Felmee, 1997). Thus, “being in love” entails more or less mu-

tually giving away power, independency, and control to the other party (see also article 

III). Women’s emotional dependency to men and their relative vulnerability connected 

to romantic love in heterosexual romantic relationships may partly explain why love has 

been a relatively disregarded and downplayed factor by scholars researching sexual 

relationships in sport and other organisational settings (cf. the section regarding authori-

ty-subordinate sexual relationships in the literature review), and considerably more 
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attention has been paid to gender harassment, women’s structural subordination, SHA 

of female athletes, and SHA of women in organisations in general (Powel & Foley, 

1998; Sikes, 2006, 2010; Williams et al., 1999; see moreover article II). These issues of 

romantic love can also be located to theories on gender, sexuality, female sexual agen-

cy, and power more broadly, which I attend to in the following section. 

Gender, sexuality, agency, and power 

More so than romantic love, there is a wealth of sociological theories about sexuality, 

gender, and power (Jackson, 1993). Giddens (1992) and Foucault (1979), for example, 

emphasise the important and fundamental interaction between sexuality, identity, 

knowledge, and power in modern society. Controlling sexuality equates ability and 

power to control humans, and to understand sexual relations and sexuality it is neces-

sary to understand and analyse power, Foucault suggests (1977, 1979). According to 

McKinnon (1989, p. 128), feminist theory “treats sexuality as a construct of male pow-

er: defined by men, forced on women, and constitutive of the meaning of gender”. SHA, 

including violence towards women, is often understood and explained as outcomes of 

structural power based on gender that men possess and women lack, which subordinate 

women in relation to men (Allen, 2004; Stevens, 2004). It should be emphasised that 

there are several feminist theories, and theories on gender more broadly, that differ 

more or less – many of which are more multidimensional than the representation by 

McKinnon. Yet, men’s structural power over women in society, and thus male coaches 

power over female athletes, has been a common theoretical perspective employed by 

sport science scholars to explain SHA in sport (e.g., Brackenridge, 2002; Fasting, 2014; 

Fasting et al., 2002; 2011; Tomlinson & Yorganci, 1997; Volkwein-Caplan et al., 2002; 

see moreover article II and the literature review in chapter Background). In this section I 

describe theories and theoretical perspectives in parts and extents that can cast new light 

on CASR, and to broaden, problematise, and develop the understanding of CASR and 

SHA. This includes, for example, women’s sexual agency and desire, as well as agency 

in relation to power, empowerment, sexuality, and gender more broadly.  

In Foucault’s (1979) view, power and subjectivity constitute a contextual diversity of 

relations that is produced, reproduced, transformed, and resisted in all social interaction. 

Power is not something that certain dominant groups, positions, institutions or roles 

possess throughout social contexts while other subordinate counterparts are powerless, 

but is “operating relationally, in a manner that [gives] every person in every relationship 

some degree of power” (Denison, 2010, s. 162). By no means does this imply that pow-

er is symmetric and equally distributed in relation to social factors, resources, expecta-

tions and perceptions though. As their organisational position and leadership role is a 
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source of power, coaches typically exercise relative power in relation to their athletes 

within the coach-athlete and sport context – and are expected to do so by the athletes 

and others (Tomlinson & Strachan, 1996). That said, power in coaching and leadership 

is not negative or positive per se. Power can be exercised in positive and ethical ways as 

well as negatively to dominate and control athletes. Tomlinson and Strachan (1996, p. 

11) suggest, for example that “Power is the ability to get things done, the capacity to 

act, or the ability to choose what will happen”. Similar ideas have been proposed by 

Foucault—pleasure can be a productive effect of power. More specifically, power not 

only operates by repression and restriction of certain thoughts, feelings, and behaviours, 

but also by producing pleasure for the subject, which can be an even more subversive 

incitement to action than the use of overt force (Foucault, 1979; Allen, 2004). 

In contrast to power, romantic relationships tend to be characterised by a mutual 

striving to fulfil one’s partner’s needs, wants, and to offer support and safety. Compared 

with professional relationships, romantic relationships are rather based on reciprocity 

and informal dynamics played out on an open field, which the involved parties are basi-

cally free to leave whenever they want to (Adams et al., 2001; Jowett & Meek, 2000; 

Powell, 2010). Such a perhaps simple view on “freedom of choice” and willingness can 

definitely be problematized from a sociological perspective in regard to power, and will 

be so in the forthcoming section regarding sexual consent. Nonetheless, I want to add 

this point here to emphasise the importance of context, diversity, and relational power to 

understand CASR – as any type of relationship. As Sikes (2006, p. 277) suggests in her 

study of teacher-student sexual relationships for example: “The dynamics of such 

[teacher-student] relationships may well be rooted in the power differential, but it would 

probably be wrong to assume that, within the relationship itself, the balance is always in 

favour of the male”.  

Historically, women’s sexuality has been cast as more problematic than men’s (Gid-

dens, 1992). One reason is due to strong cultural notions framing women as (by nature) 

more emotional than men who are cast as rational or even non-emotional beings (Doan 

et al., 2015; Locke, 2002). Thus, female sexuality is assumed to be based and centred on 

emotions while male sexuality is driven by physical desire separated from emotions 

(Jackson, 2001; Moran and Lee, 2014). According to such discourse, separation be-

tween sex and love is as fundamental for men as the opposite integration of sex and love 

for women (Allen, 2003 [with the telling title “Girls want sex, boys want love”]; Jack-

son, 1993). This discourse, moreover, frames boyfriends as a source for girlfriends to 

seek a sense of safety, which reproduces the social positioning of women as dependent 

on men for safety but rarely the other way around (Powell, 2010).   

 

Despite the restrains that sexuality discourse and social structures can convey, wom-

en are also social agents who own and exercise sexual agency. This, in turn, connects to 
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theories on agency, structure, and power more broadly. Foucault (1977) emphasised the 

inherent link between power and resistance. Such resistance involves a process where 

people can “make conscious choices about how to understand and relate to themselves 

and may in fact constitute themselves in different ways in different contexts” (Chap-

man, 1997, p. 208). Thus, by practicing resistance people can challenge dominant dis-

courses, which, in turn, can have a liberating and empowering effect on individuals per 

Foucault’s concepts of the technologies of the self (Barker-Ruchti, 2011). For example, 

women engage in “non-romantic” sexual relations and activities outside long-term ro-

mantic relationships (e.g., “casual sex”) (Moran & Lee, 2012, 2014). Thus, these wom-

en exercise sexual agency by challenging norms regarding female sexuality as more 

reserved, passive, emotionally oriented, and bound to romantic love and family com-

pared with male coded sexuality (Giddens, 1992; Moran & Lee, 2012, 2014). Although 

women recognise conditions, constraints, and consequences due to dominant discourses 

of women’s sexuality, femininity, heteromonogamy, and heteronormativity, they active-

ly and consciously exercise sexual agency by challenging these social structures. Hence, 

with unwritten rules regarding gender and sexuality comes resistance and agency, which 

enables one to challenge them (Foucault, 1977). Deviant sexual behaviour in relation to 

unwritten rules can, however, come at a cost. For example, women’s “non-romantic” 

sexual relations can be associated to certain risks of physical and emotional health, 

thereof they tend to be kept secret (Moran & Lee, 2012). Keeping sexual relationships 

secret because they are not socially accepted is usually an unhealthy solution (Lehmil-

ler, 2012). Although I focus on women’s sexuality, unwritten rules and pressures in 

connection to gender, sexuality, and power do not necessarily or unequivocally privi-

lege or benefit men and male sexuality (Powell, 2010; Sikes, 2006). 

Another reason why women’s sexuality tends to be framed as more problematic, 

vulnerable, and deviant than men’s sexuality, historically as well as more or less to date, 

is that men rather than women themselves have interpreted, defined, and conditioned 

women’s sexuality and sexual relationships (Tolman, 2012). Fine (1988, and still preva-

lent as of Fine & McClelland, 2006) was the first to address the missing discourse of 

female desire by implying that girls’ sexuality is ignored and de-legitimised in sex-

education in schools. Fine describes missing discourse as a “social silence”. The miss-

ing discourse of female desire has then been extended to several areas as well as being a 

part of a larger ignorance of women’s sexual desire as a mean for social and sexual 

agency – and for men and male sexuality (e.g. Gill, 2008; Jones, 1996; Sikes, 2006; 

Tepper, 2000). I believe it is fair to suggest that a missing discourse of female desire is 

also prevalent regarding CASR judging by the focus on coaches’ SHA of female ath-

letes while broadly disregarding issues of romantic love, consensual CASR, female 

athletes’ sexual desire and agency as means to engage in CASR (see moreover article II; 

III; IV). For example, Kirby et al. (2000) suggest that if an adult female athlete initiates 
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a sexual relationship with her coach, it is not her exercising sexual agency and desire 

but the male coach abusing his power and thus the athlete.  

Discourses of women’s sexual desire and agency, in turn connecting to gender, 

equality, and sexuality more broadly, are associated with contradiction, conflict, and 

complexity. Although contemporary individualism and women’s sexual liberation can 

contribute to women perceiving themselves as liberated and empowered, it has at times 

shown to be something like a double-edged sword. For example, women’s rights to 

sexual freedom and to express and own their sexuality may simultaneously trigger sex-

ism, objectification, and sexualisation (Burkett & Hamilton, 2012; Tolman, 2012; Pow-

ell, 2010; Williams et al., 1999). Another example is the frigid/slut distinction condi-

tioning women’s promiscuity: On the one hand being labelled a “slut” for being too 

promiscuous (especially when engaging in casual sex with multiple people), on the 

other hand as a “frigid” for not wanting (enough) sex when having a boyfriend (Powell, 

2010). Sexual double standard typically refers to different standards for the sexual be-

haviour of women and men. While the traditional sexual double standard, which grants 

men greater sexual permissiveness than women, still exists, inconsistencies and changes 

of the unwritten rules regarding gender and sexuality have been noted in recent decades. 

Conclusively, the sexual double standards for women and men seem to be somewhat 

less evident today, sometimes even reversed in favour of women’s sexual freedom 

(Howell et al., 2011). There is no theoretical consensus regarding women’s sexual em-

powerment in these respects, but acknowledging and emphasising women’s sexual 

desire and pleasure can be a valuable dimension of legitimacy and subjective sense of 

empowerment (Lamb & Peterson, 2012; Peterson, 2010). 

In view of the above, women’s subjectivities, interpretations, perceptions, and their 

rights and abilities to define their own experiences of sex and sexuality need to be high-

lighted and better accounted for in a variety of contexts, including research. Even more 

so regarding young women’s (and men’s) experiences of sexual relationships, which 

adults tend to not take seriously or blatantly dismiss as inappropriate, risky, or harmful 

(Powell, 2010). This, in turn, is yet another aspect that hampers open discussion about 

sexual relationships and an understanding that centres on and acknowledges young 

people’s perceptions, experiences, and perspectives. Young people tend to confide in 

peers and friends for information, advice, and support about sex, sexual relationships, 

and SHA rather than adults or professionals (Powell, 2010; Priebe, 2009). Defining 

one’s own experiences of CASR and SHA, as well as experts tending to represent a 

more critical perspective on CASR than coaches and athletes, are points that I discuss 

further in article II. For instance, I ask the question “If no means no, does yes mean 

yes?” by pointing at the conceptual contradiction and the risk of disempowering female 

athletes. Lamb and Peterson (2011, p. 705) give another example on whether “experts” 
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(such as researchers) should or could make normative suggestion that ”a girl who feels 

empowered is actually not empowered”. They conclude by proposing: 

Can an adolescent girl’s subjective feelings of empowerment—including feelings 
of sexual desire, pleasure, and agency—count as one dimension of sexual em-
powerment that may in some ways serve her well in the future and contribute to 
her ability to know herself sexually, make positive sexual decisions, become a 
true partner in relation to another person, and not participate in sex in a way that 
supports oppressive practices? (Lamb & Peterson, 2012, p. 705) 

Sexual consent 

This section draws primarily on Beres’ (2007) conceptualisations and analysis of con-

sent theory, with a focus on social implications of consent and the difference to consent 

in legal theory (that tends to spill over on the former). It describes theories of power and 

pressure related to unwritten rules of gender and sexuality that underpin sexual consent 

conceptually and practically, which in turn explains the use of consent in previous SHA 

research and sport policy as a criterion to define SA. These conceptualisations and theo-

ries on sexual consent was used as analytical framework in the narrative case study 

presented in article IV.  

Sexual consent is a common criterion to distinguish and define SA in law, research, 

and sport policy (Beres et al., 2004; Humphreys & Herold, 2007; see also article II and 

IV). Although social and cultural contexts are very important and their effects very real 

for sexual consent, the understanding of consent often draws on a legal perspective (e.g. 

Beres, 2007; Powell, 2010). In legal theory, sexual consent is understood as based on 

specific sexual activities and outward communication of consent, considered as polar 

opposites expressed literally or representing a yes or no to sex, and that plays a pivotal 

role in legal cases to distinguish criminal acts and its legal consequences (Beres, 2007; 

Williams et al., 1999). Despite representing a particular distinct context, the legal impli-

cations of consent as mutually exclusive, amenable to yes or no distinctions, often ex-

tend sexual consent to larger social contexts. Social implications of consent, however, 

comprise subjective dimensions that integrate individual agency, cultural influences, 

and social force (Beres, 2007). This includes interrelated and overlapping moments in a 

sophisticated context specific process that includes both outward and inward communi-

cation (i.e., what is communicated outward to another person and what personal desires 

and wants that is kept to one’s self). Social implications of consent moreover entail that 

SHA and sexual consent are not necessarily dualistic or mutually exclusive (Hum-

phreys, 2007; Impett & Peplau, 2003; Williams et al., 1999). Muehlenhard and Peterson 

(2005) suggest that there is a missing discourse of ambivalence that results in assump-
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tions that sex is either wanted or unwanted (cf. Fine, 1988 on the missing discourse of 

sexual desire). Instead, sex is often associated with ambivalence for both girls and boys 

and women and men (Lamb, 2001; Muehlenhard & Peterson, 2005; Tolman & Szala-

cha, 1999). In addition, consent is often taken for granted, relying largely on assumed 

and arbitrary “common sense” and “I know it when I see or experience it” definitions 

rather than uniform or explicitly defined definitions – even in scientific literature (Ber-

es, 2007; Humphreys & Herold, 2007; Jozkowski & Peterson, 2013).  

To be more specific, sexual consent is often situated as a boundary or an agreement 

to sexual activity. Sexual consent as a boundary or dividing line has been used to distin-

guish, for example, morally problematic from morally unproblematic sex, pleasurable 

sex from unpleasurable sex; making love a criminal act (Beres, 2007). Beres suggests, 

however, that these boundaries created by consent draws on arbitrary definitions: Con-

sensual sexual activities may very well be perceived as morally problematic or unpleas-

urable, and there are many consensual sexual activities that are either defined as making 

love or constitute a criminal act. Sexual consent as an agreement can be categorised 

based on three primary qualifications in “yes” or “no” terms (Beres, 2007): First, any 

yes qualifies explicitly as agreement to sexual activity. Second, although any yes can be 

given implicitly, the conditions under which the sexual agreement takes place determine 

whether the consent is valid, real, full, true, and meaningful or invalid, forced, coerced, 

quasi, or partial. Third, consent can only be given voluntarily, willingly, and freely—

free from coercive force, threat, undue influence or pressure. Consent is always under 

some influence though, as opposed to being a random agreement, derived from interac-

tion within the cultural contexts that socialize us and affect both our understanding of 

consent and the activities that the consent regards (Beres, 2007; Humphreys & Herold, 

2007).  

In general, sexual consent is socially situated by cultural unwritten rules and hege-

monic norms regarding gender, sexuality, and love (e.g. Conell, 1995, 2002; Powell, 

2010). More specifically these norms implicate an assumed gendered nature of sexual 

consent as well as a heterosexual imperative by typically referring to heterosexual rela-

tionships and sex equivalent to heterosexual intercourse. Situated as the sexual initiators 

driven by sexual desire, men are typically expected to request sexual consent from 

women. Correspondingly, women as “sexual gatekeepers” are expected to give sexual 

consent to men (Beres, 2007; Jozkowski & Peterson, 2013; Moran & Lee, 2014; Powell, 

2010). A fairly common denominator in definitions of SA is that the recipient of a sexu-

al act defines it as unwelcome or non-consensual – regardless of the motives, intentions, 

or definitions by the initiator/perpetrator. Thus, this builds on the prerequisite that there 

are initiator (subject) and reciprocator (object) roles during sexual interaction, and that 

women take on the former and men the latter role (Dank & Fulda, 1997; Jozkowski & 

Peterson, 2013; see also article II). These expectations, stereotypic roles, and normative 
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notions do not account for same-sex relationships, alternately initiated and reciprocated 

sexual activity, changing initiator roles, or sex desired and initiated by women (Beres et 

al., 2004; Humphreys & Herold, 2007; Moran & Lee, 2014).  

Defining SA in reference to sexual consent, including ability or inability for an ath-

lete to give sexual consent in coach-athlete relationships, is prevalent in sport research 

and (thus) sport policy. For example, in the International Olympic Committees consen-

sus statement regarding SHA in sport: “Sexual abuse involves any sexual activity where 

consent is not or cannot be given” (IOC, 2007, p. 3). The current understanding of sexu-

al consent in coach-athlete relationships draws primarily on a child perspective by em-

phasising child and adolescent athletes’ inability to give (valid) consent in line with 

legal perspectives. Consequently, sexual consent is theorised in the context of SA-

processes, where young (usually female) athletes are groomed by their (usually male) 

coaches to consent to sexual activities which corrupts and invalidates consent (Bracken-

ridge, 2001; Brackenridge & Fasting, 2005; Bringer et al., 2002; Cense & Brackenridge, 

2001; Fasting & Sand, 2015; Mountjoy et al., 2016; Toftegaard Nielsen, 2001, 2004; 

Toftegaard Støckel, 2010; Parent et al., 2016). However, CASR and SHA occur among 

athletes over and under the legal age of consent and not all legal CASR are entirely 

harmful, abusive or negatively perceived (Bringer et al., 2002; 2006; Parent et al, 2016; 

Reaves, 2001; Toftegaard Støckel, 2010).  

Due to subtle and implicit pressures, it is quite common for adult women (more often 

than men) to have sex when it feels inappropriate to refuse, even when they do not want 

to (Burkett & Hamilton, 2012; Powell, 2010). Such sexual compliance implicates a 

disconnect between outward communication to another person and inward, voluntary 

willingness; consenting to a sexual activity even though it is not desired (Humphreys & 

Herold, 2007; Impett & Peplau, 2003). Additionally, even though sexual consent is 

given or present, it is not necessarily valid. Forces, pressures, expectations, and other 

factors at play to condition or invalidate a person’s ability to consent (regardless of age) 

can be viewed in relation to individual agency and structural power (Beres, 2007; 

Burkett & Hamilton, 2012). If viewed as a continuum, the one end completely negates 

free consent due to cultural and social forces functioning as legal forms of coercion or 

constrain. Power inequity that negates consent has, for example, been attributed to 

coach-athlete relationships regardless of the athlete’s age (Brake, 2012; Kirby et al., 

2000), student-faculty relationships (Lane, 2006), and to women in relation to men in 

patriarchal, heteronormative society more broadly (MacKinnon, 1989). This under-

standing of sexual consent motivates age of consent laws as well as sport policy that 

prohibits CASR (see moreover article II). The other end of the continuum prioritizes 

individual agency and views sexual choices as freely made by autonomous subjects. 

Reconnecting to previous reasoning in section Gender and sexuality, agency and choice 

can be emphasised to empower women and challenge objectification of women and 
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their sexuality. At the same time though, unwritten rules about sexuality, gender, and 

love do not just pose pressures on women, but also on men. For example, assumptions 

that men are driven by strong sexual desires, experience, confidence, and are thus (inad-

equately) expected to always want or be willing to have sex (Powell, 2010). In that 

sense, the probability for men to say no to sex, or even to be considered about giving 

consent, may be a more unlikely scenario than for women, which in turn may pose vul-

nerability of SA. More on this note in the next section, Perpetrator/victim stereotypes. 

Besides matters of ability to consent and the meanings of consent, renegotiation of 

consent is another important aspect. Drawing on a basic sociological perspective of 

socialisation as a lifelong social process for all human beings (Giddens, 2013), it is 

plausible to comprehend social implications of sexual consent as an ongoing process of 

(re)negotiation in relation to the social context. The process of sexual consent intersects 

social expectations, perceptions, interpretations, needs, wants, regrets, dependencies, 

forces, agency, and definitions of lived experiences that change over place and/or time. 

In other words, it is a matter of context and an informal negotiation that can take place 

before, during and any time after sexual activities and relationships. Moreover, this 

process is not necessarily straightforward, predictable or homogeneous, but a sliding 

scale of priorities including contradictions, ambivalence, compromises, compliance, and 

resistance. Hence, social implications of sexual consent are considerably more complex 

than yes or no to sex, or sexual activities and relationships as either consensual or crim-

inal, abusive, and violent (Beres, 2007; Muehlenhard & Peterson, 2005; Powell, 2010). 

Consent as a multi-layered, ongoing process of negotiation explains why it is not on-

ly possible but comprehensible that sexual relationships and activities – especially so-

cially problematic, ethically dubious, and/or harmful and ones that at an initial point 

was perceived as wanted, welcome and consensual can be more or less revaluated and 

redefined later (Brackenridge & Fasting, 2005; Cense & Brackenridge, 2001; Powell, 

2010, Powell & Foley, 1998). In addition, minimising or not defining sexual behaviour 

or relationships as abusive can be a way of coping (Kelly, 1987). Such coping mecha-

nism can contribute to revaluation and renegotiation of consent, in turn leading to de-

layed disclosure of SA (Fasting & Sand, 2015; Kelly, 1987; Paine & Hansen, 2002). 

Hopes in line with romantic narratives of love and force of romantic love described in a 

previous section, as well as reluctance to position one’s self as a victim of abuse can 

hinder someone from recognising and (choosing to) leave an abusive relationship (Jack-

son, 2001). An additional continuum to understand power, agency, and consent is 

Kelly’s continuum of sexual violence, ranging from choice to pressure to coercion to 

force (Kelly, 1987). This continuum acknowledges the social complexity of sexual 

consent that enables pleasure and danger, and consent and violence, to be placed on the 

same continuum rather than being mutually exclusive discrete categories. 
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Perpetrator/victim stereotypes 

Theories regarding romantic love, gender, sexuality, and power, including women as 

structurally subordinated to men, a female passive – male active sexuality divide, miss-

ing discourses of female desire, empowerment of women, and prevention of SHA, can 

all be associated with the predominant perpetrator/victim stereotype. This stereotype 

can have several meanings and effects for CASR and SHA in coach-athlete relation-

ships, as for other types of authority-sexual relationships, and sexual relationships and 

SHA more broadly. 

First, there are certain numerical prerequisites that contribute to perpetrator/victim 

stereotypes. A majority of coaches in Sweden as in sport in general are men, especially 

at the elite level. More female athletes are coached by men than by women, and male 

athletes rarely have female coaches (see also article I). Moreover, heterosexual relation-

ships represent the majority of sexual orientation demographics (Seto et al., 2010). 

There is also a general over-representation of male perpetrators and female victims of 

SHA (see previous literature review and article I). In addition, majority – minority dis-

tributions interact with certain theories on gender, sexuality, and power in relation to 

social structure and organisational culture (Kanter, 1993). Overall, SHA is framed as a 

gendered, heterosexual phenomenon (Donovan & Hester, 2010). For example, sugges-

tions have been made that some coaches develop a “perpetrator mentality” using the 

sport environment to target athletes (Bringer et al., 2002), that coach-athlete relation-

ships can share some similarities to master-slave relationships [sic] (Crosset, 1986), and 

that men's SHA of women broadly relate to systematic male violence and patriarchal 

structure (Brackenridge, 2002; Burke, 2001; Fasting et al., 2011; Lane, 2006; Tomlin-

son & Yorganci, 1997). Thus, within the coach-athlete relationship context, perpetra-

tor/victim stereotypes primarily refer to male coach perpetrators and female athlete 

victims. This stereotype has also been observed by Hartill (2009) who addressed the 

male perpetrator – female victim paradigm that is adopted in much SHA research. Fur-

thermore, women and their sexuality are typically framed as not having potential, means 

or ability for sexual violations, or rarely evoking perceptions of SHA when they interact 

sexually with men (Denov, 2003; Maynard & Wiederman, 1997; Rector, 2007). For 

example, rape is typically linked to power, gender stereotypes and heterosexual inter-

course (Kelly, 1987) and Gilbert and Webster (1982, p. 114) suggest: 

Many rapes merely extend traditional heterosexual exchanges, in which mascu-
line pursuit and feminine reticence are familiar and formalized. Although rape is 
a gross exaggeration of gender power, it contains the rules and rituals of hetero-
sexual encounter, seduction and conquest. 
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SHA perpetrated by women, especially subjecting men, also tends to be perceived as 

less abusive and less harmful (Howell et al., 2011; Maynard & Wiederman, 1997). This 

can contribute to social stigmatisation and sometimes seemingly inconsistent legal sen-

tences in SA cases, were men in professional positions of authority tend to be judged 

more harshly than women (Howell et al., 2011). Gendered assumptions of sexual con-

sent (e.g. women “giving” consent to men due to a male sexual drive discourse) also 

reflect such gendered patterns of SHA (more women being sexually abused by men than 

vice versa) (Beres, 2007). Informed by these gendered patterns of SHA, theories of risk 

factors for SHA in sport include, for example, the factors male coach and female athlete 

(Cense & Brackenridge, 2001). Young female athletes falling in love with their male 

coaches is suggested to be another potential risk for abuse and a possible outcome of 

coaches grooming their athletes (Brackenridge & Fasting, 2005; Cense & Brackenridge, 

2001; Burton Nelson, 1991; Toftegaard Nielsen, 2001). Consequently, male coaches are 

framed as sexual subjects, acting based on sexual desire and facilitated by structural 

power both as men and coaches. The possibility that a male coach would act upon feel-

ings of romantic love, or be abused by a female athlete, is either ignored or dismissed 

(Bringer et al., 2002; Johansson et al., 2016; cf. Brake & Burton Nelson, 2012; Kirby et 

al., 2000; Toftegaard Støckel, 2010).  

Theories of power-ridden, stereotyped authority figures as potential perpetrators of 

SHA in relational connection to a subordinate, victimized party are not limited to CASR 

or to the sport context, but are quite common regarding authority-subordinate sexual 

relationships more broadly. The response to condemn or prohibit such relationships is 

alternately supported and criticized (e.g., Dank & Fulda, 1997; Lane, 2006; Sikes, 2006; 

Williams et al., 1999). Sikes (2006, 2010) studied consensual male teacher-female stu-

dent sexual relationships. Based on teachers’ and students’ stories, Sikes furthered the 

negative perspective by outsiders reducing such relationships to harmful and abusive 

scandals. By challenging the simplistic model of sovereign power (cf. Foucault, 1979) 

and related male/teacher/perpetrator and female/student/victim stereotypes (cf. Hartill, 

2009 on male perpetrator/female victim paradigm in SHA sport science research), Sikes 

intends to: “‘queer’ this taken-for-granted assumption and offer an alternative view of 

gendered sexual agency and the exercise of power that does not cast women as the pas-

sive recipients of active male desires and the inevitably weaker and harassed party in 

any relationship” (2006, p. 267). Sikes (2010) stresses that when child protection and 

moral panic spirals out of control all adults, and men in particular, run the risk of being 

seen as potential perpetrators of SHA. She suggests that in line with a risk society dis-

course (cf. Beck, 1992) “the pendulum appears to have swung from not believing chil-

dren to not believing teachers” (2010, p. 149), necessitating a perspective that ensures 

the safety of both children and teachers. Similar tendencies have been noted regarding 

child protection in sport, linked to a growing fear of harmful physical touch and male 
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coaches as potential perpetrators of SHA (for further detail, see the section Touch in 

sport in the literature review).  

Stereotypes, as such, do not acknowledge diversity, contradiction, context, and nu-

ances. The meanings and outcomes of numerical prerequisites such as minorities and 

majorities, and social conditions informed by specific theories of structural power, may 

differ on individual and relationship levels. Thus, relying on stereotypes to understand, 

subjective, complex, and contextual phenomena such as sexual consent, gender, sexuali-

ty, and power can be problematic and possibly inaccurate. Dealing with perpetrator-

victim stereotypes is a delicate balance of acknowledging potential risks and vulnerabil-

ities without simultaneously contributing to it for groups, cases and individuals who do 

not fit the stereotypes. This balance also includes the risk of reproducing stereotypes 

that (unintentionally) disempower and subordinate women, athletes’ and female sexuali-

ty by framing them as passive objects rather than enhancing autonomy, social agency, 

and empowerment (Johansson et al., 2016; Sikes, 2006). In addition, there is a reluc-

tance, resistance, or inability to identify as a victim because victims are often considered 

to be passive, weak, irresponsible, and lacking control (Burkett & Hamilton, 2012; 

Donovan & Hester, 2010). Avoidance of victim status can extend to a general reluc-

tance to identify boyfriends as perpetrators or abusers and to label romantic relation-

ships as abusive (Jackson, 2001).   

I will discuss the results from my doctoral research in connection to the theoretical 

and conceptual framework in the subsequent discussion chapter to further the under-

standing of CASR. Before that though, I attend to the thesis methodology, ethical con-

siderations, and quality criteria.  
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Methodology 

The thesis adopts a broad sociological perspective in the sense of drawing on basic 

sociological definitions of sociology like “the science whose object is to interpret the 

meaning of social action” (Weber, 1991, p. 7). In extension, I follow a hermeneutic, 

social science tradition to produce knowledge based on understanding and interpretation 

in context more so than a positivistic, natural science ditto independent of context 

(Brante et al., 2001; Bryman, 2015). Rather than seeking an objective perspective of 

knowledge, I recognise (researcher and participant) interpretation and subjectivity as 

methodological means to create meaning (cf. Bringer et al., 2002; Sikes, 2006; Stoehrel, 

2007). In addition, the thesis quantitative study draw on post-positivistic methodology 

within the frames of social science (Babbie, 2013). Unlike the more clear-cut objective 

truth or reality separated from subjective interpretation outset of positivism, post-

positivism recognises that the observer and the observed is not completely separated 

(Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Ryan, 2006; Stoehrel, 2007). This, arguably, making post-

positivism a better position for quantitative research within the social sciences. In my 

view, the social constructionism of sociology does not contradict but complements 

biology. Sexuality, for example, has a fundamental biological meaning for human re-

production. Although this aspect certainly is relevant for human behaviour, it is neither 

the objective of this thesis, nor for sociology as scientific discipline in general. As Craib 

(1995, p. 152) puts it, “nearly all human beings have had two arms, but what they do 

with those arms varies culturally and historically”. This thesis thus deals with the sec-

ond part, although somewhat differently in the qualitative and quantitative study. 

In this chapter I will describe the methods used to collect and analyse the data more 

broadly, as well as explain my methodological choices and considerations. More specif-

ically I address quantitative and qualitative methodology, and sampling, data, and anal-

yses included in the two sub-studies. I also describe article II, which is non-empirical 

and written to situate my doctoral research project. Further on I elaborate on the thesis 

ethical considerations, particularly on the thesis research topics as potentially sensitive. 

Lastly, I attend to the quality criteria of my research, including validity, reliability, and 

trustworthiness in relation to research methods, procedures, and ethics. The chapter is 

written in addition to the more detailed descriptions on each study in the articles that 

covers specifics regarding participants, samples, procedures, analysis, and other meth-

odological considerations.  
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Quantitative and qualitative methodology 

One of the most basic distinctions between quantitative and qualitative research is that 

the former employs measurement whereas the latter does not. An additional distinction 

to organise research methods, albeit not deterministic, is by the epistemological and 

ontological positioning. Simply put, epistemology and ontology are the theories of 

knowledge and reality, respectively (Stoehrel, 2007). Using both quantitative and quali-

tative research thus intersects the influence of natural science epistemology (notably 

positivism and post-positivism) of quantitative survey research in the social sciences 

with the interpretivism (e.g. phenomenology) of qualitative research (Bryman, 2015; 

Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Stoehrel, 2007). Overall, quantitative research produces statis-

tics, which enables mathematical analysis of quantifiable results, usually by drawing on 

a deductive approach. Depending on what is being measured, what type of knowledge 

that is intended, and what theories or hypotheses inform the analysis, a variety of statis-

tical analyses can be performed (and developed) (Babbie, 2013; Field, 2013). In this 

thesis, it is primarily the prevalence of SHA in coach-athlete relationships that is meas-

ured and quantified, which lies outside the scope of qualitative research. The primary 

intention is to describe this prevalence, which is the basic initial step in statistical analy-

sis before eventually moving on to explanatory and predictive analytics (Babbie, 2013; 

Hassmén & Hassmén, 2008). 

Qualitative methods typically intend to generate a deeper understanding of social 

phenomena that run the risk of being reduced and decontextualized if employing (sole-

ly) quantitative methods (Hassmén & Hassmén, 2008; Mouton & Montijo, 2016). Other 

common features of qualitative methodology include an inductive approach, using 

words to enable analysis, and emphasising interpretation, subjectivity, and context to 

generate knowledge of the socially constructed reality (Bryman, 2015). In this thesis, 

qualitative methods are used to generate a deeper understanding of athletes’ experiences 

of CASR, including such nuances and complexity that not necessarily fit or become 

evident by the categorisation into fixed variables of quantitative research.   

The typically broad, large-scale, categorical quantitative data has potential to com-

plement in-depth, small-scale, qualitative data. Mixing and matching these methods has 

the potential to include more dimensions of the objective(s) examined, and the limita-

tions of one method can be compensated and complemented by the other method (The-

din Jakobsson, 2015). Atypical or extreme cases are often omitted from a quantitative 

analysis because they can result in a skewed distribution, and so-called outliers are 

usually not of primary interest when measuring general distribution or prevalence 

(Field, 2013). Qualitative research, however, can select cases to examine because they 

are atypical, critical, or unique (Bryman, 2015; Yin, 2014). I believe that this multi-

methodology can be beneficial when studying something as complex and multifaceted 
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as CASR and SHA. My methodological considerations draw largely on the purpose to 

examine athletes’ experiences of CASR and SHA. I believe athletes’ experiences pre-

sented through prevalence-rates of SHA combined with the depth of individual cases 

and powerful stories about CASR, can contribute to build knowledge and awareness of 

these phenomena. Simultaneously as creating opportunity for research methods to com-

plement each other by providing different types of data and thus knowledge, this is 

likely to present challenges for the very same reason. For example, had I invested the 

same amount of work in one method or the other, more of that type of knowledge, and 

potentially of better quality, may have been generated. I will continue to elaborate on 

quantitative and qualitative methods, as well as challenges, limitations, and contribu-

tions of the thesis more broadly in the discussion. 

Sub-study 1: Survey 

Brief summary of the study: 

– Instrument: 19-item questionnaire to athletes (10 additional questions addressed to 

participants with coach experience) 

– Data collection: 2011 by Statistics Sweden (SCB) 

– Sample: Present and former, male and female, 25-year old, club-sport athletes 

(n=477) 

– Objective: Self-reported prevalence of SHA in coach-athlete relationships in Swe-

dish sports 

– Analysis/Design: Quantitative; prevalence of SHA and descriptive and analytical 

statistics of coach-athlete relationship factors and association to reported SHA 

 

The first sub-study was carried out during the first year of my doctoral studies. It was 

initiated in response to a lack of attention and research about SHA in sport in Sweden 

and to the self-proclaimed responsibility by SCC to actively prevent and counter SHA 

in Swedish sport (SSC, 2005). In addition, calls were made in the previous research into 

SHA in sport for further research—especially from countries like Sweden without prior 

research on the topic (Brackenridge & Rhind, 2014; Chroni et al., 2012; Fasting & 

Sand, 2015; Hartill, 2014; Lang & Hartill, 2015). To address these calls I found it ap-

propriate to begin to explore the occurrence of SHA in Swedish sport. More specifical-

ly, to conduct a large-scale, national level descriptive study of the prevalence of SHA 

within coach-athlete relationships in Swedish sport clubs (i.e., sport organised by the 

SSC). Due to a prior focus on SHA of women and children in sport (Brackenridge & 

Rhind, 2014; Fasting et al., 2010, 2014; Hartill, 2009; Parent et al., 2015; Starr, 2013), I 

wanted to include adult male and female athletes. Although SHA was the primary ob-

jective of the thesis at this point, I also wanted to explore characteristics of the coach-

athlete relationship to start building knowledge on the social context in which SHA as 
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well as intimate and sexual interaction may occur—or is expected to occur I might add, 

in reference to previous studies and anecdotal reports (for more detail and background, 

see article I).  

The questionnaire 

Thanks to project funding from the Swedish Research Council for Sport Science (CIF), 

Statistics Sweden (SCB) was assigned for questionnaire lay-out, sampling, coding, 

provision of primary and anonymous data, for confidentiality and quality assurance. 

SCB administer a statistical database of all nationally registered Swedish citizens, pro-

tected by legal confidentiality of personal data. This database enabled sampling and data 

collection in the study without involving any intermediate party that could compromise 

confidentiality and thus risk bias in the responses (Brackenridge, 2001). Due to SCB 

being a well-known government agency in Sweden, their involvement was anticipated 

to create trust, reliability for the study among the participants and thus hopefully en-

hance participation. The latter was important due to the relatively young sample and the 

sensitive topic known to lower the response rate (Parent et al., 2016; SCB, 2015; Tofte-

gaard-Støckel, 2010). 

The questionnaire was informed by previous surveys intended to measure prevalence 

of SHA in sport (cf. Fasting et al., 2000; Toftegaard Nielsen, 2001). The questionnaire 

as well as the cover letter was constructed and designed in collaboration with the SCB. 

A first version of the questionnaire was tested on a sample of student-athletes at The 

Swedish School of Sport and Health Sciences (GIH) (n=48). They were asked to fill out 

the questionnaire as well as comment if they found any questions unclear, inappropriate, 

or anything else regarding structure and context. The intention was to improve validity 

by evaluating how the respondents could interpret, understand, and respond to the ques-

tionnaire. In addition, four of the student-athletes participated in a focus-group discus-

sion about the survey. The pilot-study resulted in a few minor revisions of wording to 

improve clarity, but the overall impression was that the questionnaire functioned as 

intended. The questionnaire was then evaluated by statisticians at the SCB, which re-

sulted in additional revisions. The final questionnaire contained 30 questions of which 

11 questions addressed respondents with additional experience as coaches to explore 

SHA from a coach. The results of the analysis of these questions were, however, not 

published in article I as me and my co-author chose to focus entirely on the athletes’ 

experiences. Moreover, the part of the sample that reported coach experience (n=111) 

was deemed an insufficient sample-size in addition to an already low response rate. For 

further details of the questionnaire, see article I. 



 

 63 

Sample and data collection 

The total population of Swedish citizens born in 1986 as of September 13 in 2011 was 

121829 according to the SCB. The sample-size was discussed with the SCB and set due 

to economic resources and precision requirements of the data material. A stratified ran-

dom sample of 2000 individuals, with a 50-50 gender strata, was drawn from the data-

base using a computer sampling programme by SCB. This type of randomised sampling 

procedure grants equal likelihood for each individual within a stratum (e.g., men and 

women) to be drawn (Bryman, 2015). Two reminders were sent to those who did not 

respond during the data collection period (28 October 2011 to 10 January 2012). Of the 

initially drawn sample, 78 individuals were omitted because they could not be located 

by the SCB. Hence, a total of 1922 questionnaires were successfully distributed and 724 

(38%) were returned to SCB. Four of these questionnaires were omitted as the reported 

gender or age did not conform to SCB registry data. Among the respondents, 247 (34%) 

checked the box in the questionnaire that they had never been an athlete-member of a 

SSC affiliated sports club. These respondents were therefore omitted from further anal-

ysis. Consequently, 477 respondents met the study’s participation criteria of current and 

former Swedish club-sport athletes from recreational to elite level, and these athletes 

were included in the analysis. A 38% response rate is generally considered low. Studies 

of SHA typically have relatively low response rates, both in the sports context 

(Brackenridge, 2001; Fasting, 2014; Fasting & Sand, 2015; Fasting et al., 2004; Leahy 

et al., 2002) and in general (Browne & Finkelhor, 1986; Ketring & Feinauer, 1999). 

Although I had expected more responses, the obtained response rate was deemed ac-

ceptable being an external survey, given the sensitivity of the topics, the age of the ath-

letes, and in comparison to response rates in previous surveys within this field (Auweele 

et al., 2008; Hassall et al., 2002; Kirby et al., 2000; Leahy et al., 2002; Tomlinson & 

Yorganci, 1997; Volkwein et al., 1997). This does call for caution, however, and is thus 

elaborated further in article I. The data was coded and anonymized by SCB before sent 

as a data-file to the researchers together with a technical report. For further details on 

the sample, procedure, and participants see article I.  

Data analysis  

The technical report from SCB included socio-demographic variables of the sample 

based on register data from SCB to enable analysis of the non-respondents. This analy-

sis did not reveal any systematic patterns when controlling for the socio-demographic 

variables gender, birth country, citizenship, income, educational attainment, mothers’ 

and fathers’ educational attainments, city district, and community type (e.g. rural, popu-

lation distribution, suburbs, large or small city). The technical report from the SCB also 
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showed that missing values of items in the questionnaire were less than 2% (see article I 

for more details on missing values and non-responses). 

The statistical analyses were performed in Stata 12 and SPSS 21. First, all questions 

were analysed descriptively to explore percentages and frequencies of sample character-

istics and athletes’ self-reported experiences of SHA and relationship factors. Repeated 

and continuous discussions with my supervisors regarding the analysis, results, limita-

tions, and publication resulted in the objectives, scope, and analysis of article I. Hence, 

the analysis continued with chi-square (χ2, p=0.05) analyses to evaluate gender differ-

ences of reported SHA and coach-athlete relationship factors. Although this descriptive 

exploration of athlete reported prevalence was the main objective of sub-study 1, an 

additional logistic regression was conducted to explore relationships between gender, 

reported SHA, and reported experiences of relationship factors (see moreover article I). 

Article II 

After conducting the thesis’ first sub-study and before I went on to holding the qualita-

tive interviews in the second sub-study, I studied the literature to develop my rationale, 

set the framework, and situate the thesis in relation to previous research. In response to 

the gaps and limitations of previous research (see section Limitations and gaps in previ-

ous literature in the literature review) my focus shifted at this point in the research pro-

ject from SHA in coach-athlete relationships to focus primarily on CASR. This new 

direction also entailed limitations of the relatively broad scope that informed the survey 

in sub-study 1, including questions regarding SHA, CASR, and coach-athlete relation-

ship factors and a sample of male and female athletes across all performance levels.  

Article II was also outlined in response to the theme of the special edition of the 

journal that it was supposed to be submitted to. Namely the practise and politics of 

touch in sports coaching and physical education that has developed in response to real 

and alleged SA, necessitating child protection from abusive coaching practises, sexual 

misconduct, and harmful touch in sport (see section Touch in sport in the literature 

review and the editorial Piper et al., 2013). Moreover, the editors of the special edition 

suggested a critical discussion and/or outlining theoretical perspectives regarding CASR 

in relation to topics of touch in sport. Consequently, article II includes a critical discus-

sion of previous research on CASR and SHA, especially what I identify as a determinis-

tic perspective on CASR. I moreover highlight and discuss four critical areas relating to 

CASR (i.e., definitional and boundary ambiguity; sexual consent; power; and attraction, 

love, and sexual agency) to broaden and offer suggestions to further research into 

CASR. In addition to literature on CASR and SHA, this discussion is informed by liter-

ature into authority-subordinate romantic relationships in workplace and educational 
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settings. Article II also functioned as a conceptual article of my doctoral research pro-

ject and paved the way for the interview study, which is described next. 

Sub-study 2: Interviews  

Brief summary of the study: 

– Instrument: Interviews, researcher as tool  

– Data collection: 2012-2015 

– Sample: Female elite athletes, above age 18, with CASR experience 

– Objective: Female elite athletes’ experiences of CASR 

– Analysis/Design: Qualitative; discourse analysis and narrative case study analysis, 

respectively 

 

In response to a current focus on harmful and abusive CASR, the second sub-study 

focused primarily on legal and consensual CASR, and added dimensions of romantic 

love and sexual consent. The study used a qualitative methodology to be able to investi-

gate CASR in depth and detail, and in each relationship’s context. In turn, two of the 

articles drew on the interview data by using a discourse analysis (article III) and a narra-

tive case study design (article IV), respectively. The second sub-study came after the 

data collection of the first sub-study in time, and after writing and submitting article II. 

Somewhat of a change of direction had developed during this time—from a primary 

focus on SHA to CASR (as described in the literature review and conceptualised and 

motivated in article II). This development caused me to start looking for participants 

with CASR experience, rather than of SHA.  

Sample 

At this point in the study I had neither decided on the number of participants to inter-

view nor limited the sample criteria to any gender, sexuality or to athlete or coach par-

ticipants. I had, however, a few preferences in mind for the purposive sample of partici-

pants regarding CASR experience, accessibility, assumptive wealth of information, and 

a participant minimum age of 18 at time of the interview. The age preference was due to 

ethics, my interest in legal CASR (i.e. with parties of legal age), and because I was 

interested in a young adult or adult perspective rather than a child and thus SA perspec-

tive. Finding participants was a challenge. All of my efforts to verbally advertise for 

participants during a few events such as lectures and conferences with current and for-

mer athletes and coaches turned out fruitless (although I did get volunteers who had 

experience of SHA in coach-athlete relationships). This fruitlessness made me reluctant 

to continue with more formal advertisements for participants. Instead I made use of my 
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personal network by talking to friends, colleagues, peers in sport, and other acquaint-

ances, asking if they could give me tips or guidance. I also found this approach to be 

appropriate by having familiar persons who had already been trusted with information 

about the CASR to make the initial contact before being forwarded to me (this process 

and sample criterion is described further in articles III and IV). I did, however only 

happen to come across female elite athletes among the first three participants, at which 

point I decided to limit my sample accordingly. Thus, this gave me opportunity to focus 

on a more homogeneous sample of female elite athletes’ experiences of heterosexual 

CASR, which I deemed relevant since coach-athlete relationships may be particularly 

influential at the elite level (cf. Stirling and Kerr, 2009). Four participants had been in 

CASR with male coaches (article III) and one with a female coach (article IV).  

The sample is detailed in Table 1 below, all athletes presented under pseudonyms 

due to confidentiality. The athletes’ and coaches’ ages, athlete career, and CASR status 

refers to the time of the interview. The coaches’ approximate ages (on account of confi-

dentiality) are displayed to show the approximate age-gaps. 

 

 

Table 1: Participants in sub-study 2 in order of completed interview    
 

 

 

Sport: 

Individual 

/Team 

Athlete’s 

age 

Coach’s 

approx. 

age 

Career: 

Ongoing 

/Retired 

 Description of CASR 

Mia  I 29 40 O 
Ended casual sexual relationship, 

coach engaged with girlfriend 

Karin  T 23 45 R 
Ended girlfriend-girlfriend rela-

tionship 

Anna  I 30 35 R 
Ended boyfriend-girlfriend rela-

tionship 

Ella  I 26 35 R 
On-going boyfriend-girlfriend 

relationship 

Liv  T 27 40 O 
On-going marriage and one child 

together 

 

The interviews 

The interviews were performed dynamically with a sparse thematic guidance. This 

relatively loose, reflexive structure was used in respect of the potentially sensitive re-

search topic in line with situational and relational ethics, and to facilitate rich and de-

tailed content by adapting the interviews to each individual case, athlete, situation, and 

CASR experience (Ellis, 2007; Etherington, 2007; Hydén, 2013). A dynamic structure 

was also required because I had limited information about the CASR prior to the inter-
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views. Thus, the athletes and I collaborated and I strived to be perceptive and adapt as 

each interview played out and the stories unfolded. The bullet list of themes I wanted 

the interviews to touch base with was used sparsely as the athletes spontaneously ad-

dressed most all of these themes. The interviews were recorded digitally and transcribed 

verbatim except for specific details that were anonymized (see also articles III and IV). 

After performing, transcribing, anonymizing, and reading the five interviews I per-

ceived that I had more than enough data for an article drawing on qualitative methodol-

ogy. Although five interviews may seem little from a quantitative perspective, qualita-

tive methodology focuses on the richness of content in relation to the research objective 

rather than the number of cases (Bryman, 2015). Each interview took between one and 

two hours, which resulted in approximately 110 pages of verbatim transcribed data. To 

avoid altering the participants’ voice in terms of their own wording, only the parts of the 

interviews that were quoted in articles III and IV were translated from Swedish to Eng-

lish. These parts were translated verbatim as far as the clarity, content, and language 

allowed. Most importantly I wanted to bring forward the meaning of the quoted parts, 

which included the type of words and expressions (e.g. slang and sayings) chosen by the 

participants. In these cases, the translation that I found the most equivalent to mirror the 

Swedish words in English was used.   

Initially all interviews were supposed to be included in the same analysis and pre-

sented in an article. As it turned out though, the interviews with Mia, Anna, Ella, and 

Liv comprise the empirical material that subsequently undergone a discourse analysis, 

which is presented in article III. Since Karin’s case was fundamentally different from 

the other athletes’ cases, I believed it required a separate theoretical and analytical 

framework, and the space of an article of its own. Karin’s case was different in regard to 

consent. The other athletes’ CASR clearly illustrated a simple, obvious, common sense 

understanding of sexual consent evident in consensual sexual relationships. Beres 

(2007) calls it a “I know it when I see it definition”. In Karin’s CASR however, consent 

was complex. In the conceptual model (see chapter Theoretical and conceptual frame-

work), Karin’s relationship would pertain to the grey area, whereas the other athletes’ 

CASR are located in the consent section. Karin’s CASR also differed by a few but piv-

otal contextual factors such as Karin’s young age (the only athlete under age 18 during 

the CASR), her sexual inexperience, and the sole athlete not being in love with her 

coach. Another difference was due to participation, which in Karin’s case was her initia-

tive as she contacted me, offering to tell her story in an interview. Karin likely intended 

to tell me a bit more than the other participants where I was the initiator. Thus, although 

all interviews were collaborative and dynamic in character, the interviews with Mia, 

Anna, Ella, and Liv were slightly more structured by the interview guide. Consequently, 

the interview with Karin comprises the empirical material for a narrative case study 

presented in article IV. 
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Discourse analysis  

In article III a discourse analysis was performed to examine how discourses frame fe-

male elite-athletes’ experiences of legal and consensual CASR. The discourses regarded 

performance enhancement in elite sport and coaching, and romantic love, of which I 

identified the latter as completely missing in the current literature. Moreover, the dis-

course analysis in article III is influenced by Foucault’s conceptualisation of discourse, 

which this section thus revolved around. To note, however, discourse analysis only 

comprises a small part of the thesis methodology. This section is thus not to be read as a 

comprehensive description of this integrated theoretical and methodological framework, 

nor into the works of Foucault.  

Discourse colloquially denotes the verbal interchange of ideas, focusing on the ideas 

that are verbally articulated (Larsson, 2014). Foucault, however, focused on the discur-

sive practice of interchange rather than ideas. Discourse in Foucault’s notion designates 

the relation between power, knowledge, and subjectivity (Foucault, 1998). Subjectifica-

tion frames the experience of social agency; the reality of the conscious and uncon-

scious mind; the sense-making and negotiation of experiences that engender human 

practice (Foucault, 1982; 1998). What Foucault is describing is discursive socialisation; 

humans subjecting themselves to the structural relationships of discourses (Foucault, 

1977; 1979). These normalisation processes do not determine human behaviour in an 

objective or essential sense, however, but rather inform “the order of things” in line with 

power orders that contribute to produce knowledge about what constitutes socially de-

sirable – and sexually desirable for that matter – behaviour and not. For example, what 

is likely to be framed as “deviant” and “normal”, which is in turn connected to conse-

quences in the form of social repression and stigmatisation (Foucault, 1979).  

For CASR, discursive practice may (consciously and unconsciously) announce that 

these types of relationships are socially undesirable, dangerous, and deviant, resulting in 

stigmatisation of male coaches as (potential) perpetrators and female athletes as (poten-

tial) victims (Foucault, 1979; Garratt, et al., 2013; Sikes, 2006). However, this does not 

signify that female athletes, or anyone basically, are powerless objects of another’s 

power, nor that agency is the opposite to or detached from power (see more on this in 

article III and the chapter Theoretical and conceptual framework). My intention was to 

use a Foucauldian discourse analysis that acknowledges the interrelatedness of power, 

knowledge, and subjectivity to examine CASR beyond SHA. More specifically, my 

ambition was to adopt a perspective that does not cast CASR as inherently harmful and 

abusive (for the athletes), thus enabling to explore consensual and mutually desired 

CASR. This perspective moreover entailed abstaining from casting CASR as right or 

wrong per se, which by extension may imply prohibition and repression of ‘deviant’ 

coaches, athletes, and relationships. Performing interviews where athlete accounts of 

CASR experiences were shared, enabled analysis of how female athletes negotiate per-
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formance enhancement discourse in elite sport and coaching, and discourses about ro-

mantic love. 

Narrative case study  

Article IV is based on a narrative single-case study (see e.g., Etherington & Bridges, 

2011). Simply put, selected parts of narrative and case study methodology are used to 

represent and analyse a story of female elite athlete under the pseudonym of Karin. 

These methods overlap in many aspects. Combined they embrace complex, contextual, 

and multidimensional reflexivity; offer methodological guidance that facilitate reflexive 

ethical considerations appropriate when studying sensitive topics and giving “justice” to 

complex experiences; and accounts for a single case/story to develop knowledge and 

build theory (Armour & Chen, 2012; Eisenhardt, 1989; Ellis, 2007; Etherington & 

Bridges, 2011; Flyvbjerg, 2006; Hydén, 2013). By (research) design, Karin’s story, i.e., 

the case in question, is centre-stage; giving space to Karin’s definitions, understanding, 

and interpretation of her lived experiences, especially those regarding her sexual rela-

tionship with her coach. Narrative methodology has been advocated to examine ath-

letes’ experiences of grooming and SHA in sport because of its participant-oriented 

focus on storying complex and contextual nuances (Fasting & Sand, 2015; Owton & 

Sparkes, 2015). My choice to incorporate case study influences draws moreover on the 

within-case approach adopted by Brackenridge and Fasting (2005) in their narrative 

analysis of interviews with sexually abused athletes. 

Case study methodology is suitable when studying social phenomena that require ex-

tensive, in-depth description in context to capture the richness and complexity of partic-

ular cases (Yin, 2014). Basically, any type of research that provides in-depth infor-

mation about cases can be designed as a case study. Usually but not necessarily they 

have a qualitative research design, limited to a relatively few number of cases. A case 

can, for example, refer to a community, an organisation, a company, a family, a rela-

tionship, an event or a person (Bryman, 2015). For cases that have been sparsely stud-

ied, are relatively unusual, or that represent atypical circumstances, a single-case design, 

i.e., studying one case can be adequate (Yin, 2014). Case study data can draw from 

various resources by using one or more data gathering methods to examine the selected 

cases, but often, participant observation, literature and documentation study, and inter-

views are performed (Bryman, 2015). Similarly, a variety of options apply to the analy-

sis of case study data, including both deductive and inductive approaches. Usually, 

however, when a case study draws on qualitative methodology an inductive approach is 

most common (Bryman, 2015). The present study uses qualitative methodology to gath-

er in-depth interview data on the case of Karin and her CASR that is analysed in refer-

ence to theory on sexual consent to develop theory.  
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As common and intriguing as stories about love and sex may be, CASR are stories 

that often remain untold, which is problematic. Narrative research draws broadly on 

collecting, interpreting, and representing stories; studying the sense making of lived 

experiences as stories (Smith & Sparkes, 2009). It allows for Karin’s individual, rela-

tional context, and her words, definitions, experiences, and interpretations to be voiced. 

Narrative inquiry also promotes and appreciates stories to be heard and felt. Karin’s 

story is arguably an emotional, compelling, and powerful representation. Karin and I 

both believe the story has the potential to empower, problematize, create understanding, 

and evoke reader engagement (cf. Linghede et al., 2016; McMahon & Penney, 2011; 

Owton & Sparkes, 2015). Karin wished for her story to be told for others to learn from 

and help others with similar experiences. I deemed that representing the story as a co-

constructed short story would bring the story into the academic domain for one (cf. 

Owton & Sparkes, 2015; Sikes, 2006), but perhaps also appeal to readers not usually 

reading academic literature. I believe this to be particularly important as the story 

touches topics that are rarely talked openly about, for example CASR, SA, coach-athlete 

lesbian (and gay) relationships, intimate and sexual boundaries in sport, and to an extent 

authority-subordinate sexual relationships more broadly. Karin’s story thus represents a 

marginalised story and a taboo topic that tends to be restrained to rumours, speculations, 

or occasional scandals. A narrative case study was deemed appropriate. Moreover, Ka-

rin’s story does to some extent represent a counter-narrative in relation to dominant 

master-narratives by comprising atypical, unusual factors such as a lesbian CASR, the 

coach being a female, countering common social conventions, morals, and professional 

standards more broadly, but also meta-narratives of romantic, “happy-ever-after” love 

(cf. Foucault, 1979; Jackson, 2001; Sikes, 2006; 2010; see moreover article IV). Karin’s 

case can moreover be viewed as atypical both as a girlfriend or romantic relationship 

and as a coach-athlete relationship. The cases of the other participants, Mia, Anna, Ella, 

and Liv, also represent counter-narratives but rather by countering the meta-narrative of 

CASR as harmful and abusive (see moreover article III). 

Interpretation constitutes a fundamental part of narrative and case study research. In 

Smith and Sparks’ (2009, s. 10) wording: ”Narrative research is the interpretation of 

stories”. Interpretation allows one to make sense of the complexity and multidimension-

ality of social interaction and relationships that also reconnects to the social and cultural 

context of sport (Smith & Sparks, 2009). Whereas critics may regard interpretation as a 

methodological weakness because it obstructs objectivity, for narrative and case study 

(and other qualitative) researchers subjectivity is a potential asset that can “provide a 

unique wealth of information because one obtains various perspectives and conclusions 

on the case” (Flyvbjerg, 2006, p. 233). The potential lies in the potential to contextual-

ise; accounting for social and narrative conventions that predisposition research sub-

jects, participants, and researchers (Flyvbjerg, 2006; Newkirk, 1992). Representing 
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Karin’s story thus refers to one of multiple possible representations as opposed to pre-

senting “The story” (Linghede et al., 2016; Smith & Sparkes, 2009). In addition, as 

Flyvbjerg describes representation and interpretation in case studies (2006, p. 238):  

The goal is not to make the case study be all things to all people. The goal is to al-
low the study to be different things to different people. I try to achieve this by de-
scribing the case with so many facets—like life itself—that different readers may 
be attracted, or repelled, by different things in the case. Readers are not pointed 
down any one theoretical path or given the impression that truth might lie at the 
end of such a path. Readers will have to discover their own path and truth inside 
the case. Thus, in addition to the interpretations of case actors and case narrators, 
readers are invited to decide the meaning of the case and to interrogate actors’ 
and narrators’ interpretations to answer that categorical question of any case 
study, “What is this case a case of?” 

 

The above citation also corresponds to my intention to avoid presenting my interpreta-

tions in terms of right or wrong distinctions in Karin’s story; to abstain from my person-

al definitions of Karin’s experiences as SA, as not SA or as either consensual or non-

consensual. Though aware that my interpretations, like anyone else’s, likely include 

subjective distinctions and definitions, I choose not to present them, nor regard them as 

truths or as being objective (see moreover article II and IV). Although interpretations 

are fundamental parts of narrative case study methodology and may have scientific 

merit, it needs to be problematized and the procedure transparent as any methodological 

decision (Brackenridge & Fasting, 2005; Smith & Sparks, 2009). Thus, it is important to 

be aware that my roles as researcher, interviewer, and author, as well as an individual, 

woman, athlete and so on, places me as reflexive, interpreting part of the athletes’ expe-

riences and more specifically in the co-construction and representation of Karin’s story 

and in turn the results of the study. More on situational and relational ethics and other 

ethical considerations will be offered in the following section. 

Ethical considerations 

Over the course of writing this thesis I have spent a lot of time, effort, study, and 

thought into ethical considerations, some of which I describe in the articles per each 

study. In this chapter I will therefore focus on the thesis ethical considerations more 

broadly. I include three dimensions of research ethics: procedural, situational, and rela-

tional (Ellis, 2007). I also describe some of the experiences I have gathered from study-

ing the sensitive topics of CASR and SHA. An overall guideline for me in my research 

has been to prioritise ethical considerations, albeit not shy away from sensitive topics 
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and experiences. In this pursuit, I both advocate for and break the silence that surrounds 

CASR and SHA.  

Researching sensitive topics and events  

Concern for the wellbeing and integrity of participants is raised when studying sex and 

sexuality. Sexual relationships are typically regarded as private and thus research on 

such topics can be found intrusive, uncomfortable or controversial – even more so when 

studying sexual relationships that threaten social conventions, morals, and professional 

standards (Lee, 1993; Renzetti & Lee, 1993; Sikes, 2006, 2010). However, general 

assumptions that sexually related topics are sensitive may in itself cause or enhance 

such experiences. Lee (1993) refers for example to a relation between researchers’ ex-

pectations of difficulty of a topic or certain questions and the actual difficulties that 

participants experience. Sometimes it might be the interviewer rather than the inter-

viewee who finds something embarrassing or uncomfortable to talk about during an 

interview, while a researcher who feels comfortable with the topic reduces such nega-

tive connotations. Similar to the results found by Priebe (2009) regarding participants’ 

experiences, topics related to sexual relationships have been found less sensitive than 

common assumptions may suggest (Lee, 1993). Conclusively, researching sensitive 

topics such as CASR and SHA entails being receptive and aware of the delicate balance 

and avoid harm and discomfort. This practice was facilitated by my prior experience of 

conducting interviews in other research projects, although on less sensitive topics. It 

entailed for me a need to adopt a critical self-awareness by reflecting on my own expec-

tations, preunderstandings, insecurities, and experiences to handle myself and the inter-

views to the best of my ability (cf. Brackenridge, 2001; Lee, 1993). Being critically self-

aware was also a learning process as I went along with the interviews.  

CASR, as well as authority-subordinate sexual relationships more broadly, are poten-

tially sensitive because they evoke contrasting, positive and negative associations and 

thus disagreement (see moreover article II). This can result in ethical dilemmas associ-

ated with CASR as well as with studying CASR (Johansson et al., 2016). Because 

CASR and SHA are not necessarily or entirely sensitive for the same reasons, or have 

the same meaning and emotional connotations for everyone depending on a diversity of 

subjective experiences, additional complexity to consider arises. Including CASR and 

SHA in the same study may seem confusing, inappropriate or offensive, especially 

“mixing” love and SHA, which are viewed as distinctly different or even contrasting 

phenomena. In my experience, SHA automatically evoke a negative bias that tends to 

overshadow and dominate conversations (e.g., in research, teaching and lectures, dis-

cussions with colleagues and peers in sport, in media reporting, and more). Further-

more, SHA as a public concern and research as a mean to inform prevention, support, 
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and activism against SHA is commonly accepted, acknowledged, and basically taken 

for granted (Brackenridge & Rhind, 2014). Similar positioning regarding “personal 

business” such as sexual relationships between adults, even though they include authori-

ty-subordinate parties, may be perceived as unacceptable, offensive, biased, and wrong-

fully adding normative imperatives to science (cf. Reaves, 2001; Sikes, 2006; Tofte-

gaard Nielsen, 2001; Williams et al., 1999; see moreover article II and III). These are 

some of the reasons why I focus on SHA in sub-study 1 and CASR in sub-study 2, and 

also why I separated the interviews (4 + 1 interview) between articles III and IV. I also 

described the topics, purpose, and potentially sensitive connotations of my study to the 

participants carefully before they decided to participate or not. Overall I strived for an 

open and direct communication with the participants regarding the study and their par-

ticipation to avoid any unexpected or unmentioned events to unfold. Thus, it was im-

portant that they were aware of what they agreed to as far as possible. 

I advocate that breaking the silence and starting to talk about CASR and SHA needs 

to be a matter of how to initiate, conduct, and uphold a variety of conversations in a 

variety of situations. I suggest that minding the harm that can be caused by silence, fear 

of causing harm or other unintended consequences is not a plausible reason for silence 

and avoidance altogether. One way to practice and develop research ethics, as well as 

for me as researcher to gain experience, is to knowingly yet cautiously address – not 

avoid – sensitive, challenging topics and events (cf. Sikes, 2006). Bringing silenced, 

marginalised voices, experiences, and relationships to the fore, including both typical 

and atypical cases, can expand knowledge on these phenomena as well as on how to 

conduct research on sensitive topics and thus contribute to develop research ethics more 

broadly. This way, participation can be experienced as meaningful, both to enhance 

scientific knowledge and potentially help to empower others with similar experiences. 

Besides these learning objectives, every initiative that counteracts the silence, when 

silence is a fundamental part of the problem, simultaneously challenges the meta-

narrative of CASR and SHA itself (Hydén, 2013; Linghede et al., 2016; Owton & 

Sparkes, 2015; Sikes, 2006).  

 

SHA is potentially sensitive much due to its negative associations because of the 

harm it can cause. A common concern when conducting research into SHA is that ask-

ing people about such experiences may have harmful and distressing effects on them. In 

turn resulting in a dilemma between the need and societal responsibility to gain 

knowledge about SHA to improve prevention and support, and the risk to cause unin-

tentional harm despite taking research ethical precautions – especially to those who 

have been subjected to SHA. In her research into SHA among high-school students in 

Sweden, Priebe (2009) asked participants about their experiences with participation. 

Besides emphasising the importance of research ethical protocols to avoid causing unin-
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tentional harm, and that “there is a lack of empirical data on adolescents’ experience of 

participation in research about sensitive issues” (p. 37), Priebe concludes that: 

Vulnerable groups such as sexually inexperienced and sexual abused adolescents 
could not be identified as groups at special risk for discomfort when participating 
in the research. So far, there is no evidence that young people in general or vul-
nerable young people in particular as a group need to be protected from participa-
tion in research about sensitive issues such as sexual abuse and sexuality. (p. 73) 

 

My overall experiences of CASR and SHA as research topics, and examining athletes’ 

experiences of these potentially sensitive events, are mainly positive in terms of reac-

tions, reception, interest, and support for my research. This includes the communication 

and feedback I have received from my participants, especially those I interacted with 

closely. These experiences have at times, nonetheless, included emotional reactions 

such as anger, sadness, frustration, and determination – both for me and for people I 

have met in my role as researcher. Ethical conduct has been pivotal and I have strived 

not to cause my participants any harm or distress. This does not mean steering away 

from every topic, event, or memory that may render emotional reactions among partici-

pants, readers, listeners, and others all together however. That would, for one, have 

made this thesis unfeasible. On the contrary, as narrative researchers emphasise for 

example; for marginalised stories to engage and to move are among the very contribu-

tions with certain research, and can have a clarifying, emancipatory, and empowering 

potential also for the participant (Corbin & Morse, 2003; Linghede et al., 2016; 

McMahon & Penney, 2011; Owton & Sparkes, 2015).  

Procedural, situational, and relational ethics 

The thesis procedural ethics adheres to ethical principles by The Swedish Research 

Council (Vetenskapsrådet, 2002) and to Swedish legislation concerning ethical stand-

ards and procedures for research involving humans (SFS 2003:460). Thus, research that 

may include a risk to harm the participants psychologically or physically must be re-

viewed to ensure that ethical principles are followed and to estimate the risk of harm in 

relation the potential benefits of the research. The general ethical principles include 

provision of information about the study to the participants, voluntary participation and 

informed consent, confidential administration of personal information, and the use and 

publication of collected data restricted to the research in question (Vetenskapsrådet, 

2002). My initial step was to have the doctoral research plan reviewed and approved by 

the Regional Ethical Review Board (No. 2011/669-31/5). 

Besides procedural ethics (i.e. mandatory research ethics), situational and relational 

ethics have been an important part of the thesis’ ethical considerations (Ellis, 2007). 

Situational ethics refers to upcoming situations that researchers may encounter in the 
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interaction with participants that are practically impossible to foresee and thus necessi-

tate reflexivity. So, too, do relational ethics, referring to the ethics of care and trust, 

drawing on reflexivity, empathy, and responsibility. Situational and relational ethics 

have thus been particularly important for the second sub-study since interviews, espe-

cially on these potentially sensitive and typically private topics, entail personal, face-to-

face interaction, situations, and reactions that go beyond standardised procedural ethics 

(Ellis, 2007). 

To facilitate situational and relational ethics, I employed methodological procedures 

that encourage reflexivity, collaboration, communication, and enhance participant in-

volvement, perspective, and voice in the study. Ideally, my participants would not only 

agree to participate for my or for the scientific sake, but also perceive it as somewhat 

meaningful for themselves as well (Corbin & Morse, 2003; McMahon & Penney, 2011). 

The athletes I interviewed did tell me they found their involvement interesting, insight-

ful, and purposeful for them in one way or another. Moreover, facilitating a climate for 

open, honest communication was also a matter of me balancing my various roles. These 

roles include me as researcher, “expert”, interviewer, interpreter, and author, which 

places me in a somewhat distant position of authority, power and control (Brackenridge, 

2005; Etherington, 2007). Simultaneously, me and the participants as women of quite 

similar age and sharing an elite athlete background and thus arguably in equal, informal, 

peer positions brought us somewhat closer together. The latter became particularly 

evident during our interaction before and after the interviews, enhancing a sense of 

interdependency, connection and relatability that I perceived as facilitative for our con-

versation also during the interviews. Although we had not participated in the same 

sports and surely have many different experiences, we recognise and understand the 

world, lifestyle, and culture of elite sport in general (see also the prologue where I situ-

ate myself as researcher and athlete). Relational ethics allows for the researcher and 

participant to develop their relationship without particular restrains. For example, from 

initially being a strict professional relationship, a closer bond building on shared experi-

ence and trust may in time grow during or after the study, sometimes even develop into 

friendships (Ellis, 2007). This reflexivity prompted me to consider and maintain a bal-

ance between professional distance and interpersonal closeness. Although I did not 

become friends with any of my participants, I did not steer away from interaction re-

sembling that between friends or peers (e.g., between two athletes). In addition, women 

are in general more comfortable with being interviewed by a female interviewer (Lee, 

1993). In addition, I believe the interviews led to open, honest and insightful stories, 

shared in great depth and detail to an extent that surpassed my expectations, illustrating 

a well-functioning communication and understanding between me and the participants 

(see articles III and IV for more detail on the ethical considerations and precautions that 

were taken). 
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Researchers are generally expected to hold positional power and influence over par-

ticipants stemming from their professional role and status (similar to coaches in relation 

to athletes, as a side note). Researchers have the authority to control interaction and 

procedures that participants have agreed to. Power is, however, complex and it may be 

an over-simplification to assume that researchers always have a higher status and hold 

(all) power over participants (Lee, 1993). Ethical considerations thus prompt for reflex-

ive awareness and responsibility of this complex power relationship – even more so 

when studying potentially sensitive topics such as CASR and SHA as this tends to 

heighten participant vulnerability (Owton & Sparkes, 2015). Other reasons why re-

searchers can hold relative power over participants, for example in interview studies, 

include the disparity of disclosure and information. While a participant may share the 

most personal, intense, and powerful revelations in an interview, the interviewer does 

not need to reveal anything in return (Lee, 1993). Indeed, this illustrates the importance 

of both procedural, situational, and relational ethical considerations. Procedural ethics 

that intend to rebalance power, acknowledge participants’ rights and researchers’ obli-

gations includes confidentiality, voluntariness to participate, rights to terminate partici-

pation at any time, and that all questions in a survey or topics to talk about in an inter-

view are optional. These ethical principles where all practiced in the thesis, adapted to 

the methods of each sub-study. Situational and relational ethical precautions can con-

tribute to rebalance the power asymmetry between researcher and participant (Ethering-

ton, 2007). For example, the interviews were guided by situational and relational ethical 

considerations such as reflexivity, collaboration, empathy, and emotional responsive-

ness instead of a fixed set of questions decided beforehand (cf. Ellis, 2007; Hydén, 

2013; Owton & Sparkes, 2015). Moreover, because interviews emerge gradually as 

opposed to quantitative questionnaires it is practically impossible for either researcher 

or participant to know exactly what will play out and be brought up during the interview 

beforehand. Thus, informed consent from the participants in the interview study includ-

ed two steps: 1) consent to participate in the interview, 2) consent to the transcribed and 

anonymised interview data, read by each participant, to be used in the study (cf. Mero 

Jaffe, 2011; see moreover article III and IV).  

To summarise my experiences of researching potentially sensitive topics, it consti-

tutes ongoing considerations in relation to the current contexts. It necessitates a balance 

between being sensible, careful and empathetic on the one hand, while avoiding to re-

produce or enhance taken for granted assumptions about sensitivity on the other hand – 

both with the intention to avoid causing harm. In some ways, this also reconnects to 

balancing CASR and SHA as research topics; accounting for vulnerability and risk, 

while simultaneously aiming to empower and facilitate autonomy among athletes and 

women, and avoid to simply reproduce perpetrator-victim stereotypes (see more on this 

issue in the discussion). So called “common sense” can thus be useful and important as 
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a type of reflexive ethical compass some times, but may be inappropriate, dysfunctional, 

and destructive at other times. I have learnt that ethical considerations are a practice that 

draws a lot on a learning by doing basis, at least situational and relational ethics. For 

example, I advise that experience and practice is gained by conducting interviews in 

pilot studies and regarding topics likely to be less sensitive before moving on to poten-

tially sensitive topics and events. This learning also includes the experiences shared by 

others in literature about research ethics.  

Quality criteria  

This section address the thesis’ validity, reliability, quality, and trustworthiness in addi-

tion to the methodological issues and results discussed in each article. As quantitative 

and qualitative methodology differs, so do the criteria to critically evaluate the quality 

and soundness of the research. In quantitative research, validity and reliability are core 

concepts to evaluate how valid and reliable the data are. Reliability also responds to 

questions whether the procedures are replicable and the results generalizable and con-

sistent. A common question about validity is whether the study measures what it is 

purported to measure (Bryman, 2015; Fraenkel et al., 2012). In qualitative research, 

criteria such as quality and trustworthiness are more common (Bryman, 2015). More 

specifically, Guba and Lincoln (1994) propose four criteria analogues to quantitative 

oriented criteria (first in the list). These can be used as quality criteria for qualitative 

research and can moreover contribute knowledge about the differences between these 

two methodological traditions: 

 

Internal validity – Credibility 

External validity – Transferability 

Reliability – Dependability 

Objectivity – Confirmability 

 

Linked to objectivity – subjectivity distinctions in quantitative and qualitative research, 

respectively, are the roles and functions of the researcher. In sub-study 1 the question-

naire comprised the instrument for data collection. In that sense the data collection and 

participants’ responses in the questionnaire is not researcher dependent. As interviewer 

in sub-study 2, however, I functioned as instrument to collect data. In addition, the in-

terviews had a collaborative and sparsely structured design, which is intended to add 

further reflexivity. Thus, this study is researcher dependent in the sense that the inter-

view would likely turn out more or less differently if performed by another interviewer, 

even though the participants and their experiences are the same. It is always a possibil-
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ity of interviewer effects during interviews, because of the social characteristics of the 

interviewer or expectations on the interview or the interviewee. Interviewer effects 

have, however, shown to be relatively small, even when interviews concern sensitive 

topics (Lee, 1993). As described previously in this chapter, the reflexive, collaborative 

interview design and implementation was chosen to bring the participants individual 

experiences, stories and, voices to the fore and due to ethical considerations enhanced 

by the potentially sensitive topics and events that was addressed. Thus, this study makes 

no claims of being objective, but embraces interpretation by its intentions to examine 

the athletes’ subjective experiences in context (see moreover article III; IV, and previ-

ous sections in this chapter). To enhance transparency, reliability, and credibility, the 

applied methods of the quantitative and qualitative studies have been carefully and 

critically discussed in the articles.  

The sub-studies are retrospective in the sense that they examine athletes’ earlier ra-

ther than ongoing experiences of CASR and SHA (although the latter could possibly be 

the case). Memory loss is a potential problem in retrospective studies (Leahy et al., 

2002). Assumable, the further back in time the greater general risk of memory failures 

and limited access to thoughts and emotions to affected participants’ responses and 

nonresponses. That said, retrospective approaches are common, for example when stud-

ying sensitive topics and experiences of SHA during childhood and adolescence (Tofte-

gaard Nielsen, 2001; Vertommen et al., 2016). One of the sample criteria of the inter-

view study was that the athletes’ CASR experiences was no more than five years back 

in time in regards to memory recall (see articles III and IV for more details). I consid-

ered this particularly important in this sub-study since I strived for in-depth, detailed 

accounts of the athletes’ experiences of CASR. The retrospective approach in sub-study 

1 enabled me to ask 25-year old athletes about their lifetime experiences of SHA in 

sports. This is a longer eventual time-span than for the interviewed athletes. I reckoned 

that the surveyed athletes would still remember their sport experiences fairly well at the 

age of 25, which was one reason for this age criterion (cf. article I for more details). 

 

Research ethics are not limited to principles and considerations to conduct ethically 

sound research for the sake of participants’ welfare, but also relates to quality and 

trustworthiness of research. For example, research that lacks sufficient quality may fail 

to contribute something useful to the existing knowledge and thus be considered unethi-

cal (Bryman, 2015). Moreover, issues such as honesty, disclosure, integrity, and confi-

dentiality is particularly important to consider when studying potentially sensitive, con-

troversial topics as it may pose challenges regarding reliability (Lee, 1993; Sikes, 2010; 

see moreover articles III and IV). Research ethics in relation to quality and relevance of 

the research is also a criterion taken under consideration during ethical review to assess 

approval (Vetenskapsrådet, 2002). I suggest that the Regional Ethical Review Board’s 
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approval together with the ethical considerations and the relevance and quality of the 

research provides sufficient quality of the present thesis. 

Overall considerations to meet quality criteria has included to rigorously choose and 

use tools, processes, samples, data, and conceptual and theoretical framework that I, in 

consultation with my supervisors (who have moreover served as co-authors in articles I 

and III, respectively), consider appropriate and as contributing to the purpose of the 

research (cf. (Barker-Ruchti, 2011; Leung, 2015). In sub-study 1, I used a questionnaire 

to collect data, performed statistical analysis, measure and present self-reported preva-

lence rates in line with quantitative methodology and to answer the research question 

regarding SHA prevalence. The study is replicable in the sense that the same question-

naire can be reused on an equivalent athlete sample and I propose that results and con-

clusions are valid for the sample and context. I make no claims of presenting results that 

are generalizable for all athletes’ experiences of SHA, but the randomised sampling of 

25-year old Swedish citizens assures a non-systematic sample and the results from sub-

study 1 was deemed credible in comparison to previous prevalence studies on similar 

samples. Moreover, engaging SCB was another step taken to improve quality, trustwor-

thiness, and confidentiality of this study. Although the response-rate was quite low, no 

indications of sampling bias were found during the analysis of the non-respondents. 

Issues such as external and partial nonresponse and definitional ambiguity that may 

compromise reliability and internal validity of sub-study 1 was handled by carefully 

reporting these issues, adapting the analysis, and presenting the results and conclusions 

accordingly and appropriately (see moreover article I). A larger sample and a higher 

response rate would potentially have improved the reliability and generalizability of the 

study, which prompts implications for further study on more comprehensive samples 

representative for a larger sport population in the future. 

Contextual ramification, richness, dimensionality and in-depth understanding that 

quantitative methods compromise in favour of generalisation and numerical data is key 

in the qualitative methods used in the second sub-study (cf. Barker-Ruchti, 2011). Be-

cause of the phenomenological interpretation, which tied in with my senses, interpreta-

tions, and preunderstandings, sub-study 2 is not replicable. The reflexivity I adopted in 

the interviews, the discourse analysis, and the narrative case study, considered as unde-

sirable biases, confounding results in quantitative research, are essential and treasurable 

in qualitative research (Leung, 2015). This subjectivity, however, necessitates transpar-

ency of the research purpose, process, and methodological procedures to assure coher-

ence between data, interpretation, and conclusions (Barker-Ruchti, 2011; Leung, 2015). 

It also relates to epistemological viewpoints of social sciences more broadly, to recog-

nise context dependent knowledge generated by qualitative methods as equally im-

portant, albeit different, as context independent knowledge generated by quantitative 

methods. Moreover, because qualitative studies do not generate generalizable results in 
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a positivistic manner, the inclusion of theories played a larger and more important role 

in articles III and IV (cf. Eisenhardt, 1989; Flyvbjerg, 2006). Both sub-studies build on 

previous related research, but articles III and IV adopt a higher theoretical level (espe-

cially the narrative case study in article IV) by integrating research design and analysis 

with related theories (see also previous sections Discourse analysis and Narrative case 

study).  

In conclusion, the thesis’ methodological procedures and results should be viewed 

with caution appropriate for the scholarly context in general and doctoral research spe-

cifically. The doctoral research presented in the four articles have been evaluated and 

accepted during peer review in line with scientific protocol. As all studies, though, this 

thesis has its merits and weaknesses. I attend to these more broadly in section Contribu-

tions, limitations, and future directions in the discussion. 
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Summary of the articles 

Article I: Sexual harassment and abuse in coach-athlete 
relationships in Sweden 

Sexual harassment and abuse (SHA) can have a profound negative impact, but research 

on SHA in sport is scarce and there are no studies of SHA in Swedish sport. This study 

explored (a) self-reported prevalence of SHA perpetrated by coaches among male and 

female Swedish athletes, (b) descriptive statistics for coach-athlete relationship factors 

and the association between these relationship factors and reported SHA. A random 

sample of current and former, male and female Swedish club sport athletes (n=477) 

aged 25 completed the 19-item questionnaire.  

The athletes reported 5.5% prevalence of SHA that had all been perpetrated by male 

coaches. Of these self-reported cases, inappropriate, unpleasant, or offensive physical 

contact where most common. No significant differences of SHA frequency were dis-

played across athlete gender, sport performance levels, or individual/team sports. This 

may, however, be partly due to the small sample size of athletes reporting experiences 

of SHA. Overall, the results indicate that SHA in coach-athlete relationships is a general 

problem rather than one-off cases limited to specific variables such as athlete age and 

gender. Regarding the coach-athlete relationship factors, the majority of athletes (55%-

95%) reported trust, closeness, substantial coach influence over sport performance, and 

instructional physical contact. A minority (13%-39%) reported dependency, substantial 

coach influence over personal life, non-instructional physical contact, sexualised com-

ments and jokes, and flirting. Prevalence of coach-athlete friendships, athlete attraction 

to coaches, and coaches’ instructional physical contact differed significantly between 

male and female athletes. Closeness and athlete attraction to coaches were negatively 

related, and coaches’ non-instructional physical contact and flirting were positively 

related to reported SHA.  

In conclusion, the results imply that SHA in coach-athlete relationships are general 

problems rather than one-off events due to particular factors such as gender, age or sport 

type. Multi-causality and ambiguity of coach-athlete relationship factors were discussed 

and further research proposed accordingly. 
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Article II: Coach-athlete sexual relationships: if no means 

no does yes mean yes? 

In line with a dualistic perspective, coach-athlete romantic relationships are commonly 

accepted among coaches and athletes whereas SHA is broadly condemned. In research, 

however, CASR are lumped together with sexual abuse, suggested to inherently consti-

tute an abuse of power, trust and ethics. This understanding of CASR draws, arguably, 

on a deterministic perspective that prompts sport organisations to discourage or prohibit 

CASR. In addition, a recent body of research into touch in sport suggest that a growing 

fear of child SA has resulted in mistrust of coaches’ motives and a view on physical 

touch as potentially harmful. 

The article critically discussed the current SHA perspective on CASR and highlight-

ed four critical issues in the contextualisation of CASR: Definitional and boundary 

ambiguity; sexual consent; power; and attraction, love and sexual agency. The article 

moreover discussed studies of authority/subordinate romantic relationships in other 

social settings, which are reported to have both positive and negative characteristics and 

outcomes. Conclusions were drawn that comprehensive research outside the sexual 

abuse context is required to prevent and reduce harm and to promote wellbeing, func-

tionality and safety in coach-athlete sexual and non-sexual relationships. In particular, 

studies of legal and consensual CASR was proposed in addition to the current SHA 

research. 

Article III: ‘This might be him; the guy I'm gonna marry’: 
Love and sexual relationships between female elite 
athletes and male coaches 

This article responds to calls for studies into legal and consensual CASR in addition to 

previous SHA research. Informed by Foucault’s discourse analysis, this study explored 

how discourses regarding performance enhancement in elite sport and coaching, and 

romantic love, frame female elite athletes’ experiences with CASR. The study drew on 

interviews with four female elite athletes aged 26–30 who had been in CASR with their 

male coaches during their athlete career. 

The results indicate that CASR are potentially problematic because they intersect 

and challenge discourses comprising elite sports, coach–athlete relationships, female 

sexual agency, and love. Discourses of power differ between the professional and pri-

vate contexts. While the athletes expect their coaches to exert dominance and control in 

the elite sport context, romantic relationships are about equally and mutually giving 
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away power and control. The athletes describe romantic love as their first priority, de-

spite their commitment to sport performance in line with elite sport discourse. The study 

moreover informs that CASR can include positive and functional aspects. For example, 

CASR can facilitate athlete motivation and performance. Discourses that frame CASR 

as inherently unequal and abusive can, however, contribute to stigmatisation, secrecy, 

and athlete disempowerment. 

Article IV: ‘Am I sexually abused?’ Consent in a coach-
athlete lesbian relationship 

This article drew on a story of female elite athlete Karin who was 17 years old when the 

considerably older team coach Selma became her girlfriend. To date there are no studies 

on coach-athlete lesbian or gay relationships despite sexual minority vulnerability. Alt-

hough sexual consent is often the defining characteristic of SA, the social implications 

of consent are rarely explicitly defined, problematized or comprehensively investigated 

(Beres, 2007). This article represented Karin’s story, investigated how she made sense 

of her CASR, and analysed what can be learnt about consent.  

The interview with Karin was analysed using narrative case study methods; repre-

sented as a short story and discussed in reference to sexual consent theory. Karin’s story 

gives a rare insight to a lesbian coach-athlete sexual relationship that unfolded in a con-

sent and abuse grey-area. The analysis outlines contextual factors conditioning the ne-

gotiation of consent and problematizes heteronormative, gendered perpetrator and vic-

tim stereotypes. Secrecy, stigmatisation, and isolation are recognised, extending into 

additional vulnerability inflicted on socially problematic and atypical coach-athlete 

relationships. The article concludes that social implications of consent are more com-

plex than yes/no to sex or inherent inability among athletes to sexually consent in 

coach-athlete relationships. Rather, consent is multi-layered, alternately absent and 

present; an ongoing process that includes ambivalence and (re)negotiation simultane-

ously influenced by structure and agency.  Further research examining a diversity of 

sexual experiences among majorities and minorities was proposed. 
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Discussion  

The purpose of this thesis was to examine athletes’ experiences of CASR, prevalence of 

SHA in coach-athlete relationships, and conceptual and theoretical issues to broaden the 

understanding of CASR and SHA. The following discussion draws on my findings from 

the quantitative and qualitative studies that were presented in the articles and conclu-

sions from previous research, and on my theoretical and conceptual framework. At the 

same time, the different types of knowledge that quantitative and qualitative methods 

typically contribute to will also be evident during this discussion. I start off by discuss-

ing prevalence of SHA based on the results in article I. 

Prevalence of SHA 

SHA occurs in coach-athlete relationships in Swedish sport according to the results 

from the doctoral research. Arguably, every case of SHA is a failure to meet the respon-

sibility informed by the SSC to actively prevent and counter SHA (SSC, 2005). It also 

contradicts the ideals of sport being a healthy, morally sound, safe, and joyful environ-

ment in which the coach has a central position (IOC, 2007; Larsson, 2001; SSC, 2009; 

2011; see moreover article III). The prevalence of SHA reported in the sample was 

5.5%. The vast majority (94.9%) of the athletes had never received any information 

about the SSC anti-SHA policy. Similar to previous prevalence studies, typically “se-

vere” SHA (e.g. sexual assault) was relatively uncommon compared to sexually ambig-

uous behaviours such as unwanted or inappropriate physical contact and sexual com-

ments (e.g. Auweele et al., 2008; Fasting et al., 2000; Parent et al., 2016; Toftegaard 

Nielsen 2001). Yet there is a general tendency to focus most on extreme, severe SHA of 

children even though this attention does not mirror the reported SHA in this or previous 

studies (Chroni et al., 2012; see moreover article I). In addition, the thesis’ narrative 

case study illustrates how social implications of sexual consent can be a complex, ongo-

ing process of negotiation in relation to context that is not always amenable to mutually 

exclusive categorisations of sexual experiences (Beres, 2007; see also article IV). Con-

sequently, more or less inaccurate notions, assumptions, and myths regarding SHA and 

consent adds additional boundary ambiguity, complicates making sense of experiences, 

and thus to talk about them, report them, and to seek help.  
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SA typically consists of numerous parts of a large puzzle; grooming (even when unin-

tentional and unaware) is per definition a psychological and sociological process of 

moving, transforming, and renegotiating boundaries within a relationship context. This 

process makes it difficult, sometimes impossible, to define experiences and pinpoint 

events as either wanted or unwanted; consensual or non-consensual, legal or illegal; 

sexual and non-sexual; and so on. It is thus important to keep in mind that there can be 

experiences of SHA, CASR and other forms of sexual interaction that go unreported 

both to the legal systems and in surveys due to the difficulty to measure subjective ex-

perience with an instrument using objective, categorical variables.   

Basically, measurement is required to know of the prevalence of specific phenome-

na. Measuring prevalence is important because majorities comprise higher numbers, 

meaning more cases and thus the probability to affect more people. For example, all the 

SHA reported in the survey was perpetrated by male coaches, which confirms the male 

perpetrator majority (e.g. Bolen, 2003; Fasting, 2014). However, the narrative case 

study, like other studies, illustrates that minorities and atypical cases (e.g., based on 

gender, sexuality, and perpetrator-victim stereotypes) can add layers of vulnerability, 

harm, and risk (Carvalho et al., 2011; Hartill, 2009; Mountjoy et al., 2016; Vertommen 

et al., 2016). For example, a majority of SHA perpetrators are men in the present and 

previous studies. That said, cases involving female perpetrators or same-sex relation-

ships, although numerically fewer, may run greater risk of going unnoticed and unre-

ported. Moreover, subjective experiences of SHA do not necessarily mirror objective 

criteria and legal definitions of the severity of SHA. It is imaginable, for example, that it 

is the coach breaking the bond of trust, dependency, professional responsibility, care, 

and perhaps love that causes an athlete the most harm—regardless of the form of SHA 

(Toftegaard Nielsen 2001).  

Most of the reported SHA had taken place in direct connection to the sport activity, 

which may resonate with the forms of SHA reported in the sample and athletes’ relative 

acceptance of coaches’ sexually ambiguous behaviours in sport previously reported (I 

anticipate that sexual assault, for example, is likely to occur in more isolated situations) 

(Alexander et al., 2011; Kirby et al., 2000; Toftegaard Nielsen, 2001). SHA was report-

ed across all performance levels with no significant differences between individual and 

team sports, male and female athletes, and between age groups in the sample. The re-

sults thus imply that SHA is a general problem rather than single, one-off cases linked 

to specific circumstances. Prevalence throughout ages, genders, and sport types without 

significant differences has also been noted in previous surveys (e.g., Fasting et al., 

2004; Parent et al., 2015; Vertommen et al., 2016). Gender differences of reported SHA 

in and outside of sport are well documented, but more recent findings from large-scale 

studies suggest that male athletes might be more subjected to SHA in sport than previ-
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ously expected (cf. Alexander et al., 2011; Parent et al., 2016). Crucially, coaches flirt-

ing and making sexually connotative comments and jokes was not defined as SHA in 

my study as it has been in some previous studies (Auweele et al., 2008; cf. Chroni et al., 

2012; Fasting et al., 2000; Volkwein et al., 1997). These incidents, as well as coaches’ 

physical contact, may have been perceived as unwanted and thus would have constitut-

ed SHA, which would have raised the overall prevalence rate of SHA in the sample. 

Since the athletes were not asked about the wantedness of these experiences though, 

they were analysed among other coach-athlete relationship factors (see moreover article 

I). Consequently, an additional aspect to expand the understanding of SHA and CASR 

is to include experiences among majorities and minorities; throughout genders, sexuali-

ties, ages and other sociological factors, contexts, and types of relationships. In turn, 

this necessitates theoretical frameworks in addition to the current focus on SHA of 

women and children perpetrated by male coaches. 

The coach-athlete relationship context 

In this section I discuss the coach-athlete relationship context with a focus on the social 

and professional diversity of this relationship in connection to subjective boundaries in 

coach-athlete relationships in general and CASR specifically. 

Undoubtedly, the coach-athlete relationship is important for athletes (Jowett & 

Poczwardowski, 2007; Stirling & Kerr, 2009). Typically for this relationship is that 

there is not a (one) typical coach-athlete relationship. As the results from my doctoral 

research shows, coach-athlete relationships may range between an exclusive sport-

focused relationship to friendships, family-type relationships, and sexual and romantic 

relationships. CASR, as for one of the athletes in this study for example, can include 

being married and having children during the elite athlete career. Besides having differ-

ent roles, athletes and coaches can also have a variety of functions linked to these roles. 

In turn, relationships, roles, and functions are linked to discourses that entail certain 

expectations, unwritten rules, and that contribute to able and enable athletes to exercise 

power and agency in coach-athlete relationships. 

Boundaries in coach-athlete relationships are complex and take on different forms. 

Some boundaries are distinct and clear, regardless of whether they are written and out-

spoken or not. Other boundaries are ambiguous and unclear. The awareness of bounda-

ries also differs. There is, however, a subjective dimension related to all types of bound-

aries. As I wrote in article II, “subjective dimensions in terms of individual and collec-

tive perception, context, discourse and socialisation, are fundamental determinants for 

defining and dealing with physical touch, intimacy and sexual interaction” (p. 683). 

Most of the previous studies that somehow addressed CASR (as well as SHA) have 
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examined boundaries, especially the boundaries between acceptable and unacceptable 

sexual behaviours in coach-athlete relationships (e.g. Bringer et al., 2002; 2006; Hassall 

et al, 2002; Toftegaard Nielsen, 2001). More so than in previous studies, the results 

from my doctoral research depict the athletes to often being aware of boundaries and 

boundary transgressions in the coach-athlete relationships. Athlete accounts of agency 

where they negotiate boundaries in sort of a social cost-benefit calculation of priorities 

in relation to context unfolded in all of the interviews (see moreover article III and IV). 

As elite athletes, sport performance usually comes first, with the exception of romantic 

love and a potential long-term romantic relationship (see moreover article III). Similar 

types of conscious negotiation and agency were identified in Karin’s story. Karin had no 

sexual interest in her coach/girlfriend, yet she accepted (reluctantly) the CASR to pro-

gress because she perceived personal benefits from the relationship (mainly the friend-

ship it entailed) that was important enough to hold on to for a period of time before she 

broke it off (see article IV). In addition, there are some unwritten rules that, although 

hardly ever talked about openly, are so socially established and clear that the athletes 

spontaneously and immediately knew that CASR are wrong and bad to an extent that 

they must be hidden – i.e., without any written rules or guidelines offered by sport. This 

illustrates an interaction between the conditions dictated by social conventions and 

agency by athletes’ active choice to remain in these CASR despite the stress and re-

strains that the secrecy entailed. Later on in the relationships, some of the athletes chose 

to “come out of the closet” with their CASR (e.g., Ella and Liv in article III), again 

illustrating agency and resisting power (cf. Foucault, 1977). 

The diversity of coach-athlete relationships and its alternately loose and strict 

boundaries can offer great potential to adapt to athletes’ individual needs and wants in 

relation to what and how a coach can offer to meet these needs and wants. It may in-

clude being dominant, tough, and controlling; supportive, caring, and understanding; it 

may include the comfort and bonding of physical touch or the need to have physical 

personal space respected (cf. Jowett & Meek, 2002; see moreover article III and IV). 

The additional social, sexual, intimate, romantic, private dimensions that can be added 

to coach-athlete relationships when CASR develop can have positive effects by increas-

ing the trust, understanding, support, motivation, wellbeing, and sport performance. 

Being able to have this effect, it may also have equally influential negative consequenc-

es. In addition, there are outcomes to be expected that does not stem from within the 

CASR, but from the social context in which CASR exist (see moreover article II; III; 

IV). Conclusively, there are a diversity of potential effects and dimensions related to 

CASR of which this thesis only gives some insights. That much is certain though, I 

stress that there is much more to the effects and dimensions of CASR that require a 

more holistic understanding than it supports a deterministic SA perspective on CASR. 

This includes expanding the conceptual and theoretical frameworks to understand 
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CASR and SHA, for example regarding relational power, athletes’ agency, women’s 

sexual desire, romantic love, and more.  

The results show (see article I) that athletes’ trust in their coaches is the most com-

monly experienced factor in the relationships. Second most common factor is closeness, 

and third the coach’s influence over sport performance. These factors, as well as others, 

illustrate the potential complexity that lies within this relationship: the potential for a 

healthy, functional relationship of trust and closeness that facilitates sport performance, 

but simultaneously the risk of misusing or abusing the trust, closeness and debilitate 

sport performance. In there, based on subjectivity and diversity, lies the difficulty of 

setting formal general boundaries. At the same time, there are social boundaries, unwrit-

ten rules, that CASR are basically bound to be broken as these different boundaries and 

norms apply for a professional relationship (although allowed some room for friend-

ship) as for a sexual and/or romantic relationship. This puts the athlete (and the coach 

according to Johansson et al., 2016) in a vulnerable position, potentially isolated, mar-

ginalised, and in time eventually stigmatised and left in the mercy of the relationship 

with the coach-partner. I hold that athletes (and coaches) in such or similar positions 

should be offered help, support, and guidance – regardless of how appropriate, profes-

sional, ethical, problematic, right or wrong CASR appear to be. According to my find-

ings, this is a situation where sport systematically fails to support athletes—the utter 

lack of knowledge, responsibility, routines, guidelines, and a social environment that 

not only encourages openness about these type of private concerns, communication, and 

help and guidance to try and find functional solutions for all affected parties. For I am 

fairly certain that CASR will continue to occur regardless of prohibitive policy, like 

sexual relationships and romantic love exist virtually anywhere – as inconvenient, con-

demned, and controversial as it may be per current context. 

Sexual consent 

In this section I discuss sexual consent. More specifically, I attend to social implications 

of consent by drawing on the conceptualisation I outline in article II and continue to 

develop empirically and theoretically in article IV.  

In article II I presented the question “If no means no, does yes mean yes?” to en-

courage a discussion of what consent means in CASR. The question refers to athletes 

(presumed) inability to recognise consensual and wanted sexual activities as opposed to 

non-consensual and unwanted sexual activities, i.e., SHA (see examples in article II). I 

suggested that according to some of the current literature into SHA in sport, and other 

authority-subordinate relationships, yes does not always mean yes (at least not a “valid 

yes”) because of an inherent asymmetric foundation of power, trust, and dependency in 
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these relationships. I was, and still am, critical towards the inconsistency in this reason-

ing. However, the question itself also draws on an assumption on my part, namely that 

sexual activities are amenable to yes – no distinctions. Although this can be true in 

some cases, the subsequent narrative case study implies that this is not always the case. 

While correcting this previous assumption of mine, this question can still illustrate a 

few important points and raise discussion regarding consent, abuse, power, empower-

ment, and sexual agency in coach-athlete relationships and beyond. 

First, I suggest that there is a problematic paradox and inconsistency due to bias in-

grained in the reasoning that “no” always means no unlike “yes”. Whether to empha-

sise, protect, and empower athletes’ perceptions of sexual activities or to undermine 

their perceptions and disqualify their abilities to consent (or at least give “valid con-

sent”) is conditioned by whether they define sexual activities as consensual/wanted or 

non-consensual/unwanted. Second, who is the recipient and who is the initiator of a 

sexual activity and a sexual relationship? Are these distinct, definable, fixed roles? Is it 

necessarily the coach? Is it necessarily a man? Does a coach’s authority and power 

extend to any context, including private spheres outside sport? In relation to my results 

and applied theories, sexual relationships do not necessarily have specific, fixed, pre-

conditioned recipient and initiator roles, nor is the initiator necessarily a coach or a man. 

As particularly apparent in article III, discourses of power can differ between profes-

sional and private contexts, and article IV illustrates how crucial context is for the social 

implications of consent. That said, there are definitely cases where male coaches are 

sexual initiators with a certain impact, control, and power over athletes also outside the 

sport context as exemplified in my and other studies (e.g. Fasting & Sand, 2015; Owton 

& Sparkes, 2015). Third, how do we encourage and facilitate athlete empowerment and 

autonomy if we send the message that at some or particular times athletes are incapable 

of defining their own experiences? At other times, we cannot emphasise the importance 

of trusting and reinforcing perceptions to set boundaries enough.  

Indeed, there are dilemmas and ambivalences associated with sexual consent, and in 

turn to willingness, choice, and interplay between individual agency and structural re-

strain to which there are no general easy answers like yes or no. As unsettling as this 

may be, I suggest it is important to acknowledge that subjectivity and context is funda-

mental for the social implications of consent. Thus, athletes’ experiences of sexual rela-

tionships need to be acknowledged and accounted for because this subjectivity deter-

mines their choices and actions. The athletes’ experiences of CASR that was brought 

forward in the interviews raise interesting points in reference to previous studies and 

sexual consent theory: 1) Suggesting that CASR are inherently harmful and abusive 

(e.g., Kirby et al., 2000) is not equivalent with the athletes’ experiences (see article III); 

2) Separating valid consent from invalid consent (e.g. Brake, 2012) draws on legal im-

plications of consent rather than social implications that are often characterised by am-
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bivalence, contradiction, and renegotiation (Beres, 2007); and 3) Assuming that sexual 

consent is consonant with a mutually exclusive dualism to which sexual activities or 

relationships can be categorised accordingly, can hinder making sense of sexual activi-

ties. In Karin’s case for example, her search to find out whether she was sexually 

abused by her coach or not rather seemed to hinder her from moving forward. The anal-

ysis in article IV implies that perceptions, interpretation, and definitions of consent can 

change – perhaps they should be expected to change more or less given the importance 

of context for social phenomena. Consequently, consent should be understood as a pro-

cess of ongoing (re)negotiation informed by context. This thesis empirically and theo-

retically illustrates a need to separate juridical and social implications of consent. For 

example, awareness of the ambiguity, ambivalence, and subjectivity related to social 

implications of sexual consent can be important to help athletes making sense of their 

experiences.  

The understanding of consent and wantedness expressed in previous SHA literature 

may partly be explained by understanding grooming as a process that typically goes 

unrecognised by the victim/athlete (for further reading regarding sexual interaction and 

choice, see e.g. Lamb & Peterson, 2012). Brackenridge and Fasting (2005) suggest that 

grooming can make sexual activities appear as wanted and consensual while they are 

not. In my narrative case study, however, the boundary transgressions were clearly 

noticed by Karin. Despite this awareness though, she accepted the CASR because she 

simultaneously perceived (or hoped for) personal benefits. I suggest that this illustrates 

important points of meaning-making and decision-making as a form of agency exer-

cised by Karin. It also illustrates that Karin’s sexual consent and agency was not primar-

ily based on or centred on sexual motives, but rather on social and emotional motives 

and needs. 

The aftermath of Karin’s CASR revolved much around making sense of whether she 

was sexually abused or not (at least in the story in article IV) in line with the notion of 

consent as a mutually exclusive dualism. It may, however, be more apparent that Karin 

was emotionally abused regardless of the sexual dimensions (cf. Kerr, 2009 on emo-

tional abuse of athletes). Thus, the story of Karin’s CASR may illustrate a case of con-

sent more broadly than sexual consent particularly. Regardless of how and by whom 

(e.g. athletes, coaches, researchers, or others) consent and abuse are understood and 

defined, however, these are delicate matters that necessitate caution because it relates to 

responsibility, risk for self-blame, and healing.  

In the chapter Theoretical and conceptual framework, I included a model to illustrate 

one way to conceptualise CASR, SH, and SA in relation to sexual consent. When I 

constructed the model, the grey-area was intended to capture the boundary ambiguity 

connected to CASR, SA, and SH. According to my findings and in reference to consent 

theory, however, sexual consent is not necessarily mutually exclusive which the catego-
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risation of consent in the model may imply (consent – grey-area – not consent). As 

article IV reveals, consent can be both or alternately absent and present during events 

and phases of a sexual relationship. Thus, the model fails to conceptualise sexual con-

sent as a process of negotiation and renegotiation. In that way, the model may draw on 

juridical implications rather than social implications of consent. The model may still 

serve a purpose to evoke critical discussion and to illustrate a holistic, integrated per-

spective on CASR, SA, and SH though. In addition, consent can be replaced by other 

reference categories to further the critical discussion. For example, ethical, professional, 

legal, or other regulatory boundaries and how that would alter the model, to highlight 

and discuss other aspects.  

In view of the above discussion, I emphasise that the understanding CASR should 

neither be based entirely on negative experiences, nor on exclusively harmful and/or 

abusive CASR, but on a diversity of experiences. Indeed, athletes’ experiences of pow-

erlessness in relation to coaches needs to be accounted for – especially in cases where 

such vulnerability is abused and sexual consent is a result of manipulation and groom-

ing. Examining consensual sexual activities and sexual relationships can simultaneously 

further the understanding of non-consensual sexual activities, sexual relationships, and 

SA – and vice versa (Beres, 2007). Also, when definitions of SA and SH are defined 

based on sexual consent, it is crucial to simultaneously and explicitly define what is 

meant by sexual consent. In line with my results, I suggest that the meanings of consent 

need to account more for ongoing contextual processes of negotiation and renegotiation 

that can include ambivalence and contradiction. Although athletes can be able to con-

sent to sexual activities in coach-athlete relationships, consent does not equate social 

acceptance or guarantee a healthy, functional, or unproblematic relationship for athletes, 

coaches or third parties. Thus, it is dubious to use consent as the sole determinant to 

establish social or professional appropriateness or inappropriateness of CASR. The 

above discussion does not disqualify consent as a crucial, important aspect to under-

stand CASR and SA. On the contrary, by informing and developing theory on sexual 

and other forms of consent a more accurate understanding of sexual relationships and 

abuse can emerge. This can inform, for example, how to manage CASR in sport policy 

and practice to better prevent harm and abuse.  

Romantic love  

In this part of the discussion I attend to the athletes’ experiences of romantic love in 

their CASR in relation to the thesis’ theoretical and conceptual framework. I want to 

point out that several forms of love, liking, closeness, and (sexual and non-sexual) inti-

macy is likely to exist between coaches and athletes. For example, 40% of the athletes 



 

 92 

reported friendships with their coaches (see moreover article I). In this thesis’ research 

summary though, and especially in article III, I analysed romantic love and CASR. 

As described previously, scholars have proposed theories of missing discourses re-

garding women’s sexual desire (Fine, 1988) and ambivalence connected to sexual con-

sent (Muehlenhard & Peterson, 2005). Drawing on my findings, I suggest there is also a 

missing discourse of romantic love in CASR within current research in addition to, and 

related to, the missing discourses of women’s sexual desire and consent ambivalence. 

Powel and Foley (1998, p. 422) suggest that (romantic) love in authority-subordinate 

sexual relationships is often disregarded because scholars question: “What's love got to 

do with it?” Or at least that love is less relevant (to study) than SHA. Lane (2006) em-

phasises, for example, that power is the issue at play, overriding all others in authority-

subordinate sexual relationships. Similarly, power inequity is emphasised as fundamen-

tal to understand SHA in coach-athlete relationships (see moreover article II). Starr 

(2013) emphasises that coaches taking advantage of their position of power over the less 

powerful athlete is the nature of the problem with SA in coach-athlete relationships. 

According to my participants, however, romantic love has got plenty to do with it. As 

presented in article III, a discourse of romantic love formed the athletes’ perceptions, 

decisions, and actions of and in CASR. The athletes who had been in romantic relation-

ships with their coaches described love and the outcome of a long-term romantic rela-

tionship as their number one priority – despite their striking commitment to perfor-

mance enhancement in line with an elite sport discourse. Because CASR simultaneously 

intersect and challenge dominant discourses of elite sports, coach-athlete relationships, 

and romantic love, athletes may have to prioritise and choose. Because such priorities 

and decisions may be accompanied by negative consequences however, athletes try to 

avoid making such decisions by keeping CASR closeted. Hence, this illustrates athletes’ 

exercising agency in CASR, but also how agency is influenced by the discourses of 

sport culture and social structure more broadly. In addition, the athletes I interviewed 

claim that an eventual policy that prohibited CASR would not have made any difference 

in their decision-making. Hence, I suggest that the inclination to prioritise love, and 

problems caused by conflicting discourses, is important to learn from, for example 

when considering how to manage CASR and SHA in sport policy and practice by pre-

venting silence, secrecy, and isolation. 

Despite the above discussion, my findings regarding romantic love do not contradict 

previous findings as much as they add to a limited understanding based on SHA cases 

(including illegal CASR involving children). Previous findings point to athletes falling 

in love with their coaches as a risk factor for SA (Brackenridge & Fasting, 2005; Cense 

& Brackenridge, 2001). My findings depict a more diverse understanding of romantic 

love as an interplay between individual agency and social constrains. The force of ro-

mantic love can be perceived as uncontrollable, yet powerful enough to override social 
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conventions and make decisions based on personal emotions (see moreover article III). 

Certainly, feelings of love, infatuation, and sexual desire can be abused (although not 

just athlete’s feelings, but arguably anyone’s). The force of love, romantic narratives, 

cultural institutions, and normativity may add to the risk of abuse, or for someone to 

endure abusive relationships, due to engaging in (potentially) romantic relationships (cf. 

Jackson, 2001). However, I suggest that reducing romantic love in adult coach-athlete 

relationships as merely or entirely a risk factor for SA is inaccurate and insensitive. By 

ignoring or downplaying athletes’ abilities and agency, this understanding of romantic 

love may also (albeit unintentionally) contribute to disempower athletes. It may, addi-

tionally, add to an already existing, problematic disconnect between “experts” and 

“grassroots” (see article II). 

Agency and power 

So far in the discussion I have emphasized athletes’ agency in CASR and in deciding 

for their CASR. In this section I elaborate further on this agency by discussing and 

theorising agency for sexual desire, sexual consent, and romantic love as factors that act 

as ‘subjective contexts’ for female athletes, and in extension women, to take sexual 

and/or romantic action. 

Athletes’ agency, i.e., social agency broadly or sexual agency more specifically, can 

be understood as athletes exercising power as well as resisting power as social agents 

(Foucault, 1977). In article II I addressed aspects of power and contextual social status 

as a source of sexual attraction, passion, excitement, and desire corresponding with 

heterosexual partner selection preferences. This was subsequently illustrated in article 

III. Some of the female athletes experienced their coaches’ elevated, superior position in 

sport, and the “forbidden” dimension it entailed as sexually appealing and exciting ra-

ther than discouraging. It contributed to a sense of value and status “to get” the coach as 

a boyfriend. This in turn illustrates how the athletes exercise sexual agency as opposed 

to dominant discourses of women as passive sexual recipients. The emotional force and 

priority of romantic love, and the potential outcome of a long-term romantic relation-

ship, is a strong incentive for agency. However, it was also important for these athletes 

that once in a boyfriend-girlfriend relationship with the coach, that it was a serious, 

committed romantic relationship. Romantic love can function to legitimise women’s 

sexual relationships and prevent stigmatisation linked to slut shaming (see article III). 

The interaction between agency, social structure, sexuality, and power can be recog-

nised in Foucault’s theories (e.g. 1977). From their contextual positioning as subjects, 

people, women, athletes, and sexual beings, the athletes that I interviewed practice 

agency and resistance that challenge dominating discourses, which in turn can be per-
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ceived as liberating and empowering (cf. Foucault’s concept technologies of the self in 

Barker-Ruchti, 2011). The results also illustrate how the athletes incorporate some of 

the conditions and restrains put on CASR by discourses, or the sort of unwritten rules 

formed by social conventions, regarding gender, sexuality, (elite) sport, and coach-

athlete relationships. Athletes’ actions and choices are not free as in unconditioned, 

unaffected or disconnected from the immediate or larger social context (i.e., power on 

micro and macro levels).  

Today, it is a well-established fact that some athletes are subjected to SH and SA by 

coaches in sport, a fact that this thesis supports. There are social structures rooted in 

sport culture and in society at large that produce and reproduce power differentials. 

There is a fundamental intersection of context and consent informed by individual agen-

cy, cultural influences, and social force (cf. Beres, 2007; see article IV). However, that 

does not mean that the power balance necessarily and always favours the coach, or men 

in relation to women more broadly (cf. Sikes, 2006). This thesis illustrates theory on 

relational power as context dependent and therefore differentiates between the profes-

sional and private context that CASR comprise. I problematize what I identify as a de-

terministic perspective on CASR that ignores or negates athlete agency, framing athletes 

as powerless. I also problematize the dualistic perspective separating legal CASR and 

SHA as inherently different phenomena and ignores or negates coaches’ power and 

athlete vulnerability (see moreover article II). To contribute to a broader, in my view 

more accurate and nuanced, understanding of CASR, I have developed the theoretical 

and conceptual framework presented and adopted in this thesis. The conceptual model 

presented earlier in this research summary, can also visualise my holistic conceptual 

framework integrating CASR, SA, and SH more clearly. Indirectly, the conceptual 

model can also illustrate how knowledge about SH and SA also contributes to learn 

about consensual CASR and vice versa (cf. Beres, 2007).  

It is because SHA exist and because there are coaches abusing their positional, rela-

tive power that I emphasise the importance of simultaneously recognising athlete agen-

cy, to encourage athlete autonomy and empower athletes in CASR, coach-athlete rela-

tionships, and in sport more broadly. I find it particularly important to encourage ath-

letes to safeguard their personal boundaries in coach-athlete relationships and their 

abilities to exercise resistance in dysfunctional, harmful CASR and SHA—and not just 

athletes for that matter, but all people. Correspondingly, I believe it is disempowering, 

even degrading, to depict athletes or women as powerless, as unable to define their own 

sexual experiences and desires, or blatantly disqualify all athlete’s consent to sexual 

activities because it involves their coach. To conclude, athlete protection needs to ac-

count for structural vulnerabilities and constrains without disempowering or objectify-

ing (female) athletes as inherently powerless and unable to exercise agency, resistance 

and consent in coach-athlete relationships.  
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Contributions, limitations, and future directions 

In this section I attend to contributions and limitations of my thesis and propose future 

directions accordingly. 

This thesis constitutes the first study that provides self-reported prevalence rates of 

SHA in Swedish sport. It is also the first study of Swedish female elite athletes’ experi-

ences of sexual relationships, including consensual romantic relationships, with their 

male and female coaches during their athlete career. The merits of this research include 

a social significance by building knowledge of individuals’ experiences that are often 

sensitive, ignored, closeted, and taboo. The thesis can contribute to highlight and moti-

vate current and pressing challenges for sport in Sweden and around the world. The 

significance has, for example, been illustrated by the reoccurring attention from Swe-

dish media, the SSC, and other organisations directed towards the thesis during this 

time. That has also given me some opportunities to contribute to public debate—to 

extend and inform the attention on single cases of child SHA in Swedish sport (espe-

cially that of Patrik Sjöberg, albeit its indisputable importance as a high-profile case) as 

well as raising issues about CASR and the ambiguous boundaries surrounding these 

phenomena. In addition, the thesis is a contribution to an overall debate on ethical di-

lemmas, professional conduct, and safeguarding sports in relation to CASR and SHA. 

These implications may, in turn, contribute to inform and alter guidelines, sport policy 

and education materials. My research has, for example, enabled me to hold seminars 

about CASR and SHA in sport as part of explicit learning objectives on the Sports 

Coaching programme at The Swedish School of Sport and Health Sciences (GIH) on a 

regular basis since 2013.  

In article II I identified a deterministic perspective on CASR in previous research, 

and began to develop a theoretical and conceptual framework to broaden this perspec-

tive. Article III drew on this framework and focused particularly on consensual CASR 

and romantic love. In article IV I represented a story that offers an in-depth understand-

ing of an athlete’s experiences of a lesbian CASR, and moreover draws on this story to 

develop theory regarding social implications of sexual consent. Further on, in this re-

search summary, I have continued to advance the conceptual and theoretical framework, 

especially regarding female athletes’ agency in CASR as an addition to the articles. 

Consequently, by examining athletes’ experiences of CASR and by developing concep-

tualisations and theories regarding romantic love, sexual consent, and agency connected 

to CASR, this thesis contributes to a broader understanding of CASR and SHA. The 

thesis thus contributes with new knowledge that can inform, challenge and complement 

the deterministic perspective that has dominated the previous research into CASR and 

SHA (see article II). 



 

 96 

Regarding how CASR and SHA have been researched, the thesis offers implications 

for research and researchers regarding power, empowerment, normative notions, and 

research ethics. The SA perspective that has dominated previous research into CASR 

does not correspond with athletes’ definitions, perceptions, and experiences, but rather 

seem to mirror normative notions among researchers in their call to prevent SHA in 

sport. Thus, sometimes athletes’ experiences of CASR are downplayed or redefined 

because they may be considered inappropriate, risky, socially undesirable, “wrong” 

according to someone else’s definition (see articles II and III). I suggest this runs a risk 

of objectifying and disempowering athletes, to reproduce stereotypes regarding sexuali-

ty, gender, power, perpetrators and victims, and (thus) to be research ethically dubious 

(cf. Dank & Fulda, 1997; Sikes, 2006). This also reconnects to the earlier discussion 

regarding whose definitions of sexual activities and consent that counts (If no means no, 

does yes mean yes?), and in extension to researchers’ definitional and positional power 

and a disconnect between experts (e.g., researchers) and grassroots (e.g., athletes) un-

derstanding of CASR (see articles II and IV). In reference to theories about missing 

discourses of girl’s and women’s sexual desire and dominant discourses of women’s 

sexuality as passive and objectified, downplaying female athletes’ perceptions and ex-

periences of their CASR may be/become specifically disempowering (cf. Jozkowski & 

Peterson, 2013; Peterson, 2010; Sikes, 2010; Tolman, 2012). In addition, the above 

implies that researchers should be mindful of issues concerning power imbalance and 

voice that permeate to researcher-participant relationships, and the reproduction of nor-

mative notions, to maintain appropriate situational and relational research ethics (Ellis, 

2007; Etherington, 2007; Lamb & Peterson, 2012; Sikes, 2006).  

All studies have practical and methodological limitations. This thesis merely consti-

tutes a few steps toward increased knowledge in line with my research objectives. The 

pervasiveness of SHA, including the potential harm, fear, and scandals, has inherent 

negative associations. This is one reason why CASR needs to be examined outside the 

SHA context, which applies to the thesis’ first sub-study of prevalence of SHA, which 

potentially poses an overall negative bias to the survey. Continuous studies can yield 

comprehensive, rigorous evidence-based knowledge of the prevalence and experiences 

of SHA, and moreover CASR, coach-athlete relationship factors, and other related char-

acteristics and circumstances. I suggest a less dualistic understanding of the perceptions 

of appropriateness and consent that correspond to the complex experiences, including 

both the positive and negative, of athletes and coaches to try to avoid even further mar-

ginalisation of CASR.  

Methodological frameworks pose possibilities as well as restrains. The measure-

ments that are fundamental for quantitative research can contribute statistically reliable, 

clear-cut results based on large samples. At the same time, because of the necessity to 

use clear-cut definitions and categorisations of items, variables, and cases to perform 
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measurements, problems can arise when studying subjective experiences of complex 

social phenomena such as CASR and SHA. Definitional complexity thus influences 

both experiences and research of CASR and SHA, for example displayed by a large 

divergence of reported prevalence (see moreover article I). Measurements and the pos-

sibility to generalise results is not the point with qualitative research, hence the potential 

of using combinations of quantitative and qualitative methods as I have in this thesis’ 

sub-studies (see moreover the section Quality criteria in the methodology chapter re-

garding the research quality and trustworthiness). 

Working with this thesis has been a learning process – as expected of PhD studies. 

The quality of my work has improved over the course of my education. For example, 

the survey was performed at a very early stage of the research project, which negatively 

affected the quality of the instrument. For the opportunity to learn, I deliberately chose a 

variety of research designs to collect and analyse data. For better and for worse that is, 

as my learning was less focussed on developing expertise of a particular research de-

sign. I have moreover learnt that it is a double-edged sword to conduct research on 

CASR and SHA; topics shrouded in taboos albeit broadly viewed as important. Alt-

hough my work has been met with expressed interest and encouragement, it often stops 

there. Indeed, creating engagement to deal with these issues on a local, grass-root, eve-

ryday level is a challenge far beyond this thesis. It was difficult to recruit participants to 

my studies, more so than I had imagined. The survey also suffers a low response rate. 

While a sensible and ethically considerate way of finding athletes to interview also took 

a lot of time and effort, I was very pleased with the eventual outcome.  

This thesis offers insights into elite athletes’ experiences of legal, consensual CASR. 

These athlete accounts enabled me to examine experiences that is not about SHA, but 

evidently highly important for the athletes’ health and sport performance. Incorporating 

and continuing to explore these and other aspects to contextualise CASR and SHA can 

further the understanding of these phenomena. I suggest exploring all facets of CASR to 

be particularly important given the potential sensitivities, ethical dilemmas, normative 

notions, stigmatisation, secrecy, and moral panic that CASR and SHA tend to give raise 

to. The athlete accounts and stories shared in the doctoral research needs to be comple-

mented with quantitative research as well as further qualitative examination in the fu-

ture. Furthermore, the thesis draws entirely on athletes’ experiences of CASR. In gen-

eral I suggest coaches’ experiences to be equally important to investigate as those of 

athletes. I also propose examinations that include the experiences of athletes and coach-

es as both parties of a CASR. Given the relative increase of governing bodies promoting 

athlete protection, future challenges for researchers include investigations and interven-

tions to inform routines, education, support and report systems, and codes of conduct. 

Furthermore, I call for research into love, consent, and gendered sexual agency; includ-
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ing a diversity of sexual experiences among majorities and minorities within and be-

yond coach-athlete relationships and sports.  

Implications for sport  

The purpose of this thesis has been to examine Swedish athletes’ experiences of CASR 

and SHA in coach-athlete relationships. Besides implications for research and future 

study, it also has implications for sport. The thesis raises issues regarding how to under-

stand and practically manage CASR. This proves to be a delicate and difficult balance 

between athlete protection and empowerment while avoiding causing unintentional 

harm and side effects. For example, restraining coach-athlete interaction by discourag-

ing beneficial coach-athlete relationship characteristics such as trust, closeness, and 

physical touch because they can be critical and ambiguous. The thesis illustrates that 

good intentions to protect athletes may risk debilitating rather than facilitating athlete 

autonomy and empowerment, coach-athlete interdependency, and transparency (see 

article III). Athlete protection can also extend to unwritten rules regarding gender, sexu-

ality, and perpetrator/victim stereotypes in society more broadly. Implications for sport 

include taking on the challenges to take proactive and reactive measures to safeguard 

sport without reproducing myths, taboos, fear, and moral panic.  

Implications to prevent SHA and harmful CASR, and additionally other forms of 

abuse, harassment, and harm, broadly reconnect to two fundamental conditions: To 

increase knowledge and to break the silence informed by the status quo of sport. I argue 

that prevention of SHA in Swedish sport today is minimal. Most guidelines (see SSC, 

2011; SSC & SISU, 2012) are built on the prerequisite that SHA is being reported – 

placing responsibility on the victims to initiate action against SHA. CASR has gotten 

even less attention. Brake and Burton Nelson refers to CASR as an “open secret” of 

sport and as “everybody knows’ phenomena” (2012, p. 10). Indeed, I agree. I also sug-

gest that the initiative to increase knowledge and break the silence must be a responsi-

bility for all of us engaged in sport to create a social environment with routines facilitat-

ing communication – where that is the written and unwritten rule. Understandably, there 

is a worry about what negative consequences that can come from SHA being revealed. 

Sport organisations are dependent on both unpaid work and economic funding to func-

tion and SHA scandals may for example cause loss of members and sponsors. Unfortu-

nately, that may discourage athletes from revealing and reporting SHA. I suggest this 

calls for education, routines, and a general change of perspective to challenge the pre-

dominant “out of sight and out of mind” approach that can be noticed in sport in Swe-

den and elsewhere (Fasting, 2015; Lang & Hartill, 2015; Mountjoy et al., 2016; and 

article I). Creating awareness that SHA occur in sport although seldom visible or pub-
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licly reported, effective systems for whistleblowing and reporting tends to increase 

referrals of SHA—for example because athletes, leaders, and parents know what to 

report, how to report, and expect referrals to be handled (Eden, 2012). In that sense, 

increased reporting is a way forward – both towards long-term prevention and to be able 

to offer help to athletes subjected to SHA (or other harm). 

Research into SHA in sport has informed policies, ethical guidelines, and codes of 

conduct with the intention to safeguard sport and protect athletes from SHA in an over-

all strive towards better practice (Chroni et al., 2012; Mountjoy et al., 2016). Although 

national and international policies against SHA in sport have become common nowa-

days, sport organisations largely lack implementation of protection procedures and 

routines – even more so regarding legal CASR. In Sweden, the SSC has no overall poli-

cy that address CASR and it is unusual that sport clubs and affiliations have codes of 

conduct for athletes and coaches regarding either CASR or SHA. This illustrates a prev-

alent gap between the discourse of sport as inherently good and sport policy proclaim-

ing responsibility to prevent and counter SHA on the one hand, and the practice of sport 

on the other hand (see moreover article I and II). Within sport, SHA is hardly ever high-

lighted as a general problem as opposed to one-off events, even less claimed by sport 

organisations and policy-makers to be their problem (Hartill, 2014). I suggest that 

changing the status quo of sport builds on a critical awareness that sport should be ex-

pected to be no more sacred or inherently good – nor worse – than other social contexts 

in general. Sexual harm, as all forms of harm, needs to be clearly recognised as a preva-

lent problem in sport linked to society more broadly; a problem that everyone in the 

sport community has more or less responsibility to do something about. From that 

standpoint, I suggest a strive towards the purported values of a healthy, safe sport envi-

ronment will be a more honest and feasible pursuit.  

Despite the above criticism, I believe that the lack of recognition, awareness, and ac-

tion in sport to implement policy, purported values, and ideals, is that few have a sense 

as to what this means concretely and specifically for sport. The purpose of this thesis 

was not to provide such specific ideas and directions. Some more general implications 

and suggestions can be presented though: To protect athletes from SHA and to facilitate 

functional, healthy and sustainable coach-athlete relationships, scientifically and ethical-

ly sound codes of practice and routines in sport organisations and clubs need to be de-

veloped and implemented. To improve practice over time and increased experience, 

critical examination of various strategies, intervention programs, and educational initia-

tives needs to be performed. These challenges necessitate collaborations, including the 

scholarly and sport communities, as well as other institutions, public authorities, organi-

sations, and professionals. I propose directions for how legal and consensual CASR 

should be handled by sport clubs; initiatives to facilitate transparency and a climate of 

open discussion, report systems for whistle-blowing; and guidance for athletes and 
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coaches in need of consultation and help to handle dilemmas due to CASR and to break 

isolation and stigmatisation. Sport organisations that choose to prohibit CASR should 

examine the effect of these regulations, including the risk of increasing silence and 

secrecy rather than preventing CASR from occurring. I moreover propose education for 

athletes, coaches, leaders and parents about CASR and SHA. This can increase aware-

ness, heighten the level of knowledge, make people better informed and prepared to 

deal with these issues (affecting themselves or others). Such education can include criti-

cal and reflective discussions about ethical dilemmas and scenarios related to CASR (cf. 

moreover Johansson et al., 2016). Another way to create awareness and counter the 

silence and taboo is to share stories about CASR and SHA. For example, representa-

tions like Karin’s story in article IV can contribute to understand and learn from other’s 

experiences. Sharing marginalised stories can also be empowering; it can create mean-

ing for the storyteller and make listeners or readers feel less isolated and alone with 

their experiences (cf. Corbin & Morse, 2003; McMahon & Penney, 2011).   
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Conclusions  

The overall conclusions of the thesis are: 

 

CASR and SHA in coach-athlete relationships exist in sport in Sweden. Athletes’ expe-

riences of CASR include a diversity of positive and negative implications for their well-

being and sport performance. Silence, secrecy, and boundary ambiguity are fundamental 

problems of CASR and SHA. Framing CASR as inherently abusive, harmful, and unac-

ceptable with the intention to protect athletes can reinforce isolation, stigmatisation, and 

athlete disempowerment. Moreover, CASR causes social and ethical dilemmas and 

problems because they simultaneously intersect and challenge dominating discourses 

regarding elite sport, coach–athlete relationships, female sexual agency, and romantic 

love.  

 

CASR integrates both professional and private contexts, where equality and power 

deviate. Female elite athletes exercise social and sexual agency in CASR and recognise 

consensual and mutually desired CASR. The deterministic understanding of coaches’ 

power negating athletes’ ability to consent in CASR thus needs to be reconsidered. 

Accounting for athlete agency and empowerment, social structure, and relational 

power enables critical examination of CASR beyond deterministic and dualistic per-

spectives on CASR in research and sport, respectively. A broader understanding of 

CASR and SHA can be achieved by including conceptual and theoretical issues regard-

ing romantic love, sexual consent, and female sexual agency. 

 

If no means no, then yes coherently means yes. However, sexual consent is not always a 

yes/no dualistic distinction. Socially, sexual consent is an ongoing process of negotia-

tion informed by contextual factors, individual agency, and social structure. There is a 

significant grey-area connecting CASR, SH, and SA that can include ambivalence, 

renegotiation, compromise, and contradictions. Thus, sexual consent as defining criteri-

on of SHA employed in regulations, research, and sport policy needs to be more accu-

rately informed.  

 

SHA in coach-athlete relationships are generally multi-causal problems rather than one-

off events due to particular factors such as gender, age or sport type. While gender and 



 

 102 

sexual majorities comprise higher numbers, minorities and CASR that deviates from 

perpetrator/victim stereotypes can imply additional layers of vulnerability, harm, and 

risk. Thus, knowledge about CASR and SHA needs to include majorities and minori-

ties. 

 

Previous evidence of SHA in sport is confirmed to include sport in Sweden. The thesis 

expands knowledge of athletes’ experiences of love, sexual consent, and abuse in 

CASR. Implications for sport and sport sciences are offered. The need for knowledge, 

awareness, and routines in sport is emphasised—as is the understanding of athlete agen-

cy and CASR as social phenomena, as an alternative and a complement to the SA per-

spective. 
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Svensk sammanfattning  

Bakgrund och syfte 

Sexuella relationer mellan idrottsaktiva och tränare samt sexuella övergrepp1 i tränar-

aktivrelationer kan få stora konsekvenser för idrottares välbefinnande och idrottsprestat-

ion. Trots det saknas i mångt och mycket uppmärksamhet, rutiner och kunskap om 

dessa fenomen inom idrotten i Sverige såväl som internationellt. Det saknas tidigare 

forskning om sexuella övergrepp i svensk idrott. Det saknas också forskning om lagliga 

sexuella relationer mellan idrottsaktiva och tränare över 18 år. Sexuellt samtycke är ofta 

en avgörande faktor för att särskilja sexuella övergrepp från ömsesidigt sexuellt um-

gänge, men är samtidigt ett outforskat område i idrottsforskningen. Den här avhandling-

en svarar således mot kunskapsbehov både i svensk idrott och inom idrottsforskningen.  

Syftet med doktorsavhandlingen är att undersöka a) idrottsaktivas erfarenheter av 

sexuella tränar-aktivrelationer, b) förekomst av sexuella övergrepp i tränar-

aktivrelationer, c) konceptuella och teoretiska spörsmål för att diversifiera förståelsen av 

sexuella tränar-aktivrelationer och sexuella övergrepp. Sexuella tränar-aktivrelationer 

inkluderar t.ex. parrelationer med pojkvänner och flickvänner, äktenskap och mer 

obundna sexuella förbindelser som är tillfälliga eller regelbundna över tid. Avhandling-

en består av fyra vetenskapliga artiklar, i vilka resultaten presenteras, samt en forsk-

ningssammanfattning (”kappa”). 

Metodologi 

För att bidra med såväl kvantitativ som kvalitativ kunskap har jag genomfört två delstu-

dier där empiri i form av enkätdata och intervjudata har samlats in och analyserats i linje 

med gängse forskningsmetodik (Bryman, 2015). I den första delstudien utforskades 

förekomsten av sexuella övergrepp, faktorer gällande tränar-aktivrelationer samt sam-

                                                           
1 I den här svenska sammanfattningen använder jag för enkelhetens skull termen ”sexuella över-

grepp”. En mer ordagrann översättning från de engelska begrepp jag använder i avhandlingen 

skulle dock vara ”sexuella trakasserier och sexuellt utnyttjande”. Dessa begrepp syftar oavsett till 

att övergripande omfatta alla former av ovälkomna fysiska, verbala och visuella sexuella hand-

lingar samt sexuellt umgänge med minderåriga. 
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band mellan sexuella övergrepp och tränar-aktivfaktorer. Datainsamlingen genomfördes 

i samarbete med Statistiska Centralbyrån (SCB). Ett slumpmässigt urval av 25-åriga 

män och kvinnor som var eller tidigare varit idrottare (medlemmar i svensk föreningsid-

rott) besvarade enkäten. Resultaten från den statistiska analysen presenterades i artikel I. 

I den andra delstudien genomfördes djupintervjuer med elitidrottande kvinnor mellan 23 

och 30 år, som haft någon form av sexuell relation med sin tränare under sin idrottskar-

riär. Studien renderade i två artiklar som baserades på en diskursanalys av kärleksrelat-

ioner mellan idrottsaktiva och tränare (artikel III) respektive en narrativ fallstudie om 

sexuellt samtycke och utnyttjande (artikel IV).  

Avhandlingens konceptuella och teoretiska ramverk började ta form i artikel II ge-

nom att jag identifierade och problematiserade begränsningar i den tidigare forskningen 

utifrån fyra teman: 1) gränsdragning, 2) sexuellt samtycke, 3) makt, 4) kärlek och sexu-

ellt aktörskap. Detta ramverk utgjorde grunden för efterföljande två artiklar och vidare-

utvecklades sedermera i kappan samt kompletterades med en konceptuell modell. Till-

lämpningen och utvecklingen av teori har således getts ett ökat utrymme vartefter av-

handlingsarbetet fortskridit, från ett initialt deskriptivt, empiriskt fokus i artikel I. I 

kappan har det konceptuella och teoretiska ramverket renodlats med fokus på teman om 

romantisk kärlek, sexuellt samtycke och kvinnliga idrottares sociala och sexuella aktör-

skap (agency). Vidare aktualiserar avhandlingens forskningsområde flera forskningse-

tiska spörsmål som getts stort utrymme och prioritet under arbetet, varav den första 

åtgärden bestod av prövning och godkännande av lokala etikprövningsnämnden (Nr. 

2011/669-31/5). 

Resultat  

I resultaten från enkätstudien (artikel I) rapporterade 5,5 procent att de blivit utsatta för 

någon form av sexuella trakasserier och utnyttjande av tränare. Samtliga av dessa trä-

nare var män. Analysen visade inga signifikanta skillnader mellan kön, åldersgrupper, 

idrottsnivåer eller individuella idrotter och lagidrotter. Detta kan dock delvis bero på att 

gruppen som rapporterade sexuella övergrepp var liten (n=26), vilket motiverar vidare 

forskning med större urval. De mest frekvent rapporterade tränar-aktivfaktorerna var 

förtroende, samhörighet och tränarinflytande i tränar-aktivrelationer (71% - 95%). Sam-

bandet mellan rapporterade sexuella övergrepp och tränar-aktivfaktorer visade en nega-

tiv korrelation för samhörighet och idrottsaktivas attraktion till tränare, samt en positiv 

korrelation för kroppskontakt (utöver träningsmoment, teknik och instruktion såsom 

kramar och klappar) och tränare som ”raggar” på idrottsaktiva. Sammanfattningsvis 

indikerar resultaten att sexuella övergrepp i tränar-aktivrelationer snarare är generella 
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och multikausala än problem som är avgränsade till specifika faktorer vad gäller köns-

tillhörighet, ålder eller typ av idrott. 

Resultaten från diskursanalysen av intervjudatan i artikel III indikerar att sexuella 

tränar-aktivrelationer är potentiellt problematiska för att de inkorporerar och utmanar 

diskurser om elitidrott, tränar-aktivrelationer, kärleksrelationer, kvinnors sexualitet och 

aktörskap. Vidare varierar maktdiskurser mellan professionella och privata kontexter. 

Medan idrottare förväntar sig att tränaren ska utöva makt och kontroll i elitidrottskon-

texten, handlar kärleksrelationer mer om jämlikhet och att ömsesidigt ge avkall på makt 

och kontroll för att ge sig hän till förälskelse och kärlek. De idrottsaktiva beskriver 

kärlek som deras främsta prioritet, trots deras hängivenhet till idrottskarriären i enlighet 

med en elitidrottsdiskurs. Resultaten visar även att sexuella tränar-aktivrelationer kan ha 

en positiv påverkan på idrottsaktivas välbefinnande, motivation och idrottsprestation. 

Problem är ofta förknippade med otydliga gränser, hemlighållande, isolering och miss-

visande antaganden om relationerna. Diskurser som gör gällande att sexuella tränar-

aktivrelationer per definition är ojämlika, oetiska och innebär att idrottsaktiva blir sexu-

ellt utnyttjade (se även artikel II), bidrar enligt resultaten snarare till ökad stigmatise-

ring, osynliggörande, utsatthet, och till att iscensätta idrottsaktiva som maktlösa. 

I artikel IV presenteras resultaten dels i form av en berättelse baserat på en av inter-

vjuerna, dels på en analys där empiri kopplas till teori om sexuellt samtycke. Berättelsen 

handlar om elitidrottaren Karin och hennes relation med tränaren och flickvännen Selma 

(båda fingerade namn) som utspelades i en gråzon mellan samtycke och utnyttjande. 

Karin hade en förhoppning om att hennes berättelse kunde bidra till att hjälpa andra. I 

analysen sammanfattas kontextuella faktorer som påverkade hur Karin förstod, förhand-

lade, omförhandlade och förmedlade samtycke (gällande mer än sexuellt umgänge). Till 

exempel hennes ålder (”mellan barn och vuxen” samt stor åldersskillnad), sexuella 

oerfarenhet, ensamhet, mottaglighet kopplad till behov samt idrottskontexten som enligt 

Karin var den sociala kontext som möjliggjorde relationen. Lönndom, isolering och 

stigmatisering fördjupades och ytterligare sårbarhet tillfogades relationen som socialt 

problematisk och avvikande (både som tränare-aktivrelation, par- och kärleksrelation). 

Könsrelaterade, heteronormativa förgivettaganden och förövare/offer-stereotyper bidrog 

till ökad utsatthet och ambivalens för Karin eftersom tränaren var kvinna. Analysen 

leder till slutsatsen att sociala implikationer av sexuellt samtycke inte kan reduceras till 

en ömsesidigt uteslutande ja/nej-dualism eller stipulera att idrottsaktiva är inkapabla att 

samtycka i sexuella tränar-aktivrelationer.  
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Slutsatser  

Sexuella relationer mellan idrottsaktiva och tränare är potentiellt problematiska. De kan 

orsaka utsatthet och stigmatisering av idrottsaktiva. Samtidigt kan dessa relationer också 

bidra till exempelvis välbefinnande och ökad motivation. 

En gråzon där samtycke är komplext och ambivalent förbinder sexuella tränar-

aktivrelationer med sexuellt utnyttjande och sexuella övergrepp och trakasserier i tränar-

aktivrelationer. Socialt sett är sexuellt samtycke en pågående förhandlingsprocess influ-

erad av kontextuella faktorer, individers aktörskap och sociala strukturer. Sexuellt sam-

tycke som ömsesidigt uteslutande kriterium för att definiera sexuella övergrepp kan 

därmed vara problematiskt. Så även ett deterministiskt perspektiv som objektifierar 

idrottsaktiva/kvinnor, som maktlösa och underordnade tränare/män oavsett kontext.  

Avhandlingen bekräftar förekomsten av sexuella övergrepp i idrotten i tidigare 

forskning, samt tillfogar ny kunskap om idrottsaktivas erfarenheter av kärlek, sexuellt 

samtycke och utnyttjande i sexuella tränar-aktivrelationer. Implikationer för idrotten och 

idrottsforskningen presenteras. Behovet av ökad kunskap, synliggörande och rutiner 

inom idrotten poängteras särskilt. 
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