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Introduction

Sports participation in Malaysia is on the
rise, with increasing numbers of people of
all ages taking part in both traditional and
emerging sports such as pickleball. In line
with  global developments, Malaysia
introduced the Safe Sport Code (“the
Code”) in 2023 — a significant step
towards setting behavioural standards and
raising awareness about preventing abuse
and safeguarding all participants in sport.
The Code, designed to guide a broad range
of stakeholders including athletes,
coaches, officials, parents, and spectators,
reflects the country’s commitment to
fostering a safe and respectful sporting

environment.

While the Code represents an important
milestone, there is now an opportunity to
build on this foundation and ensure it
continues to evolve in line with international
best practices and local needs. This article
takes a comparative look at the Malaysian
Safe Sport Code alongside frameworks in
the United States, Australia, the United

Kingdom, and New Zealand, with the aim
of identifying practical measures that can
help strengthen its implementation and

long-term impact.

The State of Safe Sport in

Malaysia

The Code marks an important milestone in
Malaysia's safeguarding journey. It is
inclusive in scope, recognising the entire
sporting ecosystem — athletes, coaches,
parents, sponsors, and spectators — as
key contributors to a safe environment.
Developed with reference to international
standards, including those of the
International Olympic Committee (“1OC”),
and informed by regional consultations,
notably with Singapore’s Safe Sport
Commission, the Code signals a positive
shift in  cultural attitudes toward
accountability and athlete welfare. The
Ministry of Youth and Sports, supported by
the Safe Sport Committee, has played a
central role in shaping this framework and
in championing athlete protection as a core

value across Malaysian sport.

As with any policy in its early stages, there
are opportunities to strengthen the Code’s
effectiveness over time. At present, the
Code operates as a policy instrument
rather than a statutory requirement.

While existing legislation such as the
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Penal Code, Anti-Sexual Harassment Act
2022, and Employment Act 1955 address
certain forms of misconduct, they are not
sport-specific and may not fully capture the
uniqgue dynamics of  athlete-coach
relationships, the psychological impacts of
abuse, or the safeguarding needs of minors
who are not formal employees. This means
there is scope to better integrate sport-
specific protections within Malaysia’s legal
framework. Similarly, the current reliance
on internal investigations within sports
organisations can raise concerns about
consistency and independence.
Strengthening awareness, increasing the
number of trained safeguarding officers,
and building reporting mechanisms that are
both accessible and trusted — especially at
grassroots levels — would help ensure

athletes at all levels feel supported.

Past disclosures and high-profile incidents
in Malaysian sport have highlighted the
importance of having clear, trusted
mechanisms for reporting and redress. For
example, in 2021, former national swimmer
Cindy Ong shared her experience of being
sexually harassed by a national coach
during her teenage years, drawing public
attention to the challenges faced by

survivors of historical abuse.

Similarly, the 2017 prosecution of a

national diving coach, Huang Qiang, who

was charged with raping a 20-year-old
female diver, although ending in acquittal,
raised concerns about how allegations are
managed within elite sporting programmes.
These cases, while appearing isolated,
underline the value of strengthening
safeguarding systems so that all athletes
— from grassroots to national level — can
feel protected and supported. They also
serve as reminders that continuous
improvement in complaint-handling and
survivor support is essential to building
confidence in Malaysia’s safe sport
framework. A high-profile global incident
later underscored how empowering
athletes and ensuring independent
oversight can drive reform in sport. At the
2023 FIFA Women’s World Cup official
victory ceremony, Spanish  Football
Federation president, Luis Rubiales, kissed
player Jenni Hermoso on the lips without
her consent. The moment, broadcast live to
millions, sparked international outcry.
Hermoso later filed a formal complaint, and
Rubiales eventually resigned amid
mounting pressure. In early 2025, Spain’s
national court found him guilty of sexual
assault, imposing a fine and restrictions
that prevented him from approaching or
contacting Hermoso for one year; his
appeal was later upheld by the High Court

in June 2025. This case demonstrated
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that when athletes are supported by
independent mechanisms and institutions,
meaningful accountability — even at the
highest levels — is possible. In Malaysia,
as in many Asian societies, cultural norms
may sometimes make it challenging for
athletes to speak out against authority
figures. Recognising these sensitivities, the
Safe Sports Code is an important step in
encouraging open dialogue and building

confidence in reporting mechanisms.

Learning from International

Models

To strengthen its safe sport framework,
Malaysia can draw on lessons from other
countries that have responded proactively

to safeguarding challenges.

In the United States (“US”), the Larry
Nassar case — involving the USA
Gymnastics (“USAG”) team doctor and
osteopathic physician in Michigan State
University’s (“MSU”) athletic department —
became a watershed moment in global
sport. Nearly 300 female athletes, including
Olympian Simone Biles, bravely came
forward with accounts of abuse under the
guise of medical treatment. Nassar was
ultimately sentenced to a de facto life term
of up to 175 years in prison. The scandal
revealed serious shortcomings in oversight
by the USAG, MSU, and the US Olympic

Committee. Crucially, however, it also
acted as a turning point. In its aftermath,
the US Congress passed the Protecting
Young Victims from Sexual Abuse and
Safe Sport Authorization Act of 2017, which
established the US Center for SafeSport as
an independent enforcement body with
nationwide authority to investigate
complaints, impose sanctions, maintain a
centralised, public-facing database of
disciplinary  actions, and oversee
mandatory prevention training for all
individuals interacting with athletes and
requires prompt reporting of suspected
abuse within 24 hours. This case illustrates
how even painful failures can lead to
meaningful institutional reform when

independent mechanisms are put in place.

In Australia, the 2021 Independent Review
into Gymnastics titled “Change the
Routine: Report on the Independent
Review into Gymnastics in Australia”,
uncovered systematic abuse including
psychological maltreatment, sexualisation
of young athletes, overtraining, and
neglect. The review led to a public
commitment to reform and greater
accountability. Today, Sport Integrity
Australia (“SIA”) plays a leading role in
complaint handling and safeguarding,
integrating safe sport principles within a

wider legal integrity framework that
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also addresses doping and match-fixing.
Their policies emphasize independent
oversight, trauma-informed care, and
education. Tools such as the “Play by the
Rules” portal provide templates and
guidance for National Sports Organisations
to implement safe sport standards through
online courses. This shows the importance
of embedding safeguarding within broader

integrity structures across sport.

In Singapore, the independent Safe Sport
Commission stands out for its commitment
to independent dispute  resolution,
stakeholder consultation, and public
awareness. With its Safe Sport Unified
Code, the Safe Sport Commission not only
receives complaints and runs
investigations but also offers confidential
support pathways, accredits sports
organisations, and delivers education
programmes. Its work reflects how
independence, coupled with strong
engagement with stakeholders, can build

trust in safeguarding systems.

In the United Kingdom (“UK”), the football
sexual abuse scandal, which came to light
in 2016, involved more than 800 victims
and at least 300 alleged abusers, spanning
decades. Former youth players bravely
came forward to expose abuse by coaches,
prompting one of the largest police

investigations into child sexual abuse in

British history—Operation Hydrant. This
led to widespread public inquiry,
strengthened  vetting and  training
processes, and legal mandates for
safeguarding in all sport bodies. Now, the
United Kingdom provides a valuable model
through its national safeguarding
framework, which is overseen by multiple
bodies including the Child Protection in
Sport Unit (“CPSU”), created in partnership
between the National Society for the
Prevention of Cruelty to Children
(“NSPCC”), Sport England, and other
devolved sports councils. The UK system
emphasises safeguarding policies that are
embedded across grassroots and elite
levels, with each national governing body
required to meet specific standards through
A Code for Sports Governance. The CPSU
offers training, compliance checklists, and
a case management approach tailored to
the needs of each sport. Independent
review mechanisms and  statutory
obligations ensure that allegations of abuse
or neglect are managed consistently and
transparently, backed by child protection
laws that have been mainstreamed across

all youth-focused activities.

In New Zealand, the tragic passing of
Olympic cyclist Olivia Podmore in 2021
sparked a government-commissioned

independent inquiry into the high-
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performance environment. The review
identified challenges such as pressure on
athletes, mental health risks, and cultural
shortcomings within elite programmes. In
response, High Performance Sport New
Zealand (HPSNZ) introduced a 10-point
action plan prioritising athlete wellbeing,
improved transparency, and dedicated
support for women’s health. Alongside this,
resources such as the Guide for Safe Sport
for Children were developed to help
sporting organisations adopt consistent
safeguarding  standards for  young
participants. More broadly, an Integrity
Working Group recommended a
comprehensive integrity framework, which
led to the Integrity Sport and Recreation
Act 2023. This legislation established the
Sport Integrity Commission, an
independent Crown entity launched in 2024
to oversee sport integrity, anti-doping, and
safeguarding across all sports. New
Zealand’'s example demonstrated how
tragedy can catalyse systemic reform,
embedding wellbeing and integrity as core

values in sport.

Taken together, these jurisdictions
illustrate how real-life challenges can serve
as turning points for positive reform.
Despite  differing contexts, common
elements emerge: independent bodies with

clear authority, legally backed mandates,

mandatory education and reporting,
whistleblower protections, and transparent
enforcement. These lessons provide useful
insights as Malaysia continues to build and

strengthen its own Safe Sport framework.

The Challenges Malaysia Must
Address

Like many countries at the early stages of
implementing safe  sport  policies,
Malaysia’s current model relies heavily on
internal resolution within sports
organisations, which often lack the
incentive, expertise, or independence to
act decisively in abuse cases. Malaysia
faces systemic hurdles that go beyond
legal gaps. Power dynamics within sports
— especially the relationship between
young athletes and their coaches — create
a culture where questioning authority is
discouraged. Many athletes are taught to
endure pain, remain silent, and prioritise
winning above all else. This “tough it out”
mentality fosters environments where
abuse can thrive unnoticed. Worse, when
misconduct does occur, it is often
addressed internally  within  sports
organisations, with limited and inconsistent

consequences for perpetrators.

Moreover, the legal system does not
compel bystanders — coaches, officials,

or team staff — to report suspected
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misconduct or abuse. This absence of legal
obligation allows abuse to be witnessed yet
unreported. Strengthening whistleblower
protection and providing independent,
accessible reporting pathways would help
to ensure that all participants feel safe in
raising concerns. These are challenges
faced by many jurisdictions, and Malaysia
is now well-placed to address them by
building on the foundations already
established through the Safe Sport Code.

What Malaysia Can Do Next

Looking ahead, Malaysia has an
opportunity to take gradual but significant
steps to strengthen its safe sport
framework. One option may be to
introduce a dedicated Safe Sport Act that
provides statutory recognition of
misconduct in sport, defines a full range of
harmful behaviours (including emotional
and psychological abuse), and clarifies the
responsibilities of stakeholders such as

sports bodies, coaches, and officials.

A critical part of this legal framework should
be the establishment of an independent
Safe Sport Commission. An external body
of this nature could handle complaints
impartially, enforce disciplinary actions,
and provide survivor support, while also
maintaining education and awareness

programmes.

Mandatory and continuous education
should be a central feature. Coaches,
officials, volunteers, parents, and athletes
themselves all benefit from training on
safeguarding, rights, and responsibilities.
Such education, when made a routine part
of licensure and participation, helps to
embed safe sport values across the
ecosystem. At the same time, investment in
practical infrastructure — such as digital
platforms for anonymous reporting,
transparent case-handling procedures, and
funding-linked compliance requirements —
would strengthen confidence in the system.
Over time, complementary laws such as
the Sports Development Act 1997, Child
Act 2001, and Anti-Sexual Harassment Act
2022 could be updated to align more

closely with safe sport objectives.

Finally, Malaysia may wish to consider
gradually introducing a legal responsibility
for bystanders with a duty of care to report
abuse, ensuring accountability at every

level.
The Path Forward

The benefits of continuing to build on
Malaysia’s Safe Sport framework are wide-
ranging. A system that combines clear
policy, legislative support, independent
oversight, and ongoing education will

raise the standard of care across
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Malaysian sport, rebuild trust among

athletes, and promote long-term wellbeing.

By learning from international examples
while tailoring solutions to local realities,
Malaysia has the opportunity to position
itself as a regional leader in safe sport. The

Safe Sport Code has already laid important

foundations; the next stage is to translate
this framework into a comprehensive
culture of protection, empowerment, and
integrity — ensuring that sport remains a
safe and inspiring environment for all

participants.
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