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Homophobia is not just an LGBT issue. 
We have come to understand that
homophobia is more about gender
identity than sexuality, and affects

all of us.

Our culture has set ideas about what 
masculinity is, and who is allowed to 

have it. The more we looked, the more 
evidence we found to show that

‘difference’ in relation to masculinity is 
at the root of homophobia.
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Sport Allies is a registered charity with a mission to promote sport - especially team sport - as an inclusive and supportive 
route to personal growth for everyone. We also want to see sport play a more prominent role in promoting inclusion gener-
ally, with a specific focus on gender and non-heteronormative sexualities. Our vision is a world where sport leads the way 
in promoting diversity, and you can read more about how we intend to achieve that vision throughout this document. 

I would like to take this opportunity to share a brief anecdotal history of how Sport Allies came into being, and why its work 
matters so much to all of us involved.

In 2009, I began working with a group of university rowers to create a fundraising calendar that would help them to pay 
for much-needed boat repairs. Eight years later, the Warwick Rowers project has become synonymous around the world 
with challenging homophobia in sport. It is not something we were expecting, and it has had a powerful and often quite 
transformative effect on those involved, myself included. I believe its most significant achievement, however, is the 
message of hope and solidarity that it has delivered to people in over 140 countries, including many with oppressively 
homophobic regimes. 

The calendar, along with a range of other products that include books, art prints, films and clothing, now sells in over 80 
countries and has raised more than half a million pounds to support amateur sport and various charities, including most 
significantly Sport Allies. As a successful gay/straight alliance, it has also delivered an object lesson in the importance of 
diversity and the power of collaboration.

It’s human instinct to distrust anything strange or different. When learned prejudices are added to this instinct, it easily 
becomes the tribalism that remains so prevalent in our society, whether based on ethnicity, sexuality, gender, politics, 
lifestyle or belief. I’m as guilty of this as anyone. Until I got to know the rowers, my perception of sportsmen was almost 
entirely negative - I saw them as a tribe united by characteristics of arrogance, machismo and insensitivity.   

The challenge to my own prejudices came early on, when the calendar found a small but enthusiastic following among 
gay men. I was overwhelmed by how swiftly and unequivocally the rowers embraced that support.  It started a conversa-
tion - between me, the rowers and our supporters - that led to the rowers becoming vocal and public advocates for LGBT 
rights, enabling us in the process to reinvent the naked calendar as a platform to challenge homophobia.  It is a story and 
a message that has won hearts and minds throughout the world.

   1. Chair’s Note
By Angus Malcolm - Founder and Chair of Sport Allies
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What has moved many, including me, is that the men who embody and deliver the message of the Warwick Rowers calen-
dar are mainly ‘straight jocks’ - a group of people who, for many in the LGBT community, have been closely identified with 
the assertion of patriarchal heteronormativity, and the manifestation of that culture in homophobic abuse. Working with 
these charismatic, passionate, sensitive and courageous young men over the last eight years has enabled me to see 
beyond the historic stereotype of the ‘straight jock’ to the new reality of the ‘straight ally’. And straight allies can be a 
fantastically powerful force, as the rowers have shown us.

I have also been able to see for myself the enormous benefits of participation in team sport, the depth of the bonds that 
are formed between team-mates, the way that they learn to work together and the support they are able to give each other 
as a result.  

The world of team sport is not a culture to be dismissed - rather, I believe that participation in team sport is an opportunity 
for personal growth that needs to be promoted more widely. This will not only benefit those who currently feel excluded, 
but make sport a place where all young people can learn how to work and play together in an environment that promotes 
inclusion and better reflects the wider world we live in.

In developing this strategy, Sport Allies has drawn on more than eight years of experience from the Warwick Rowers 
project. We have also been blessed by a board of trustees who have devoted hundreds of hours over the last three years 
to turning Sport Allies from an idea into a reality. Our board includes senior experience in the worlds of sport, academia, 
media production, publishing, governance and public relations, as well as the voice of young people.  

Together, we have committed to developing and delivering this strategy and to ensuring the sustainability of Sport Allies 
as an organisation for as long as there is a job to be done.  

Please join us. As this strategy will show, there are many ways in which you can help us, and we would very much 
welcome your support.

Angus Malcolm
Chair of Trustees
Sport Allies
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Team sport presents a particular
problem for LGBT youth. The statistics 

show that LGBT+ males are just as likely 
to enjoy sport as heterosexual males, but 

feel unable to take part in ‘club’ or 
‘team’ sports and tend to opt for more 
solitary exercise like running, tennis or 

going to the gym.



Our vision is a world where sport is a leader in promoting diversity.

Our mission is to promote sport, and especially team sport, as an inclusive and supportive route to personal
growth for everyone.

We believe that sport offers far more than just physical benefit. Sport enables young people to explore their potential, 
make life-long friends and develop a wide range of skills that are applicable in the wider world. We believe that everyone 
should have access to sport and the opportunities it provides, and that sport should play a central role in enabling a more 
diverse and inclusive world.

Our work is informed by the following core principles:

• Without inclusivity, there can never be equality of opportunity.

• Everyone should have the opportunity to explore their talent and turn it into personal success and a positive
    contribution to society.

• Any group of people - whether a corporate board or a sports team - will become stronger by recruiting from the
    entire pool of talent.

• Team sport offers unique opportunities for promoting diversity and enabling personal growth.

   2. The Aims and Objectives of Sport Allies
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A core principle of Sport Allies since 2014 has been to ensure that all our work is supported by detailed evidence from 
reputable sources. As a result, we have committed most of our time and resources to date on the development of an 
evidence base for our future working.

We began in 2014 with a literature review which later informed our submission to the House of Commons Culture, Media 
and Sport Select Committee’s inquiry on Homophobia in Sport. This was well received and representatives from the chari-
ty were invited by the chair of that committee to discuss the content of our submission at a meeting held in the House.

The understanding of the issues that we gained through our own in-house research has been considerably enhanced by 
our first commissioned report, Homophobia, Gender and Sporting Culture, by Adam Lowe and Professor Brendan Gough 
of Leeds Beckett University.

Below is a summary of our conclusions to date, and we have highlighted other key points and findings throughout this 
document.

Problems facing LGBT populations in Western societies

Though LGBT individuals across the West have recently experienced great legal and social progress, systemic homopho-
bia is still a pressing issue. For example, 74% of respondents to a survey at London Pride 2016 had felt the need to lie 
about their sexuality or gender. 

Homophobia or the acceptance of hetero-sexism within society has a persistent traumatic impact on LGBT people, affect-
ing their ability to navigate a world in which messaging and social “norms” tell them that to be LGBT is to be abnormal, 
deviant and different in a profoundly negative way. A 2004 study showed that individuals who experienced prolonged 
homophobic bullying in education would often show symptoms of post-traumatic stress in adulthood. 

LGBT people by necessity develop different world-views and expectations than their peers. A study from the Human Rights 
Campaign of US high-school age students showed heterosexual students were most concerned about their exam grades, 
finances and subsequent careers; by contrast, LGBT students cited non-acceptance by their families, bullying and fear of 
revealing their sexual identity/gender orientation as their key concerns. At a time when their heterosexual peers are 
looking to consolidate their future, LGBT teenagers are preoccupied with emotional trauma, hostility and the difficulty of 
social acceptability. 

   3. An organisation and a strategy built on evidence
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The role of sport in perpetuating inequality and exclusion

For many people, especially those who identify as LGBT, the sporting world is an arena in which all that they most fear in 
hetero-normal society is played out. And team sports, enshrined in early life experience, lie at the heart of the problem. 
From the ritual humiliation of being the last one to be picked for a team, to overtly homophobic name-calling - to be 
anything less than ultra-masculine is to be despised. All too often, this attitude is endorsed and amplified by authority 
figures and parents. 

Sport is central to socialisation for many students prior to entering university. It strongly informs the way they see the 
world and how they interact with others. Homophobic taunts for the purpose of ‘motivating’ athletes, as well as for 
demeaning players, opposing spectators and sport officials are particularly common in sport. This effectively teaches 
young people that there is something inherently wrong about gay people, and that it is all right to put gay people down.

The Leeds Beckett report explores the nature of this “hegemonic masculinity” and its impact on social behaviour. Women 
too are affected by the dominance of hegemonic masculinity. Conversely, whilst the aspirational norm for the male is to 
excel at sport, women are all too often targets of hostility if they do enjoy sport; they are decried as un-feminine (the impli-
cation is nearly always that they are “lesbians” or somehow “abnormal” in their dedication and appearance.) Hence 
female participation and success in the sporting arena does not automatically command respect by society, rather it 
intrudes on the male world and needs to be contained in case it challenges the hegemonic norm.

The value of sport and its potential role in promoting diversity and inclusion

Sport - especially team sport - is crucial to the physical and mental health of both individuals and society. Participants in 
sport during secondary and higher education have improved lifelong physical and mental health. The projected savings to 
the NHS (National Health Service) of men engaging in sport is over £900million in reduced use of GP (General Practitioner) 
and NHS resources: as an estimated 5-7% of the UK’s population is LGBT, it is vital to ensure sport is inclusive and life 
enhancing for this significant minority.

Sport is a unique vehicle for consensual movement towards a more genuinely inclusive and non-discriminatory society. 
Participation in sport at any level is hugely beneficial to the individual and to communities but even non-participants will 
benefit from changed social attitudes engendered by a more welcoming and diverse sporting culture.

The Leeds Beckett report, whilst highlighting the negative impact which sport can and does have on the LGBT individual 
as well as on society as a whole, also points towards ways in which the sporting experience can be turned from a negative 
to a positive experience for both.



Encouragingly, governments and sporting authorities are now funding more extensive research and development to tackle 
homophobia in sports and encourage wider public participation; this report outlines some of the key initiatives globally. 
While recognising the huge amount of work to be done, it notes positive signs such as the increased visibility of openly 
gay athletes such as diver Tom Daley. 

The pivotal role of allies within the sporting world is highlighted by the Leeds Beckett Report. The most effective way to 
minimise overtly hegemonic masculine behaviour, and challenge factually incorrect assumptions about gender and sexual 
“norms” is through alliance and allies.

There are already examples of working around the world to establish inclusive, welcoming sports environments, especially 
for team sports, and the Leeds Beckett report specifically endorses the aim of Sport Allies to bring greater inclusion and 
tolerance to the culture of sport and, by extension, to wider society.  

As highlighted in the Homophobia, Gender and Sporting Culture report, everyone has a role to play as an ally, whether as 
a member of a team who challenges ‘locker room banter’ that denigrates LGBT people, the captain who demonstrates 
fairness when picking a team, the coach who encourages rather than humiliates, or even a spectator who appreciates 
their role in making sport a welcoming and inclusive environment for everyone.
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An NUS (National Union of Students in 
the UK) study which showed that LGBT+ 

students who take part in sport at
university are 50% less likely than their
heterosexual counterparts to take part in 
team sports. According to NUS and other 
research, it is primarily the experience of 
sport at school, and the homophobia in 

school sports, that prevents LGBT+ 
adults from taking part in team sports 
unless they are with LGBT+ teams.
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    4. Our Delivery Strategy

As a fairly new organisation that has grown out of a campaigning media project, we believe that a focus on communica-
tions will make the best use of our existing expertise and relatively limited resources. 

We have therefore developed a strategy that will use communication-based approaches to achieve our aims and objec-
tives, through three distinct strands:

• Contributing to the debate

• Supporting better delivery

• Empowering young people

We foresee these three strategic elements remaining the focus of our work over the next three to five years.

4.1. Contributing to the Debate

There are important conversations taking place both locally and globally about gender and sexuality. We aim to contribute 
to those conversations, with a specific perspective on sports and the value of diversity and collaboration, not least through 
the “straight ally” concept.  

Our methods to achieve this will include:

• Commissioning academic research in key relevant areas

• Facilitating youth-led action research, particularly through social media and other peer-to-peer communication
    channels

• Sharing our findings to key decision makers within national and local government, the education sector,
    international and national governing bodies in sport, and other relevant policy makers

We will work in partnership with academic institutions, market research companies and other relevant sports and youth 
organisations to deliver this work.



Future Research Commissioning

Commissioning original research will be an extremely positive and powerful element of the work of Sport Allies, and the 
driving force for all other aspects of our strategy.

Our first report, Homophobia, Gender and Sporting Culture, focused on the machinations of homophobia and how they 
play out in sporting environments. While the experiences of gay people were central to the discussion, we saw that 
homophobia is merely one component of the larger issue of heteronormativity. 

We would like to expand our enquiries to related issues including, for example, transphobia, misogyny and gender polic-
ing. We envisage doing this through creating a series of complimentary, additional reports or even in-depth, standalone 
reports focusing specifically on each of the areas or groups that were discussed but otherwise given less attention in the 
original. 

For example, a report focusing on the impact of heteronormativity in sporting culture on the experiences of women in sport 
would allow for a range of discussions on a whole gambit of LGBT+ and wider societal issues.

We may also go back to the core issue of homophobia in sport and expand our scope to explore a range of intersectional-
ities - for example how being gay or perceived as gay in a sporting environment intersects either positively or negatively 
with issues of race, religion, gender, biology, physical ability or disability, or socioeconomics.

Our long term aim is that, by producing first-hand data regarding the current and ongoing impact of heteronormativity on 
professional sport, educational sport or sporting culture at local, national and global levels, we can establish Sport Allies 
as a leading authority in the area.
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How we curate masculinity in our culture 
is not just a problem for men. The threat 
to our cultural definition of masculinity 

comes not just from the ‘unmanly man’, 
but from the ‘unwomanly woman’. While 

any male who resists participating in 
sports or violence is bombarded with  at-
tacks on his masculinity, females opt out 
of sports and athletics, especially coach-
ing and officiating, due to fear of being 

labelled ‘dyke’ or ‘jock.’ 
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4.2. Supporting Better Delivery

Our first report, has looked at practical approaches to making sport more inclusive and more relevant in a rapidly changing 
world.  

We aim to build on this work, and on the findings of future research by creating practical tools and resources to support 
people who are delivering sports-related training or education to young people.  

Initially, we aim to do this by collecting and sharing best practice from around the world via our website, with targeted 
promotion to bring this resource to the attention of those who can benefit from it most. Longer term, we wish to explore 
the development of more formal training and accreditation programmes that will enable measurable outcomes against our 
objectives.

Leeds Beckett University has committed to supporting our work in this area, and we are all keen to involve additional 
partners with expertise in sports and youth work delivery to secure the most effective outcomes.

4.3. Empowering Young People

Film is one of the most effective communication tools available, and modern technology means it has never been cheaper 
or easier to make film a core component of an effective communication strategy.

Indeed, one of the great successes of the Warwick Rowers project has been the use of viral communication. With nearly 
nine million views throughout more than 140 countries, including countries with severely oppressive regimes that particu-
larly affect women and LGBT populations, the project’s viral videos have been able to bring simple but vital and effective 
messaging to a global audience.  

Sport Allies aims to replicate this success through an exciting new partnership with The London Film School (LFS) that will 
also draw on our existing and highly successful relationship with Leeds Beckett University. The first project of this partner-
ship will be to deliver Sport Allies Digital Shorts, a competition for five or more films to be created by teams of young 
filmmakers. 

18
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This competition will challenge emerging film-making talent to create films that promote more inclusive attitudes in sport, 
particularly towards the LGBT community. Through this programme we aim to showcase work from as diverse a range of 
creative people as we can find from across the UK, giving opportunities to new talent.  

With a baseline that applicants must demonstrate the competence to bring their projects to fruition with mentoring 
support, we will seek to engage participants from under-represented groups within the film industry - socioeconomic, 
LGBT+ and BAME (Black, Asian, and minority ethnic). Every filmmaker will be supported by LFS mentors who will provide 
professional advise and also help them network in and navigate the film industry. 

Following a widely marketed ‘call for entries’ filmmakers submit ideas and a panel of industry experts select the strongest 
5 or 6 films. The key criteria require the ideas to:

• Push boundaries 

• Provoke thought

• Experiment with the digital form

The process will be highly competitive. The ideas will be selected and commissioned by a panel of industry experts, based 
on criteria of talent and strong original ideas.

Treatments should ideally be one or two pages max, with images or video references if available. We do not require 
detailed shot lists or scripts at this stage, but just a clear idea of what the concept is and a coherent description of what 
we are going to see.  

The films will be made during Easter/Summer 2018. As this is a platform for new talent it will be important to arrange a 
special screening of the films to celebrate the project and invite an audience of industry experts and supporters. 

The project is in discussions with a sponsor who will provide the initial distribution platform for the films on an exclusive 
basis, before the films are made virally available on a free-to-share basis.
 



The London Film School  

The London Film School is committed to bringing high quality, accessible filmmaking training to new and diverse audienc-
es, and to promoting the use of film and the moving image in achieving positive social impact. Our partnership with Sport 
Allies delivers on both aims, and will leverage our worldwide network of filmmaking talent to help craft meaningful and 
impactful stories with the power to change lives for the better.

Leeds Beckett University

As a predominantly critical faculty, LBU have expertise in exploring, highlighting and engaging with the complexities and 
subtleties of intersectionality (overlapping or intersecting social identities - eg race, class or gender - and related systems 
of oppression, domination, or discrimination). As academic consultants for the project, LBU will assist in various stages 
of the project, including evaluation of the recruitment process, academic support in the selection of film treatments, ongo-
ing academic consultation and mentoring support to the filmmakers, and audience identification and promotion.

Amanda White – Project Co-ordinator

Sport Allies is delighted to have recruited Amanda White to deliver this programme. Amanda is a freelance creative 
producer and consultant with over twenty years of experience in film, training and talent development within the creative 
industries.  Her work is typically centred on new ideas and ambitious projects that link education and training with a focus 
on empowering young people.  
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Homophobia is about masculinity. A 
factor in the high rate of suicide among 

men is how society ‘polices’ masculinity; 
failure to conform to accepted ideas of 
masculinity often results in homophobic 
bullying and marginalisation, regardless 

of sexuality. 
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Sport Allies has to date received most of its funding from the sales of Warwick Rowers products, and this has offered a 
small but fairly steady and reliable stream of funding. We hope that it can continue to make a substantial contribution to 
core funding over the next few years, but we recognise that we will need to develop new funding sources to enable many 
of the activities outlined in this document.

We therefore plan to engage a part-time fundraiser who will draw up a specific fundraising strategy with targets for 
individual donors, statutory and trust-based fundraising, and corporate sponsorship. Delivery of this strategy will almost 
certainly rely substantially on volunteers until the organisation reaches a point where fundraising can become fully profes-
sionalised.

In the meantime, we have several immediate needs. We estimate that an academic report requires around £5,000 and 
that the online toolkit for better delivery will need around £10-15,000. The film competition will cost around £20-25,000 
in total. We also need to reduce our current reliance on volunteering; salary and costs for a senior level delivery worker 
to co-ordinate and manage the activities of the organisation will be around £40-50,000. 

We are keen to talk to any potential supporters who would be interested in supporting our work in any of these particular 
areas.

   5. Fundraising



Homophobic and transphobic bullying is 
still an everyday part of school life for 

many young people in the UK.
A Stonewall report concluded that more 
than 55% of young LGBT+ people had 

been directly bullied in school.
And homophobic bullying doesn’t just 

happen to gay kids - boys and girls who 
don’t fit the gender norms are

also victims.
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Collaboration and the bringing together of diverse skills and perspectives have been the key to the foundation of Sport 
Allies through the Warwick Rowers project.  

We believe very strongly in the importance of collaborative partnership working, as can be seen in the partnerships that 
we have already developed with Leeds Beckett University and the London Film School.  

We are interested in working with partners in the statutory, non-profit and commercial sectors who can provide profes-
sional expertise, access to audiences, different perspectives, innovative thinking and, of course, the financial and human 
resources to ensure that our partnerships deliver the best possible outcomes.

   6. Partnerships

Sport Allies has volunteering opportunities at many levels, from becoming a trustee to fundraising to promoting the 
messages of the organisation at a local level. Please visit sportallies.org for more information on how you can get
involved.

   7. Volunteering
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LGBT youth attitudes to team sport
persist into adult life. Social definitions of 

masculinity and femininity at school
determine the experience of LGBT+

students in university sports settings.
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Sport Allies Team

As well as being funded primarily by volunteers through the Warwick Rowers project, Sport Allies is currently run primarily 
by volunteers, with very limited support from part-time paid workers.

Trustees
Angus Malcolm
David W Nicholls
Claire Powell
Tristan Edwards
Will Parry
David Child
Mark Blandford-Baker
Uwern Jong
Tom Solesbury

Staff
Finance:  Kati Suard
Administration:  Maya Liébana
Film Project Co-ordinator:  Amanda White

For more information and to get in touch, please visit us at sportallies.org



Sport Allies is a registered charity seeking
to challenge homophobia and promote gender equality.

To find out more about our work, and how you can support us, 
please go to sportallies.org

You can also support us through the Warwick Rowers. Their
calendars, films, art prints, books and more can be found at

warwickrowers.org

Thank you for your support.
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