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Abstract

The realm of sports law and athlete welfare in India has evolved significantly in recent years. With
increased awareness and reforms, emphasis is placed on protecting athletes from harassment, abuse,
and mental health challenges. Despite the growth of sports law frameworks, numerous gaps remain in
implementation and enforcement, raising questions about the efficacy of these protections. This article
provides an in-depth exploration of sports law concerning athlete welfare in India, with a specific focus
on harassment, abuse, and mental health challenges faced by athletes.

1. Introduction

The importance of safeguarding the rights and welfare of athletes is a cornerstone of any robust sports
ecosystem. Sports law in India has traditionally revolved around administrative regulations,
governance policies, and anti-doping measures. However, issues such as harassment, abuse, and
mental health have received insufficient attention until recent years, as awareness of the psychological
and emotional well-being of athletes has grown. With sports increasingly recognized as a vital
component of cultural identity and a career pathway, safeguarding the mental and physical welfare of
athletes is critical. This article aims to address the current legal frameworks, case studies, and potential
reforms necessary to improve the welfare standards for Indian athletes.

As the field of sports in India develops, the welfare of athletes is increasingly brought to the forefront.
Indian athletes, who once struggled for recognition, now face a diverse set of challenges stemming
from heightened expectations, pressures from training regimes, and media scrutiny. Issues like
harassment, abuse, and mental health complications have only recently been openly discussed. In the
past, cases of abuse were often dismissed or overlooked, as athletes lacked appropriate channels to
voice concerns safely and without retaliation. Further, the stigma around mental health has prevented
many athletes from seeking help, especially in a society where mental resilience is often conflated with
strength.

India’s approach to sports law is fragmented and heavily relies on sector-specific regulations, which
leaves significant gaps in protecting athletes' mental and physical health. As India aims to become a
sports powerhouse, understanding these vulnerabilities and creating robust systems to address them is
crucial. This article aims to highlight both the systemic and psychological aspects that impact athlete
welfare and assess how sports law could be strengthened to support Indian athletes better.

Objectives of the Study:

« To analyze existing legal frameworks in Indian sports law regarding athlete welfare.

o To identify challenges related to harassment, abuse, and mental health.

« To propose recommendations for better enforcement and policy reforms.

2. Understanding the Framework of Sports Law in India

Indian sports law is governed by various statutory bodies, guidelines, and policies, though no
comprehensive sports law has yet been enacted. Key entities that oversee and regulate sports and
athlete welfare include:

e Ministry of Youth Affairs and Sports (MYAS): The central ministry responsible for sports
development in India.

e Sports Authority of India (SAI): Established in 1984, SAI aims to promote sports and athlete
welfare. However, while focused on training and infrastructure, SAl's role has grown to include
addressing issues related to athlete safety and welfare.

« National Sports Development Code of India, 2011: Provides guidelines for sports federations
but lacks specific clauses for safeguarding against harassment and abuse.

o National and State Federations: Govern and organize various sports at national and state
levels, with some federations like the BCCI and the All India Football Federation (AIFF) now
implementing more robust codes of conduct.
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Understanding the Framework of Sports Law in India
Indian sports law is complex, with no comprehensive central legislation governing sports. Different
sports are managed by separate federations, each with its policies and procedures. A few pivotal legal
frameworks play a role in addressing athlete welfare indirectly:
2.1 Key Regulatory Bodies and Policies

« National Sports Development Code of India, 2011: Establishes guidelines for good
governance in sports federations but lacks explicit provisions for athlete welfare.

e Sports Authority of India (SAIl): Responsible for national sports training, SAI has recently
started to emphasize the importance of athlete welfare.

e BCCIl and Player Contracts: The Board of Control for Cricket in India (BCCI) has introduced
player contracts that provide some welfare protection, such as injury compensation, but focus
largely on financial security rather than mental health or harassment.

2.2 The Absence of a Centralized Sports Law

While other countries like the U.K. and Australia have laws specifically targeting sports integrity,
including safeguarding measures, India has no such law. Instead, protections are borrowed from
general legislation, which can limit applicability. For instance, harassment cases often fall under
workplace laws that don’t fully cover sports environments, leaving athletes vulnerable and cases
difficult to pursue.

2.3 International Comparisons

Countries like Australia have comprehensive laws, such as the Australian Sports Integrity Act,
which covers both anti-doping and welfare measures. Lessons can be drawn from these international
frameworks to guide reforms in Indian sports law, ensuring a more holistic approach to athlete welfare.
Legal Gaps:

Despite these frameworks, there is no singular comprehensive sports law in India addressing athlete
protection from harassment, abuse, or mental health crises. Consequently, incidents often fall under
generic laws such as the Indian Penal Code (IPC), the Protection of Children from Sexual Offences
Act (POCSO), or the Sexual Harassment of Women at Workplace (Prevention, Prohibition, and
Redressal) Act, 2013.

3. Addressing Harassment and Abuse in Indian Sports

Harassment and abuse remain critical issues that Indian athletes face, ranging from verbal and physical
abuse to sexual harassment. The absence of a specific legal structure for addressing harassment has
led to an alarming rate of unreported cases. Harassment and abuse in sports can manifest in various
forms—physical, sexual, psychological, and even financial. These forms of abuse often intersect,
creating environments where athletes feel isolated and silenced.

3.1 Types of Harassment and Abuse:

o Physical Abuse: Excessive training, forced participation, and physical punishment often lead
to injury and trauma.

o Sexual Harassment and Exploitation: The lack of well-defined boundaries between coaches,
officials, and athletes can lead to situations of sexual harassment and exploitation. High-profile
cases in recent years, including those in the wrestling and gymnastics communities, have
highlighted the urgent need for protective mechanisms.

e Psychological and Emotional Abuse: Psychological abuse is prevalent in high-performance
sports environments, where athletes face pressure from coaches, peers, and even family
members.

e Sexual Harassment: High-profile cases, such as those involving prominent officials in
wrestling, highlight the power imbalance between athletes and authorities.

« Physical Abuse: Incidents of forced training practices, overworking, and even punishment are
frequent in high-performance settings, particularly in sports like gymnastics and boxing.

e Psychological Abuse: Athletes often face immense pressure from coaches and families to
perform, leading to situations of manipulation, bullying, and emotional coercion.

3.2 Case Studies in Indian Sports
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o Case of Indian Wrestlers: Recent allegations against prominent officials in the Wrestling
Federation of India (WFI) reflect the vulnerability of athletes to abuse by high-ranking
officials.

e Indian Gymnastics Federation: Reports of abuse by coaches and officials within the
federation demonstrate systemic issues that need addressing.

o Wrestling Federation Scandal: In 2023, athletes spoke out about the harassment they faced
from senior officials, leading to public protests and a temporary suspension of the implicated
officials. This incident brought the issue of harassment in Indian sports into the national
spotlight.

o Gymnastics and Child Athlete Protection: Young gymnasts have reported abusive coaching
practices, which can have long-lasting psychological impacts. This raises concerns about child
welfare in sports, especially in disciplines that involve young athletes.

3.3 Legal Provisions and Limitations

o Sexual Harassment of Women at Workplace Act, 2013: This law is often applied to address
sexual harassment complaints in sports. However, the Act’s application is limited when cases
occur outside typical workplace environments.

e Criminal Law: The IPC has provisions addressing physical assault, but procedural challenges
and the reluctance of athletes to report incidents hinder its effectiveness.

While the Sexual Harassment of Women at Workplace Act, 2013 is applied to sports, it isn’t entirely
effective because sports environments often operate outside traditional workspaces. This makes it
difficult for athletes to initiate complaints, and many cases go unreported due to the informal nature of
sports environments.

4. Mental Health Challenges in Indian Sports
4.1 Common Mental Health Issues in Indian Athletes

e Anxiety and Depression: The pressure to perform consistently can lead to chronic stress,
which, left unaddressed, can result in anxiety and depression.

e Burnout: Intense training schedules and high-stakes competitions can lead to physical and
mental burnout. Many athletes report feeling overwhelmed by the demands placed on them.

« Identity Crisis: Athletes often struggle with identity, as their entire self-worth is tied to their
performance. Injuries or losses can leave them feeling purposeless, exacerbating mental health
issues.

4.2 The Role of Sports Federations in Addressing Mental Health

« SAIl and Mental Health Resources: SAI has started incorporating sports psychologists in
training centers, but these resources remain scarce. Psychologists are only accessible to top-
tier athletes, leaving many others without essential mental health support.

« BCCT’s Initiatives: Recognizing the importance of mental health, the BCCI has provided
resources like mental conditioning coaches for the national team. However, such support
remains limited to high-profile sports like cricket, with little attention to other disciplines.

4.3 Athlete Testimonies and the Need for Mental Health Support

Indian athletes have started sharing their mental health struggles publicly, helping reduce stigma. For
example, Olympian Dutee Chand has openly discussed facing stress and anxiety, while others like
Manika Batra have highlighted the pressures of balancing personal life and professional
responsibilities. These testimonies underscore the need for accessible mental health resources.

4.3 Initiatives to Improve Mental Health Support:

o Integration of Psychologists in Training Programs: The presence of sports psychologists in
organizations like SAl and BCCI has been beneficial, but accessibility remains limited.

« Promotion of Helplines and Confidential Support: There is a pressing need for confidential
support systems that allow athletes to seek help without fear of exposure or penalty.

e Increased Media Attention and Awareness: Indian athletes have recently begun speaking
about their mental health struggles, creating an opening for public discussion and advocacy..

4.4 Mental Health Landscape in Indian Sports:
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The recent increase in mental health awareness has not yet been matched with adequate resources or
policies. Surveys among Indian athletes reveal that many experience severe stress due to competition
pressures, lack of social support, and fear of failure.
4.5 Mental Health Legislation in India:

o Mental Healthcare Act, 2017: Although not specific to athletes, this Act provides a foundation
for mental health rights in India, promoting de-stigmatization and access to mental health
Services.

e Role of Federations and Organizations: Federations like SAI have begun recognizing the
importance of mental health and have introduced sports psychologists in elite training centers.
However, the access to these services is still limited, and many athletes lack regular
psychological support.

4.6 Initiatives to Improve Mental Health Support:

o Integration of Psychologists in Training Programs: The presence of sports psychologists in
organizations like SAl and BCCI has been beneficial, but accessibility remains limited.

« Promotion of Helplines and Confidential Support: There is a pressing need for confidential
support systems that allow athletes to seek help without fear of exposure or penalty.

e Increased Media Attention and Awareness: Indian athletes have recently begun speaking
about their mental health struggles, creating an opening for public discussion and advocacy.

5. Recommendations and Reforms for Enhanced Athlete Welfare
The challenges surrounding athlete welfare in India necessitate legal and organizational reforms to
ensure safe, supportive environments for athletes. Key recommendations include:

o Creation of a Comprehensive Sports Law: A unified Sports Law with specific sections
addressing harassment, abuse, and mental health is essential for athlete protection.

o Establishment of Ombudsman and Support Centers: An independent body for handling
harassment complaints would provide athletes a reliable and safe avenue for reporting.

e Mandatory Training Programs: Coaches, officials, and staff should undergo regular training
on harassment prevention, mental health awareness, and athlete welfare.

o Mental Health Support as Part of Regular Training: Integrating mental health care into the
daily lives of athletes, particularly in high-performance sports, will help address underlying
issues before they escalate.

o Media Responsibility and Ethical Reporting: Responsible media reporting on issues
surrounding athlete welfare can play a role in de-stigmatizing mental health and abuse cases in
sports.

o A sustainable, athlete-centered approach to sports law can drastically improve athlete welfare
in India. This section highlights recommendations for achieving a safer, healthier environment
for Indian athletes.

o Establishment of a Central Sports Ombudsman: A central, independent sports ombudsman
could provide a safe channel for athletes to report harassment, abuse, and welfare concerns.
This entity could be responsible for overseeing investigations and ensuring impartiality,
protecting athletes from retaliation.

e Creation of a Comprehensive Sports Law for Athlete Welfare
India needs a centralized sports law specifically addressing athlete welfare. The law should
include clauses on harassment, abuse, and mental health, as well as guidelines for federations
to follow in training, facility management, and interpersonal relations.

Mandatory Training on Athlete Welfare for Coaches and Officials

o Coaches and officials should undergo regular training on harassment prevention, mental health
awareness, and appropriate behavior. Training would help minimize incidents of abuse and
harassment while promoting an understanding of the psychological pressures athletes face.

« Mental Health Support in Training Programs
Incorporating mental health care into athlete training schedules could help athletes deal with
stress and prevent burnout. Regular counseling sessions, access to sports psychologists, and
confidential support systems would encourage athletes to seek help when needed.
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Educating athletes on their rights and how to seek help is crucial. Empowered athletes are more
likely to report issues, and clear communication from federations on available resources can
help athletes feel secure and supported.

e Improving Media Reporting and Public Awareness

Media plays a vital role in shaping public perception. Responsible, ethical reporting on cases
of harassment and abuse can support de-stigmatization and encourage more athletes to come
forward. Media should be trained to handle sensitive athlete welfare topics, respecting athletes'
privacy and mental well-being.

Conclusion

Addressing harassment, abuse, and mental health challenges in Indian sports is essential for creating a
supportive environment where athletes can thrive. A comprehensive sports law focusing on athlete
welfare, combined with mental health resources and protections against abuse, would mark a
significant step forward. By investing in athlete welfare, India can not only produce world-class
athletes but also ensure they enjoy a dignified, secure, and healthy journey in their sports careers. A
concerted effort by lawmakers, sports authorities, and society as a whole is necessary to realize these
changes and foster an environment where athletes can compete without compromising their well-
being.

Indian sports law requires urgent reform to address the prevalent issues of harassment, abuse, and
mental health crises faced by athletes. Creating a safe, supportive environment for athletes involves
collaboration between lawmakers, sports authorities, and society. By implementing a comprehensive
sports law with explicit provisions for athlete welfare, India can make significant strides in protecting
its athletes from harm and enabling them to pursue their careers with dignity and security.
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