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Foreword 

 
 

The review team would like to take this opportunity to thank all those who have taken part 

in this review from Scottish Gymnastics, including colleagues, coaches, parents, and 

gymnasts. Everyone interviewed or who provided written submissions, including those who 

completed the surveys and took part in the webinars, have done so with respect and with 

the well-being of gymnasts at the forefront of their thinking and contributions. 

 

The author would also like to acknowledge the immense contribution of the review team in 

not only conducting the review but also in producing this report. Thanks go to the Lawn 

Tennis Association in allowing their head of safeguarding, David Humphrey, to assist on this 

review who has bought his safeguarding experience from another sport in the areas of 

governance, casework, and training. To Gavin Scott from Scottish Rugby who bought his 

immense experience as the Scottish team manager and latterly operations manager, who 

has focused on the balance between gymnastics, overall well-being, and personal lives. To 

Sally Conway from Scottish Judo who has bought a real insight into the world of elite sport 

from an athlete’s perspective. The author also acknowledges the support that Scottish 

Rugby and Scottish Judo have provided by allowing their staff to contribute in the way that 

they have. 

 

Scottish Gymnastics has made a number of steps forward in recent years to improve the 

overall well-being and safety of their gymnasts. They will be the first to acknowledge that 

there is always more that can be done. Safeguarding is everybody’s business and Scottish 

Gymnastics has shown that they are prepared to continue their journey and create a culture 

that is safe and enjoyable for all those involved. 

 

The Author 
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Executive Summary 
 
Following the ‘Athlete A’ documentary in June 2020 Scottish Gymnastics encouraged all athletes to 

report any concerns. In early July 2020, a concern was raised and after meeting with the 

complainant, an external investigation was commissioned. The report produced by those 

investigators recommended an independent review was undertaken into Scottish Gymnastics 

performance programmes.  

 

Therefore, in December 2020 this report was commissioned. The aim within the terms of reference 

is to ensure that athlete welfare is central to the Scottish Gymnastics performance programmes and 

that the platform for athletes to raise concerns to Scottish Gymnastics staff is the best it can be. The 

purpose of this review is not to investigate the 2020 complaint nor is it a focused assessment of past 

or present personalities, competence and/or ability of coaches or persons involved. Whilst the 

review is primarily concerned with matters surrounding the performance programmes, naturally as 

discussions progressed observations formed around grass roots programmes and local level activity. 

As such there are recommendations contained within for those environments which are inextricably 

linked to the performance pathway. 

 

In the elite environment of performance sport safeguarding risks are more pronounced. There is 

pressure on coaches and demands of them to obtain certain levels of performance, those demands 

are not easy to manage. Yet in these types of environment, it makes it even more important for 

coaches, players, parents, and Scottish Gymnastics to be aware of the risks of abuse, not just 

physical and sexual abuse but emotional abuse that can occur in such intense sporting arenas. There 

can be a perceived conflict between adherence to performance programmes and the hours that it 

takes to perfect skills and routines, while allowing time to enjoy other parts of an athlete’s life.  That 

has certainly been a theme throughout discussion. This conflict is a difficult one to balance, but the 

balance must always shift in favour of athlete well-being. Whilst many at Scottish Gymnastics 

expressed a clear opinion that well-being must come first, that culture is not necessarily translating 

to practice on the ground, nor is it pronounced overtly enough in the strategy, documentation, and 

processes within Scottish Gymnastics. 

 

Firstly, it is important to highlight that it has been clear throughout this review that there is 

commitment across all levels of Scottish Gymnastics to make the sport safe and there are policies 

and procedures in place or being developed that support this. There is a clear will at Scottish 

Gymnastics to support the athletes with their adherence to their performance programmes and the 

balance they need to strike with this and the rest of their lives.  There is evidence that this service 

has grown since 2017 and continues to develop through the evolving safeguarding workshop 

programme and the education of all stakeholders in how they can support this area. 

 

However, in broad summary we have found that there are areas where improvements are certainly 

required, not least in terms of culture. Less than half of the parents and gymnasts surveyed during 

this review thought that Scottish Gymnastics culture around safeguarding had improved over the 

last four years, with 35% being neutral on this point. This identifies the need for more to be done to 

embed safeguarding throughout the organisation. 
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The biggest challenge Scottish Gymnastics faces is challenging the perception and fear that athletes 

and parents have raised around being removed from programmes if they speak out. Everybody 

spoken to is aware of this but the answer to how it is achieved is harder to find. It is a difficult thing 

to change and you can only begin to change this with culture change, driven from the top under 

clear reporting lines, with clear codes of conduct, clear reporting systems with published outcomes, 

a whistleblowing hotline, safeguarding standards in venues and monitoring at each level. Our 

recommendations when taken as a whole will help support this change. 

 

A great deal of work has been done by the sport but at present Scottish Gymnastics would benefit 

from greater strategic direction and planning to embed good safeguarding practice into culture so 

that it runs through and is at the forefront of everything that Scottish Gymnastics does. This should 

perhaps start with a formal safeguarding strategy, from which many of the recommendations from 

this report can flow, with a group of professionals from across the business to drive it forward. The 

sport may also benefit from the support of an individual with a strong safeguarding background at a 

senior level to drive change as a safeguarding ‘champion’ and support the safeguarding team. This 

group should be supported by advocates to support and speak out for gymnasts, data collection and 

analysis to identify trends and issues along with options to enable gymnasts to get their concerns 

across without having to speak out directly. 

 

With regards to training and awareness Scottish Gymnastics should focus on a campaign to bring 

people with them on this safeguarding journey, highlighting the issue across the sport with real life 

case examples and published data, to let venues, coaches and volunteers know that this is a real 

issue. This may include the publication of outcomes to provide reassurance that action is being 

taken. 

 

This review does acknowledge that there is a high level of commitment required to achieve success 

in a performance programme.  The athletes will have to make sacrifices in their personal lives to 

reach the top of their discipline, yet it is still possible that alongside that commitment and sacrifice, a 

balance can be struck.  That balance and support has to be an absolute focus not just for athletes 

but also for the coaches, the majority of whom are doing their best to support athletes in achieving 

their dream. As such the review also makes recommendations around support for coaches, both 

locally in terms of reporting concerns and managing athlete well-being but also for those who find 

themselves subject to safeguarding investigations. 

 

The review team were left in no doubt that Scottish Gymnastics has a desire to improve and much 

work has been done. With committed colleagues and the recommendations contained within this 

report there is confidence that progress can be made  

 

Chris Smart 

February 2021 
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Summary and Recommendations 
 

Previous reviews 
 

The review looked at previous investigations/reviews that had been undertaken between 2018-

2020. These included a performance review where safeguarding concerns were raised. The review 

identified a number of specific concerns raised by gymnasts that have been used later on this report 

to form the basis of recommendations. However, the recommendations below are in relation to the 

conduct of reviews and how the concerns raised by those involved should be addressed. It also 

addresses the issue of missed opportunities within previous reviews. 

 
Recommendation (1) – When carrying out reviews of competitions and/or training camps ensure 

that there is a safeguarding professional involved or advising the review and that there is always a 

section entitled athlete well-being/safeguarding. Any findings within this section should always be 

overseen and acted upon by the executive officer for safeguarding (see governance 

recommendations below). 

 

Recommendations (2) – When asking individuals to take part in investigations/reviews ensure that 

their views are properly recorded, and a statement of expectations is recorded within the notes of 

the interview. This should include how the information provided is going to be used and how the 

outcome of any concerns are going to be fed back to the person interviewed. 

 

Recommendation (3) – Ensure that the safeguarding complaints/issues raised within the 2020 

investigation into 2018 and the performance reviews 2018 are dealt with including the fact that 

they were not seen as or dealt with as safeguarding complaints. 

 

 

Current Structures and Procedures 

 

Governance 
 

The review identified that there should be changes made to the current structure to ensure that 

there is a clear lead officer responsible for safeguarding at the executive level and that there are 

then clear lines of responsibility and leadership throughout the organisation. In order to achieve this 

and the other recommendations within this report there should be a three-year safeguarding 

strategy developed to cut across all departments and embed a new safeguarding culture and good 

practice. 

 

Scottish Gymnastics would also benefit from a strategic group to bring athlete well-being and 

safeguarding together. This group should focus on the balance between duty of care and 

performance across the whole of the organisation. 

 

The review also identified a need for a dedicated role within the board to support gymnasts and 

coaches: this role should oversee the establishment of a clear framework of support for coaches and 

gymnasts. 
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Recommendation (4) – Scottish Gymnastics should review the reporting lines for safeguarding 

within the organisation to ensure that there is one executive team member responsible for 

safeguarding including strategy and casework.  

 

Recommendation (5) – Scottish Gymnastics should develop a three-year safeguarding strategy, 

developed across directorates, to ensure that there is consistency of aim and direction, engaging 

all departments with a plan to change safeguarding culture and embed good practice across the 

sport. 

 

Recommendation (6) – Scottish Gymnastics should consider forming a duty of care working group 

or similar steering group to track progress against relevant parts of the new safeguarding strategy. 

 

Recommendation (7) – Establish a clear framework of support for coaches and gymnasts up to 

board level. 

 

A review of the various documents provided to the review, including induction programmes and 

performance reviews do not feature athlete well-being as strongly as they could. The interviews 

carried out identified that there was more focus given to this during induction events but in order to 

change the culture, this should be reflected in all of the material.  

 

The induction programmes were considered to be very valuable by those who had experienced 

them, and it was considered important that everyone should take part in one of these sessions. 

 

Recommendation (8) – Scottish Gymnastics should review its induction and handbook materials to 

ensure a clear focus and message comes across that athlete well-being is central to every part of 

the programmes. Inductions should include clear reporting processes, detail on how engagement 

will be structured with parents and players, and how feedback will be obtained. This could include 

a safeguarding survey sent to parents and players annually on performance programmes, by the 

safeguarding team, to provide another opportunity to raise any concerns. 

 

Recommendation (9) – Induction programmes should be mandatory for all gymnasts and parents 

entering the performance pathway, with a separate presentation by the safeguarding team 

focused solely on athlete well-being and providing confidence in reporting. Scottish Gymnastics 

should also review the opportunities for parent and athlete engagement at the end of camps and 

across the year, to ensure there is sufficient opportunity for feedback and capture of concerns. 

Some of those meetings should not involve the coaches involved with that athlete. 

 

Recommendation (10) – Scottish Gymnastics should consider implementing a system of support 

visits at local and performance level to better understand local practice, provide opportunity for 

concerns to be raised and target training and development based on their findings. 

 

Safeguarding at a local level 
 

It was inevitable that this review would touch on safeguarding within clubs despite it being focused 

on the performance pathways. It is at a local level that safeguarding should be embedded in order 

that those who go on to the performance programmes know what to expect and what support is 

available. Clubs should be supported as much as possible and links established by a system of club 

visits. Alongside this the review have recommended that a licensing scheme for coaches is 
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introduced to recognise their skills and training whilst strengthening the link between coaches and 

the governing body. 

 

Recommendation (11) – Scottish Gymnastics should consider a licensing scheme for coaches to 

bring greater governance and strengthen the link between coaches and the NGB. 

 

In reviewing the various strategies and policies it was felt that the Code of Practice for Coaches and 

Officials should be strengthened to include more detail to help them to identify and deal with 

observed behaviour, there should also be a Social Media and Photography Policy developed as it was 

felt that this had been overlooked but is an important part within safeguarding. 

 

Recommendation (12) – Review the Code of Practice for Coaches and Officials and include more 

detail to enable them to identify and deal with observed behaviour. 

 

Recommendation (13) – Scottish Gymnastics to develop a photography and social media policy. 

 

Performance Strategy 

 

The review team focused on the 2019-2023 performance plan as this is currently the main 

performance plan in use. It was acknowledged by those involved in this that there was little focus on 

safeguarding and well-being within the document, there was also no consultation with the 

safeguarding team when the document was compiled. 

 

Recommendation (14) - Safeguarding and well-being should be a feature through all performance 

strategies and the safeguarding team should be involved in their development. 

 

Recruitment 

 

The recruitment training and safer recruitment documentation show a strong focus on the PVG 

check. This goes against the Bichard Inquiry (2004) and there should be a stronger focus on the 

wider safer recruitment process. 

 

Recommendation (15) – The safer recruitment policy and training is reviewed and bought up to 

date to ensure that the focus is not on the PVG check but on safer recruitment overall which 

involves much more than the PVG Check. 

 

 

Training 

 

It was difficult within the time available for the review to view any training taking place or the 

material in detail. There is clearly a strong emphasis placed on training and the need for compliance. 

It is not however mandatory for all levels within Scottish Gymnasts and it is important that those at 

the top take a lead in this. Training should also be provided to athletes. 

 

Recommendation (16) – Safeguarding training should be mandatory for all roles within Scottish 

Gymnastics, including board and executive members and athletes and should be refreshed every 

three years. Training should be reviewed to ensure it includes recommendations within this 
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review and scenarios such as those reported to Scottish Gymnastics which ensures the training is 

relevant and challenges coaches to discuss difficult situations. There should be a separate 

safeguarding training input for all gymnasts on the performance programme. 

 

Case Management 
 

There is a strong focus on case management right up to board level, however the review team feel 

that there would be benefit in investing in an electronic case management system to ensure that 

cases can be tracked. There would also be the benefit of being able to identify repeat concerns and 

provide other valuable information. Being able to publish data in relation to cases should instil 

confidence in all those concerned whether under investigation or as victims. It should also help to 

encourage victims or witnesses to come forward. 

 

It was also felt by the review team that the process of reporting concerns should be strengthened, 

and opportunities identified for more anonymous reporting 

 

Recommendation (17) – Scottish Gymnastics should invest in an electronic system for reporting 

and managing concerns to allow one clear route in for all safeguarding cases. A reporting 

standards document should also be produced which details the process once a concern is raised to 

include supervisory timelines. Consideration should be given to publishing outcomes to provide 

confidence to the gymnast community that action will be taken when appropriate. 

 

Recommendation (18) – A document should be produced which assists coaches in understanding 

the process if they do find themselves subject to safeguarding allegations and details the support 

on offer to coaches who find themselves in this position. 

 

Recommendation (19) – Scottish Gymnastics should highlight and establish external opportunities 

for individuals across the sport to report concerns or whistleblow. The reporting process, including 

webpages, should be clarified and the confidential reporting line direct to the safeguarding 

manager removed. 

 

 

Support 
 

Sport/Life Balance 
 

A large part of this review focused on the balance between athletes’ time on the performance 

programme and life outside of gymnastics. In order to support this, it was felt that it should be made 

clear to athletes and parents what was involved and what support is available. There should also be 

discussion at an early stage to support those who do not continue on the performance pathways and 

what is available to support those who transition out. 

 

Recommendation (20) - Include reference in the handbooks to what a performance programme 

might look like – training diary, examples or case studies of gymnasts who have achieved 

excellence while maintaining a balance with their personal life.   There is an opportunity to ensure 

the context, of the commitment to elite sport, is understood and how that can be successfully 

balanced with the rest of the gymnast’s life. 
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Recommendation (21) – There should be a clear discussion and reference at an early stage 

(induction) to the transition out of performance programmes and how this is supported by 

Scottish Gymnastics.  All athletes will leave the performance programmes at some stage even if it 

is at the end of their performance journey and the support for this transition should be referenced 

when the journey begins.   

 

Recommendation (22) - Greater clarity from Scottish Gymnastics in the performance handbooks 

on how athletes can access support. What is available, who to contact, how the issue will be 

addressed, timescales, feedback with reference to the safeguarding strategy should be clearly 

available. 

 

Advocates 
 

There was a real feeling within the review team and those that were interviewed, that it would be 

useful to have someone other than those involved in the performance pathways for gymnasts to 

speak to and go to for support. This would be in the form of advocates who were independent of 

Scottish Gymnastics. 

 

Recommendation (23) – Consideration should be given to creating the role of an athlete advocate 

to be present at all training camps and competitions at the performance level. 

 

Observed behaviour 
 

This is probably one of the main considerations when identifying abuse, as most victims do not 

speak out. There are various ways to identify what might be happening that may be identified from 

analysis, observation, information from athletes that are not direct disclosures and other 

behaviours. Systems should therefore be developed to capture and act on this information. 

 

Recommendation (24) – Develop a safeguarding performance pack that utilises available 

information to create a picture of safeguarding within Scottish Gymnastics. 

 

Recommendation (25) – Develop other ways of capturing the well-being of gymnasts through well-

being apps or platforms to capture information that helps to protect children. 

 

 

Conclusion 
 

Within safeguarding it is difficult to identify how to improve safeguarding culture or practice in a 

sentence. Cultural and behavioural change takes time and requires a multi-faceted approach, 

commitment and leadership at a senior level and a strategy to implement change. Scottish 

Gymnastics has the commitment, and this review recommends a variety of measures that will help 

to bring about the changes they wish to make. These changes should be driven by a new 

safeguarding strategy that is owned and implemented by all parts of the business, to ensure that 

safeguarding truly is everyone’s responsibility and ensures that the clear message from Scottish 

Gymnastics is gymnast well-being comes first. 


