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Foreword by Richard Lewis

Foreword by Lou Englefield

115 YEARS OF INCLUSIVITY

The sport of Rugby League has, throughout its 115 year history, sought to be 

as inclusive as possible and it is that spirit that has led to the compilation of this 

comprehensive Challenging Homophobia guidance for clubs.

We have a proud history of welcoming people from different backgrounds and 

cultures into the Rugby League family and this is demonstrated by our stance 

on issues such as Lesbian Gay Bisexual (LGB) equality. Rugby League is a true 

pioneer within UK sport in this respect. 

The RFL, for example, is the only sporting NGB to have signed up to the Stonewall Diversity Champions 

programme, has set up the Rainbow Forum, an LGBT network open to LGBT (and their straight allies) RFL staff, 

players, coaches match officials, club staff and volunteers and has supported clubs over the past three years to 

take part in a range of pride events. 

Indeed Stonewall, together with Pride Sports and Ground Safety Officers, have been instrumental in helping us 

to compile the recommendations herein.

Discrimination and prejudice, whether on grounds of sexual orientation, religion, gender, ethnicity, disability or 

age, have no part to play in our sport and run directly against everything that the RFL stands for. This document 

clearly lays out practical guidance that will assist our clubs in encouraging LGB inclusivity and tackling 

homophobia.  

This is the first in a series of reports that the RFL intends to produce to support our clubs and ensure that our 

sport remains welcoming to all. It forms part of a wider range of innovative anti-discriminatory initiatives and 

programmes that we deliver at every level of the game.

Richard Lewis

RFL Chairman

Although there have been significant improvements in the lives of lesbian, gay and 

bisexual people in the UK in recent years, sport remains an environment in which 

homophobia persists on a daily basis; on playing fields, in changing rooms, and 

in office environments. This guide is only one part of the highly innovative work 

RFL are undertaking to challenge all forms of discrimination and to champion the 

campaign against homophobia in sport. We, at Pride Sports, are delighted to have 

been consulted during the development of the guide. Its step by step approach 

means that all those involved in the delivery of the game; from administrators 

to coaches and players, will be able to identify homophobia when it occurs and 

challenge it positively, both in the club environment and on match days.

Lou Englefield

Pride Sports



Introduction6

1.1 Introduction

1.2 Rugby League Experiences of Homophobia

This guidance document, focusing on challenging anti gay or homophobic abuse and 
behaviour, is the first of several such documents that the RFL intend to produce. Although 
the principles contained within this document could be applied to any form of abuse such 
as racism or sexism, additional information justify individual guidance documents.

Homophobia - Hatred, intolerance, and fear of lesbian, 
gay and bisexual people and their culture which can be 
expressed in many forms. It can be ‘casual’ use of the 
term ‘gay’ and homophobic comments dismissed as ‘just 
banter’ to homophobic chanting and homophobic attacks 
on gay individuals. 

RUGBY LEAGUE HAS A ZERO TOLERANCE STANCE TO 
HOMOPHOBIA

HOMOPHOBIA IS NEVER ACCEPTABLE OR EXCUSABLE

DOING NOTHING IS NOT AN OPTION

SEE IT, HEAR IT, REPORT IT!

HOMOPHOBIA IN SPORT

Homophobia in sport remains largely unchallenged. This 
can be seen in the almost total absence of ‘out’ gay sports 
people. So great is the fear of homophobic reactions from 
the press, fans on the terraces and sponsors that very 
few sports people are willing to take the personal and 
professional risk to ‘come out’ (be open about being gay) 
whilst playing sport professionally. This absence of visible 
gay professional sports people contributes to a number of 
stereotypes about gay people in sport. The most common 
stereotype is that gay men do not play sport. Stereotypes 

also characterise gay men as ‘weak’ and ‘effeminate’ 
and therefore not ‘strong enough’ to be rugby players. 
Meanwhile women who play sports, particularly contact 
sports such as Rugby League, are often not seen to be 
feminine enough or ‘proper women’ and therefore ‘must 
be lesbians’.

An International campaign was launched on International 
Day against Homophobia (IDAHO) May 18th 2010 on 
entitled ‘Speaking about Silence - homophobia in the 
sport world’. 

Below is the IDAHO declaration against any form of 
discrimination in the sports world. 

“No form of discrimination is welcome in the sports world.”

Being an athlete is not only about reaching higher and 
higher physically.

It’s also about the values of justice, equality, team unity, 
respect, and dignity.

Plus, it’s fighting any form of discrimination, including 
discrimination based on sexual orientation.

That’s why I lend my support to the International Day 
Against Homophobia.

There are gay rugby league players, both retired and 
currently playing. As long ago as 1995 Ian Roberts, 
an Australian Rugby League player of international 
renown came out as gay at the height of his career. His 
autobiography points to both the level of homophobic 
abuse he received and the overwhelmingly powerful impact 
his coming out had on young gay people, particularly 
those in sport. Despite the fact that Ian made the personal 
decision to come out, it did not lead to increasing numbers 
of rugby players to come out publicly, although privately 
some were out to their immediate peers, family and 
colleagues. In 2009 a number of high profile sportsmen 
made the decision to come out: RFU referee, Nigel Owens; 
Irish Hurler, Donal Og Cusack; and, in December 2009, 
Welsh international Rugby Union player; Gareth Thomas a 
came out and then a few short weeks later crossed code to 
play for Crusaders Rugby League team. 

Whilst playing for Crusaders at Castleford Tigers, Gareth 
Thomas was subjected to homophobic abuse by a section 
of the crowd. At the subsequent tribunal Castleford were 
found guilty of unacceptable behaviour, of breaching the 
RFL’s Respect Policy, of misconduct by their supporters 
and of conduct prejudicial to the interests of the sport and 
fined £40,000. The tribunal, chaired by his Honour Judge 
Rodney Grant, criticised the club for failing to take steps 
to stop the homophobic chanting, for failing to identify 
the perpetrators, for failing to challenge the chanting 
and for their failure to undertake a meaningful inquiry 
afterwards. On appeal the fine was halved in recognition 
of the fact that the club had now identified and banned the 
perpetrators and had embarked on a community project to 
challenge homophobia. 
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1.3 Coming Out

1.4 Diversity within LGB communities

This is the process by which LGB people tell others about 
their sexuality. Coming out is not necessarily a one-off-
event, lesbians, gay men and bisexual people may have 
to come out many times over their lives. LGB people 
may feel comfortable being out to some people and in 
some situations but not with others due to fears about 
the potential for negative reactions from others. Feeling 
unable or unwilling to reveal their sexual orientation can be 
very stressful and has a potentially significant impact on a 
person’s mental health. In everyday social situations such 
as discussions about what someone did at the weekend 
they will face the choice of having to create a fictitious 

heterosexual life, or avoid using personal pronouns such 
as he/ she and first names that indicate their partner’s, 
or parents gender. Photographs of family members and 
inviting their same sex partners or parents to club social 
events or matches are fraught with difficulties when an 
individual is not ‘out’. LGB people should not be under 
pressure to ‘come out’ as it is a very personal decision 
however rugby league can help by ensuring that the 
culture and environment is inclusive so that LGB people 
are reassured that in this aspect of their lives they would 
be supported and welcomed if they chose to be ‘out’.

It is important to recognise that within the LGB 
communities there is a great deal of diversity of experience 
depending, for example, on an individual’s gender, race, 
age, disability, faith or socio economic background. 

When working to increase and encourage LGB 
participation or to challenge any abuse or discrimination 
we need to be aware that people may face multiple layers 
of discrimination or disadvantage.

The RFL has a long standing commitment to playing an 
active role in engaging with all communities and RFL has 
undertaken to tackle homophobia effectively. 

Rugby League recognises that homophobia exists in 
wider society and that we must take our responsibility to 
challenge homophobia seriously. This guide is one of a 
range of initiatives and guidance that Rugby League has 
introduced to ensure our sport is welcoming and inclusive 
for all. Homophobia hurts everyone involved in our sport. 
Taking steps to reduce homophobia in sport is not only 
consistent with Rugby League’s efforts to foster a safe and 
welcoming environment in our sport, but also mirrors our 
core values: inclusive, accepting, uncompromising and 
family game.

This guide has been produced by RFL with support from 
Stonewall and Pride Sports in order to clarify what we 
mean by anti gay abuse and behaviour (homophobia), 

something many people find confusing. The guide also 
offers practical suggestions as to possible actions to 
any incidents both at a club level and during match 
days, as well as strategies to prevent future incidents. 
It is anticipated that this practical guide will ensure a 
consistent approach across our game and demonstrate 
our commitment to tackling homophobia. We hope it will 
help create a club and wider game environment that is 
free from fear of discrimination and bullying. Challenging 
homophobic language doesn’t have to be time-consuming 
or difficult. Our aim however is that Rugby League isn’t 
just better at responding to homophobic incidents but 
that we can prevent them occurring in the first place. 
By creating an inclusive club culture where everyone 
understands the importance of tackling homophobia 
and feel confident in doing so together we can stop it 
happening in the first place.
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2.1 What is Homophobic Language?

2.0 Club Environment

2.2 Who is Subject to Homophobic Language & Abuse?

2.3 Benefits to the Club that Actively Challenges Homophobia?

Gay people can often be the target of abuse or violence, 
whether or not it uses explicit homophobic language such 
as ‘faggot’ or ‘dyke’. This type of explicit homophobic 
abuse is a common occurrence in many people’s lives.

More common however is the abuse that uses the words 
‘gay’ or ‘lesbian’ or other phrases associated with gay 
people to imply something negative or inferior. Phrases 
such as ‘you’re such a lezzer!’ or ‘those trainers are gay!’, 
‘that was a gay pass’, ‘you play like a poof’, ‘get up off 
the floor you faggot’ for example, may be used to insult 
someone or something, but without referring to actual 
or perceived sexual orientation. This language is often 
dismissed as ‘harmless banter’ and not thought by some 
to be particularly hurtful if the intent is not a comment on 

someone’s actual or perceived sexual orientation.
Regardless of the lack of any deliberate intent, these terms 
liken being gay to something that’s bad, wrong or inferior. 
This constant association of being gay with being inferior 
or negative is wrong as it creates a hostile environment for 
lesbian, gay and bisexual people as well as their friends 
and families.

‘Casual’ use of homophobic language tends to be used 
without thinking and is often ignored by club staff because 
either they feel it is difficult to know how to respond or 
they believe the language is used without any homophobic 
intent. As a comparison, imagine or remember people’s 
attitudes to challenging racism in Britain in the 1970s.

It is not exclusively gay people who experience 
homophobic name-calling or harassment. Homophobic 
bullying can affect any individual at any point in their 
involvement with a rugby club; from under 10’s to open 
age, to club staff, volunteers and management. Those 
at greatest risk of homophobic bullying in the club 
environment are:

•	� People who are thought to be lesbian, gay or bisexual

•	� People who are openly lesbian, gay or bisexual

•	� Boys / men not as ‘tough’ as expected in a sport like 
rugby league

•	� Girls / women for behaving / acting ‘like boys / men’

•	� Girls / women who do play sports, especially a contact 
sport like rugby league

•	� People who have gay parents / carers or gay children 
and other family members

•	� Vulnerable individuals who are routinely the subject of 
bullying and name calling

Addressing homophobia has important benefits for clubs 
and everyone involved in our sport:

•	� By actively reaching out to LGB communities it is an 
opportunity to increase the talent pool in all areas of 
club life - you may even discover some untapped talent

•	� Clubs that demonstrate their commitment to equality 
and diversity and evidence efforts made to challenge 
homophobia maybe more likely to attract funding, 
grants and sponsorship

•	� Clubs that live up to their duty to safeguard the 
wellbeing of all young people in their care and by 
responding appropriately to homophobic bullying help 
create a positive environment for all

•	� By complying with Equality legislation and challenging 
homophobia and discrimination, the club will reduce the 
risk of expensive tribunals and damage to club reputation

•	� It promotes inclusiveness, acceptance and diversity - 
essential ingredients to strong and cohesive teams.

•	� It eliminates stereotypes and reduces fear and 
ignorance, thus enriching the learning environment that 
sport can offer.

•	� It improves the situation of lesbian and gay young 
people who are at greater risk of isolation and bullying 
than their heterosexual counterparts.

‘poof’ ‘lezzer’ ‘gay boy’ ‘batty 
 boy’

‘you’re
so gay’ ‘queer’ ‘faggot’ ‘dyke’
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2.4 Responding to Homophobic Language

In the same way that racist language is challenged, club 
staff and coaches should feel confident to respond to 
homophobic language whenever it happens. Responding 
is not just about sanction and censure, equally important 
is recognising the importance and value of education, 
particularly when young people use homophobic language 
or behaviour.

RESPECT sets out the code of conduct we expect 
throughout our game and makes it clear that Rugby 
League prides itself on being a family sport that is 
welcoming and inclusive. Where behaviours fail to meet 
our high standards Rugby league has made a commitment 
to tackle it effectively.

From the 2011 season RFL Tackle It! campaign will be 
re- launched and expanded from just tackling racism to 
tackling all abusive language and behaviours, including 
homophobia. A range of innovative developments will 
be introduced to ensure that the message is widely 
understood and that together we can ensure that Rugby 
League maintains its proud heritage of being a welcoming 
and inclusive sport.

KEY CONSIDERATIONS WHEN RESPONDING  
TO HOMOPHOBIC LANGUAGE OR BEHAVIOUR 

•	� Be consistent in your response

•	� Challenge the comment rather than the individual 
instead of saying “You are so homophobic!” a better 
option would be “your language makes me feel 
uncomfortable or is upsetting”.

•	� Use your judgement to decide whether or not the 
language or behaviour should be challenged at the 
point of the comment or at a later date

•	� Respond calmly and ensure that the situation does not 
escalate especially if others join in the discussions

•	� Where possible explain why a comment is 
unacceptable rather than just saying don’t say that

SOME POSSIBLE RESPONSES TO HOMOPHOBIC 
COMMENTS OR BEHAVIOURS

“The word gay should not be casually used as a negative 
comment; it’s hurtful to people who are gay and to young 
people whose parents and carers, family members, or 
friends are gay” 

“Homophobia won’t be tolerated in this club we have a 
zero tolerance policy”

“Homophobic language and behaviour goes against the 
RESPECT code of conduct”

“We don’t tolerate racism in the club so why would we 
tolerate homophobia”

“It doesn’t matter what you intended - using homophobic 
language creates a hostile and unpleasant environment for 
people at the club”

“It’s not just harmless banter when what you say offends 
or upsets people”

“It is important for a successful and strong team that 
everyone is treated with respect”

“There are young people at our club and as adults we 
need to set a good example” 

SANCTIONS AND EDUCATION

It is important to discuss any incidents fully and where 
appropriate take advice from club and or RFL compliance 
team regarding possible responses. It is vital that all 
incidents are recorded and the information stored securely 
- maintaining data protection and confidentiality. Records 
should include dates, times, places and people involved 
and any actions taken and outcomes. Information, 
education and training may be the most appropriate 
response depending on nature of incident or if this is a first 
time incident. For repeat or serious incidents sanctions 
may be the most appropriate response.

•	� It removes barriers to participation in sport and makes 
sport a more welcoming place for girls and women, 
many of whom may stay away from sport out of fear 
they will be labeled as lesbians.

•	� It creates a safer environment that enhances the social 
and psychological well-being of all participants, and 
paves the way for a future generation of sport leaders, 
athletes and coaches who are accepting of minorities 
and respect and value differences.

•	� Positive, inclusive and welcoming club culture leads 
to increased satisfaction among club members and 
is more likely to be a club of choice in an increasingly 
competitive market

•	� Increased reputation of club if it is known to have a 
welcoming and inclusive culture

•	� LGB people will feel safe to be themselves and 
therefore more likely to reach their full potential and 
remain loyal to the club 

•	� It’s the right thing to do!
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2.5 Flowchart

This flowchart is intended as a guidance it is important 
that you use your judgement, skills and knowledge of the 
people involved to determine the most appropriate way 
to respond to the situation. Homophobic language and 

behaviour should never be tolerated. Depending on gravity 
of situation incidents should also be reported to RFL 
compliance department who will be able to offer advice 
and information.

YOUNG PERSON / CHILD

Young person or child at the club makes a 
homophobic remark such as ‘that’s a gay pass’, 
or ‘she must be a lezzer.’ 

Does the club have an explicit policy stating 
that homophobic language is unacceptable?

Volunteers /Staff can intervene more effectively and 
with greater confidence to homophobic language 
if it is part of the club policy and procedures. Ask 
RFL Equality and Diversity Manager for the RFL 
Equity Policy template and refer to the RFL anti 
bullying policy.

There may be some lapses and you may have 
to say it again until people get the message. By 
being consistent members of the club will begin 
to understand that homophobic language is 
unacceptable and it stops.

Culture of the club is changing. In the same way 
members understand that racism is unacceptable 
they also begin to understand that homophobia is 
also unacceptable.

Tell the individual in a way that they understand 
(age appropriate) that homophobic language is not 
acceptable at the club and is against club policies. 
Explain that it is offensive and that its impact on 
others is the most important consideration. It does 
not matter if you didn’t ‘intend it like that’ and 
cannot be justified as banter or just a joke. 

RECORD INCIDENT AND ACTIONS. 
Does the person understand? 

Young person / child continues to make 
comments and others join in. Explain in more 
detail the effect of homophobia and homophobic 
language has on people and that just like racist 
language homophobic language will not be 
tolerated at the club. If the young person is 
at secondary school you may like to consider 
showing some of the Stonewall FITT DVD . 

RECORD INCIDENT AND ACTIONS. 
Does the person understand?  
Has the homophobic language stopped? 

YES

NO

YES

YES

NO

NO




