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Tip Sheet: Safe Contact in Sports: Hands-On Adjustments

Sports are a big part of many young people’s lives. Over half of U.S.
kids between 6 and 17 participate in sports—about 41 million youth
[1]. Sports help kids build confidence, make friends, and learn
important life skills. But not all experiences are positive. Studies
show that nearly 5% of young athletes experience inappropriate
sexual contact while participating in sports [1]. That’s about 2 million
children who have been harmed while doing something they love.

Coaches and adults play a key role in keeping youth athletes safe.
Kids trust their coaches to guide them, improve their skills, and help
them succeed. But with that trust comes a power difference. Coaches
must always be mindful of this and ensure their actions are safe, fair,
and respectful.

Unfortunately, some people misuse trust to harm kids and keep it a
secret. Young athletes might not realize when something is wrong or
unsafe, and they may not know how to speak up. That's why adults
must set clear boundaries and safety rules to reduce the risk of harm.

Guidelines for Safe Contact in Sports

Hands-on adjustments are often needed in sports to help athletes
improve their skills. Here’'s how coaches and adults can ensure this
contact is safe and appropriate:

o Keep it Observable and Interruptible
o Always make adjustments where others can see. If behind closed

doors, keep the door unlocked, and ensure another adult is informed or

present.
e Focus on the Athlete's Benefits

o Touch should only be for helping the athlete with their skills. Any contact

for an adult’s benefit is unacceptable.
e Ask for Consent
o Always explain what you’re doing and get the athlete’s permission
before making contact.
» Example: “I'm going to adjust your arm position to show you the
correct form. Is that okay?”
e Watch for Non-Verbal Cues
o Pay attention to signs of discomfort and check in if the athlete seems
uneasy.
o Set Expectations Early
o At the start of the season, explain what types of contact might happen
and let athletes know they can speak up if they feel uncomfortable.
e Avoid Private Areas
o Never touch a youth’s private areas, including their chest, buttocks, or
genitals.
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o Keep it Observable and Interruptible
o Demonstrate or describe movements instead of using touch when practical.

Rethinking Horseplay and Physical Norms

While playful interactions are common in sports, they can send the wrong message to youth. Horseplay,
like slapping a player’s buttocks or jokingly roughhousing, can blur boundaries and make kids more
vulnerable to harm.

Coaches and adults should always model healthy and respectful interactions. Positive reinforcement can
come in many forms, such as:

e Shoulder pats or side-hugs (with consent)

¢ Encouraging words and constructive feedback

e Team celebrations, like pizza parties or awards

Supporting Youth Athletes

Sports should be a place where kids feel safe, supported, and confident. By creating clear boundaries,
promoting healthy interactions, and proactively planning for safety, adults can help protect youth from
harm and ensure their sports experience is positive.

Together, we can build environments where young athletes thrive and learn, both on and off the field.
Thank you for doing your part to support their safety and success!
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