
OFFICIAL: Sensitive

Winning Well: Addressing Abuse in 
Sport and Achieving Cultural Change
Dymphna Lowrey and Natalie Menzies

Contemporary Restorative Practice Conference
Thursday 21 November 2024



OFFICIAL

Agenda

Awareness | Context

Practice | Program insights

Transformation | Impact

01.

02.

03.

2



OFFICIAL

Awareness
Sporting context



OFFICIAL: Sensitive

Defining Winning Well
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ASC Context
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History of the AIS
1981 – AIS opened by PM on Australia Day 1981 at the National Training Centre 

Established by federal government 
to provide athletes with: 
1. High level of coaching and 

educational opportunities

2. World class facilities, 
equipment, sport science and 
medicine

3. Competition domestic and 
international to achieve 
superior performance

https://www.clearinghouseforsport.gov.au/australian-sport-publication-archive/ais/australian_institute_of_sport
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Context - Key Reviews
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2020 – 2022
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Addressing our past

ASC Restorative Program – established July 2022

• Grateful for the generosity and guidance of Restorative Practice experts 
in shaping and implementing our Program

• Scholarships from 1981 – 2013 with over 9,000 athletes in more than 40 
sports

• Acknowledges abuse of AIS scholarship athletes
• Work to a “reasonable likelihood” threshold
• Undisputed harm
• Does not restrict other options available to people (National Redress 

Scheme, civil action, complaints, reporting to law enforcement)
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ASC Restorative Program Outline

Supporting former AIS scholarship athletes who experienced harm from inappropriate practices and abuse.

Eligibility
• AIS scholarship holders from 1981 – 2013
• Connection with the AIS

Components
Three core elements accessible by eligible individuals:
1. Access to counselling and wellbeing services, and/or therapeutic outcomes
2. A financial payment, and/or acknowledgement – recognition and acceptance of experience
3. Participation in a restorative engagement setting relations right
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Practice
Program insights
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Restorative Engagement

• Work to address the complex social harms caused to individuals and groups while in the care of an institution 
where a duty to individual wellbeing was breached.

• Insights inform Institutional responsibility, accountability and reform.

• A consistently applied, evidenced based process – inclusive of principles of trauma informed practice when 
working with participants
– undisputed harm
– voluntary
– confidential
– a carefully prepared and facilitated meeting or other indirect format
– follow up and debriefing

working to set relations right
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Restorative Program

• A small number of individual matters completed: 6 
• A larger group matter comprising 19 participants & an NSO

• Number of matters in process: 4

• Complexities in this context – ASC committed 
• Adapted Mediation process 

 

What have we observed so far?

restorative engagement matters
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Win at all costs

The win at all costs approach enabled an environment and style of coaching, 
akin to coercive power which largely went unchecked and unchallenged.
• Top-down communication

• Fear, intimidation, threats, punishment, isolation, surveillance

• Aim to compel behaviour over influencing behaviour
• Physical and verbal abuse and in some cases sexual abuse 

• Inappropriate weight management practices

• Over training as punishment
• Forced to train on injuries and against medical advice

• Isolation from and little meaningful communication with family

• Limited or no support on exiting – transition
• Program oversight (reporting, monitoring) 
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Adaption of behaviour/thinking - athletes

• Dangerous weight management practices
• Disordered eating

• Supress emotional responses

• Keep quiet 
• Train harder

• Perfectionism

• Self-blame for failure to achieve
• Loss of trust

• Avoiding treatment for injuries to avoid further punishment

• Frightened to reveal self
• Avoiding conflict

This what it takes to achieve my goal
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Impact - Athletes

• Having to hide the reality of the elite sporting culture from family - for fear 
of losing the sport, relationships and bringing shame.

• Learning to hide pain – and in the process, suppress the related basic 
emotions (affects) of distress and fear.

• Managing ongoing serious issues with physical and psychological health.

• Focussing on an external appearance of perfection, while experiencing 
severe internal ill-health (mental & physical).

• Unable to articulate experiences – failure.

• Loss of important family and social relationships.

• Inability to form and maintain ‘warm’ relationships with others.
• Burden of carrying the shame – physical manifestations of this.

What athletes have described
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Motivations for participation 

• To be heard in a context that matters.

• Need for family to fully understand the regret, shame and guilt associated with that time.

• Desire to see change in practice. 

• To improve sport.

• To see if the process would help me forgive myself.

• Seek responsibility and accountability.

• Wanting family to know what happened and that the ASC are sorry for that.

• A need to make sense of my time as an athlete at the AIS.

Relieve the distress
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Motivations for participation in RE

• Participate in sport again without fear.

• Engage in/watch sport and the Olympics.

• Reveal the financial threats and controls over athletes by coaches for 
scholarships and funding.

• Wanting the experience of adverse physical responses when encountering 
coaches/people from that time to ease.

• To be able to engage in sport – contribute – children want to try what I did 
– need assurances its changed and is safe.
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Outcomes and insights for athletes’

• A sense of relief at having a context/framework/language for what happened.

• Better understand the ongoing impact of harmful coaching techniques and the culture. 

• Feeling validated that what I experienced was wrong and what I have carried as a result is “normal”.

• Distinguishing that the people associated with the sport did this to me, not the sport.

• Feeling a physical sense of relief –  sense of carrying heaviness gone.

• Able to talk about this and be Okay –safety.

• Resolve the contradiction of loving the sport and loathing its coaching culture.

• Address the physical, psychological, and social conflict resulting from this irreconcilable contradiction, and 
seek to heal the harm caused by coping mechanisms that persist but are now overwhelmingly 
counterproductive.

• Make sense of my time here.
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Outcomes and insights for athletes’
Have been able to learn a new language to understand what happened - has 
been empowering.

This restorative program is the first time I have been able to talk about what 
happened to me in a safe way. 

I never felt I could talk openly with people as I carried a lot of shame and 
guilt, I was also trying to protect my family. 

I am very proud that the AIS/ASC has created a program that allows me and 
other athletes to share their story with confidence in knowing we will be heard 
and acknowledged, I hope this will help to lift some of the heaviness and 
shame and help provide healing.
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Outcomes and insights – ASC Leadership

• Need the Australian Sporting community at all levels to address past failures and improve 
governance structures and pathways for players to report and seek appropriate 
assistance.  

• Lead on cultural reform – challenge inappropriate and harmful practices, governance and 
leadership.

• Important to provide a context for athletes to speak to their experiences, be heard and 
responded to.

• Demonstrate that we are clear about player wellbeing and sporting excellence are not 
mutually exclusive.

• Ensure that professional coaches understand their obligations in relation to athlete 
wellbeing.

• That athletes' voices must be part of reform.

Feedback
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Transformation
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ASC from 2018 - 2024

AIS Mental Health 
Referral Network

Implementation of Child 
Safe Review

Compliance to 
Commonwealth Child Safe 

Framework

Internal Assessment

AIS Athlete Wellbeing and 
Engagement direct support 

to sport

AIS Respectful Behaviours

Major update to ASC Child 
Safe Policy

Sport Integrity Australia 
Commences

AIS BE Heard established

ASC Apology

Legal claims (ongoing)

Board Approval Restorative 
Program

Child Safety Review Site 
Operations

National Integrity 
Managers

Responding to Sexual 
Misconduct Policy & 

Helpline

National Redress Scheme

Contact to NSOs and 
Athletes on Policy, Helpline 

and Redress

ASC Site Child Safe Review

AIS focus on Athlete 
Wellbeing

ASC Board Commitment 
Statement for Child Safety

ASC Restorative Program

Win Well

Play Well

Female Health Initiative

Positive Duty

DPE survey

2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

ASC Restorative Program

Paris surveys

VA Public Apology

Female HP Coaching 
Strategy

Wellbeing Learning and 
Development Framework
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Integrity +
belonging +
challenge +
care

Sustained success

51
Sporting Organisations 
have committed to the 
Win Well Pledge

Win Well Pledge
We commit to being an organisation that strives to 
win well, where how we win is just as important as 
when we win. 
We commit to the holisitc development of our 
athletes and our staff, recognising wellbeing as the 
foundation of sustainable success. 
We commit to leading sport with integrity, where we 
are accountable for the culture we foster and the 
decisions we make. 
We commit to acknowledging and learning from 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples and 
their cultures, and to walk together as we embed 
their knowledge and experience into our 
organisation and build a greater sense of belonging 
and connection to communities and country. 
We commit to a culture of challenge and care so 
our athletes and staff can perform at their best and 
reach their potential. 
We commit to creating safe and thriving 
envirornments for our people to fail so they can 
learn, grow and succeed. 
We commit to being custodians of sport and 
building a legacy where sport is more inclusive and 
representative of the diversity of Australian 
communitities.
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Leadership

Minister for Sport – The Hon. Anika Wells MP
ASC Chair – Kate Jenkins AO and Board 
ASC CEO – Kieren Perkins OAM and Executive (including Bianca Broadhurst OLY)  

• Support
• Meaningful engagement
• Care
• Integrity
• Trust

We commit to leading sport with integrity, where we are accountable for 
the culture we foster and the decisions we make.
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Questions | Comments | Reflections
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Contacts

Dymphna Lowrey

Restorative Program Advisor

Facilitator

Email: dymphna.lowrey@ausport.gov.au

Natalie Menzies

Restorative Program Director

Director Safeguarding and Integrity

Email: natalie.menzies@ausport.gov.au
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