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Overview 
When it comes to 
understanding the depth 
of experiences around 
racism, grassroots football 
remains at the sharp end 
of discrimination. 

The BFF conducted a short survey, designed 
to capture a snapshot of views and lived 
experiences of this type of abuse. Our aim was 
to collect evidence and insights by listening to 
individuals in and around football so that we 
could:

 � Establish a deeper understanding of 
people's views and experiences; 

 � Provide a platform for those experiences 
and views to be shared; and

 � Understand what improvements they 
would like to see within football

In this executive summary, we present our 
findings from the data and responses gathered 
from our survey. The report highlights the main 
themes that emerged from the analysis of the 
qualitative and quantitative responses and 
presents this information by theme.

It is important to note that as we listened to 
individuals and groups, some of the experiences 
and suggested improvements that were shared 
with us may not all fall within the remit of 
one organisation. We are aware that different 
stakeholders hold varying responsibilities. 
However, from an individual perspective, they 
often see the 'system' as a whole and may refer 
to them as decision makers. This by no means 
negates any responsibilities of those who make 
decisions in football, to dismiss any feedback 
that is not specifically directed at them. 

Executive Summary
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We did a snapshot survey over 3 
weeks and heard from 150 people

Under 18  11%
18 - 29  18%
30-44  35%
45-59  33%
over 60  3%

“My son plays in the UK and 
is discriminated because he 
is Sikh and covers his head. 
He is a very good player but 
no scout or even his own 
coach has recommended 
him to a club. So upset with 
how unfair the whole system 
is and there’s nothing you 
can do. I once complained 
and guess what it’s only my 
son who gets benched and 
suffers so I have no choice 
but to keep my mouth shut 
as he follows his dreams.” 

From the key findings, we are reminded that those who 
are Black and Minority Ethnic, are continuing to witness 
or experience racism or discrimination in grassroots 
football, at an alarming rate. 
On important issues such as race and discrimination in football, the harsh reality and 
sadness for those who have suffered racism, is that they will most likely suffer it again. Thus, 
leaving each victim weighing up the possibility of being abused again, against the feeling of 
playing the game they love. 

It is vital that authorities continue to put measures in place to reduce the level of abuse in football, 
particularly in grassroots where young people are more vulnerable and less resources are available. 
Although racism is a societal issue, football lives within a structure of governance and therefore 
those who govern football must take greater action to mitigate harmful behaviours. 

We are proud to be part of a forum that is committed to improving the experiences of local football 
services for BAME clubs. The priorities that the BAME Football Forum have set out in our strategic 
plan - A Quest for Change,  work towards improving outcomes across all areas of football. These 
priorities are;

 � Training & Mentoring
 � Facility & Resources 
 � Equality & Community
 � Policy & Governance 

Being a collective of grassroots clubs, the forum is well placed to work in partnership with 
authorities in order to support the delivery of  initiatives, programmes and develop a greater trust in 
those that govern football and community services. 

This report and its recommendations will be shared with Local and National decision makers of 
football,  with an offer to meet individuals and departments to discuss future working and to have 
honest and open conversations about a way forward. 

We are grateful to those that have shared their stories and insights and look forward to working in 
partnership to deliver our strategy, A Quest for Change: Strategic Plan.

Ivan Liburd
Chair of the BAME Football Forum

Ahmed Maravia
Vice Chair of the BAME Football Forum

Foreword
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Key Headlines

Over three quarters of respondents 
(70%) had witnessed or experienced 
racism or discrimination in football in 
the last 12 months.

On this issue, the forum will: work with local 
grassroots clubs to raise greater awareness of 
the issues as well as the Local and National FA 
to explore the implementation of new strategies 
to combat racism and discrimination. 

We wanted to know if people 
thought racial and discriminative 
incidents in football had increased, 
decreased or stayed the same in 
the last 5 years. Over half (58%) 
of respondents told us that they 
thought these types of issues had 
increased, a quarter (22%) said that 
it had stayed the same. 10% of 
respondents said that they thought 
the racial and discriminative incidents 
had reduced and 10% were unsure. 

On this issue, the forum will: continue to work 
at a grassroots level to share issues of abuse as 
well as working with the Local and National FA 
to discuss a plan to share factual information 
around the perceptive levels of abuse.

Over three thirds (79%) of 
respondents told us that football 
authorities were below average at 
dealing with racial and discriminative 
issues. 9% told us that they were 
average, 4% said above average and 
8% were unsure. 

On this issue, the forum will: work with the 
Local FA and their Inclusion Action Group 
(IAG) to review the complaints process and 
the transparency around how complaints are 
handled. 

28% of respondents told us that they 
could not name any Black managers 
in the top flight of football. Over half 
(57%) told us that they could name 
between 1 to 2, and 15% said that 
they could name 3 to 4. 

On this issue, the forum will: inspire young 
players and coaches, by working to showcase 
and introduce role models in the game in 
positions of management, head coaches and 
wider, as well as promoting leadership courses 
with the aim to increase opportunities and the 
self believe that all things are achievable.  

Over half (53%) of respondents told 
us that they could not name any 
South Asian players in the top four 
leagues of English football. 27% 
could only name one, 13% said they 
could name 2 to 3, and 7% could 
name 4 to 5. 

On this issue, the forum will: work with 
authorities on initiatives such as Asians in 
Football and with Pro clubs to provide greater 
access to inspire and develop young players. 

I have a son who’s playing at a pretty high standard and is of Sikh 
origin. Racism’s like an epidemic from the coaching staff all the way up 
to the scouts. It’s not that Indian kids aren’t good enough. They are 
simply being overlooked. My son’s played against several academies, 
won 2 national school tournaments this year and still not even a sniff 
at any tryouts. Nothing has changed since I played the game. The FA 
continues to give it lip service without fixing the problem at the root 
cause. From a frustrated parent who knows his son doesn’t stand a 
chance of playing pro because of inherent bias and racism. 
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The following headlines highlight the key responses and issues that 
have emerged from the main analysis of findings after reviewing 
feedback from respondents. 

I never imagined that my 
family would experience 
generational abuse in 
football, but we have!
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It's Not Fair... 
The comments are a reflection of the frustration and 
trauma that individuals feel having experienced racism in 
football. 

 � That I get racially abused when I play football
 � That I am given less opportunities to make it because of my colour
 � That my parents have to hear another parent or player abuse at me 
 � That I have to deal with my child's emotional trauma after being abused 
 � That I have to witness another adult shouting at my child
 � That as a coach I cannot stop it
 � That Asian players aren’t given the same support to become professional
 � That authorities have not done enough to control racist behaviours 
 � That my colour sometimes determines how I am treated
 � That players feel they cannot openly condemn racism 
 � That I feel let down by authorities and their actions
 � That my son has stopped playing football due to racism
 � That I get called a money on the field of play
 � That people get away with treating me this way
 � That the police are not doing more to safeguard my wellbeing
 � That if I complain I get told that I am playing the race card
 � That people think I have a chip on my shoulder when I ask about race
 � That I feel vulnerable and unprotected on the pitch 
 � That the children I coach will one day get racially abused 
 � That I am called a terrorist when I play football

FOOTBALL FORUM

It's Not Fair... 
Young Players Comments 

"We were playing an away fixture and 
a few of the opposition players kept 
saying that Muslims don't play football, 
and that you guys should be blowing 
up things. What have I done to receive 
so much hatred toward a religion that I 
was born into and believe in?"
Under 14

"I was told that this is a white game, 
not a game for Blacks or Pakis, stick to 
cricket and blowing up things. This was 
the second time that I had experienced 
this sort of racism playing football 
over 6 years. When I went home and 
reflected on this, I felt alone and it 
actually made me want to cry. All I 
could think is why? Surely no is born 
racist, but I wish someone could tell me 
why they hate my skin colour and or my 
religion so much. Football is a beautiful 
game but at times it can be very cruel if 
your skin colour or religion is different"
Under 17

"At this game, instead of shaking our 
hands, the opposition players slapped 
them and said banana as they went 
down the line and made monkey 
noises . The referee heard it all and 
was extremely angry, and had to be 
professional and put it in his match 
report. It felt like the FA failed to follow 
it up and the process to report it was 
too long"
Under 8 

"I am 12 years of age and have been 
playing football in the league for 3 
years. My team played an away fixture 
and 2 of the oppositions players kept 
gesturing the word 'Paki' to me, saying 
I don't belong in this country and 
should go back to where I come from. 
I told my coach who addressed it with 
the referee and the opposition coach, 
who came over and said his players 
are not racist. I told my parents who 
told me that I don't need to tolerate 
this sort of behaviour and that football 
should be enjoyed when played and 
that I should quit, so I did"
Under 13

"I have witnessed racism in football 
quite a few times towards team mates 
or the whole team in general, but 
this was the first time I had noticed it 
specifically directed at me. I still don't 
understand why someone would say 
such hurtful things. It really makes you 
think about life and think about where 
else and who else might racially abuse 
you, even outside of football. It has 
definitely changed the way I see the 
world"
Under 17
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What people told us

How racism or 
discrimination made 
people feel. 

Disappointed at the historical and 
continual discrimination
The baton for racism in football would seem 
to have been passed through generations, as 
issues that adults had experienced over many 
years in football, were now being experienced 
by their children.

Respondents told us of their disgust that racism 
and discrimination in football still happens to 
this extend in today’s society; and that it is hard 
to turn a blind eye to it having received it for 
so many years. Their feeling was one of utter 
disappointed that another adult or child would 
want to inflict such emotional hurt onto them. In 
some cases this disappointment turned to anger 
that throughout the years, the game still has not 
moved on. 

This lived experience of historical abuse, 
leaves many disheartened with a total lack 
of trust in the governing bodies of football 
to address issues that affect them week in 
week out.  

We know it’s going to 
happen, we just need 
to get on with it. 

Disrespected and emotionally 
abused
Respondents told us that they felt emotionally 
abused after experiencing racism or 
discrimination in football and did simply not 
understand the point of being a racist. Others 
felt disrespected and undervalued as a person, 
which made them question why they still played 
the game when their subjected to racial abuse. 

Some respondents told us that they had 
stopped going to certain games as they did 
not want to put themselves in a position to be 
abused again.  Others felt sad at not wanting to 
play or be a part of the sport altogether.

What is evident, is that the emotional and 
psychological scares of being abused stay 
with the victims for many years and many 
cases for life. 

Vulnerable and indefensible 
Respondents told us that they felt vulnerable 
and indefensible on the football pitch, and 
believed that it is a feeling that should not be 
taken likely. For the victims, it is not always a 
surprise when they receive abuse, but it does 
reinforce the notion that it may happen again if 
you decide to continue playing football.  

Victims are not always aware of how to respond 
to the abuse they receive, especially in incidents 
where no direct action has been taken. This left 
them feeling indefensible and susceptible to 
further abuse. 

As a forum, we are well aware of the 
emotional challenge to move past racism 
and continue to have total faith in the 
processes that are put in place to deal with 
such incidents. As by then, the real damage 
has already been done. 

CASE Study
Young player
For the purposes of this case study, the 
anonymous person will be called Richard, no 
teams or identifying information will be shared.
We asked Richard, 15 years of age, how he felt 
after being racially abused on the pitch. Richard 
told us that, 

I didn't not know how to respond 
to it, I think I was in shock just 
hearing my opponent refer to the 
colour of skin as if that was the 
reason we would win or lose. It 
was said with such anger and I still 
don't understand it to this day. I 
felt strange, kind of vulnerable to 
be honest. I was unsure what I was 
meant to do in that situation, so I 
told my manager who said that he 
would take it from here.   

Richard was later substituted during the game 
as the incident had clearly distracted him from 
his performance. 

I wasn't myself after that. I think it 
knocked me off my game as the 
comments were playing in the back 
of my mind and I wondered if anyone 
else on the pitch or sidelines were 
going to racially abuse me again.   

We asked Richard if he had put the incident 
behind him He told us that, 

I realise now that it comes with the 
territory. I have put it behind me 
but I am still weary when I play that 
particular team.   

CASE Study
The Parents perspective
For the purposes of this case study, the 
anonymous person will be called Mr Mohammed, 
no teams or identifying information will be shared.
Mr Mohammed attended a league game 
to watch his 14 year old son play. He had 
heard about some issues regarding race at 
football games but had never experienced it 
firsthand. Although his son was playing at their 
home ground, the opposing team had more 
spectators in attendance. 

I  felt physically sick after seeing my 
son being racially abused on the 
pitch, and from the other parents. 
Can you imagine how I felt as a 
parent seeing this. At first I did not 
quite believe what I had heard, but 
then it sank in. Players started to 
complain but the referee said that 
he did not hear anything and urged 
the players to continue the game. 

I felt awkward for the rest of the 
game. I wasn’t sure if I should 
approach the spectators or what 
would happen if I did. I knew one 
thing for sure, I was not happy 
to allow my son to continue 
playing football if this is what he is 
subjected to each week. 

After considering things and talking 
to my wife, I allowed my son to 
continue football. He loves playing 
the game and it’s all that he talks 
about morning noon or night. 
How could I take that away from 
him, but when he goes to college 
or university, that’s it, no more  
football.
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What people want to see at grassroots
We can see from our findings 
there is a common understanding 
that it is challenging to put 
consistent measures in place 
to deal with racism and 
discrimination in football due 
to it being a societal issue. This 
along with the belief that football 
will always struggle to take 
appropriate action. 

The introduction of the Inclusion agenda, 
although much needed, has felt to have diluted 
the focus for outcomes in regards to racism, 
leaving many feeling that it will always be a part 
of the game.

There are many similarities between the 
feedback we received and numerous other 
discussions that have taken place over the 
years. These issues remain fundamental at the 
sharp end of grassroots football. 

The feedback below highlights some of the 
areas that respondents believe should be part of 
the strategies that govern football and wider. 

Education 
Over the years there has been arguments to 
suggest that racism in football is institutional; 
and that it is not just in football, but in schools, 
universities, police forces and wider.

Education in a holistic sense is key to 
the process of combating racism. Many 
respondents told us that racial discrimination 
should be taught in schools as part of a 
proactive approach to remove stereotypical 
perceptions. 

Within football, education must stem from the 
academy level as this is the building blocks to 
the professional game. Match officials, FA staff, 
Trustees and more, should also be included 
in the education process to address any 
unconscious bias.  

Joint working
Leading on from education, authorities and 
relevant bodies must work together to tackle 
the problem of racism in football. All involved in 
grassroots football and communities must take 
adequate responsibility and ensure there is a 
plan to safeguard the next generation from the 
same abuse. 

Long term and properly funded anti Racism 
initiatives should be introduced and continued 
with new and fresh ways of working at a local 
level. As well as introducing initiatives that build 
better relationships with BAME clubs. 

Sanctions 
Depending on the seriousness of the incident, a 
life time ban should be issued, at whatever level 
of the game.

There have been many conversations around 
the level of sanctions put in place as a deterrent 
to racist abuse. One of the common responses 
is that there should be tougher punishments. 
At a grassroots and professional level, we were 
told that clubs should lose points in order to 
discourage racist language and behaviours, 
as well as banning fans from fixtures. At a 
grassroots level where finances are virtually 
non-existent, sanctions should be focused more 
around punishments, points reductions, lengthy 
bans, and monitoring a clubs and players found 
guilty of racial abuse. 

At a professional level, sanctions should be 
more focused on financial punishments as an 
incentive to deal with those committing the 
crimes along with stricter laws that ensure future 
incidents are eradicated. 

Representation 
The myth that putting more ethnic minority in 
positions that matters will suddenly change the 
system may not be the truth. However, overtime 
this will allow for the culture of organisations be 
more inclusive and provide an opportunity hear 
varying viewpoints on matters of race. 

Respondents told us that greater representation 
allows for more platforms to raise awareness 
on racism in football, although we know the 
problem is deeper than football, and occurs 
within society as a whole. Having role models 
and people that can inspire you to aim higher is 
a very important part of the game. 

Timely and transparent process 
An issue that is common place having gone 
through a disciplinary procedure or after 
lodging a complaint, is that the process needs 
to be more timely. Respondents are unaware 
of the urgency of investigation or if it is being 
treated as a serious crime. There is a clear 
lack of communication on the progress of 

investigations leaving the victims feeling as if 
those in power simply do not care. 

How are authorities dealing with 
abuse
Our findings showed that almost 79% of 
respondents told us that authorities were below 
average at dealing with issues of discrimination. 

Respondents felt that there needed to be 
consistent proactive initiatives beyond themed 
days or weeks. There is a feeling that authorities 
have a reluctance to not only share the outcome 
of poor behaviours, but to condemn certain 
behaviours, choosing to hide behind procedural 
processes that delay impact on any outcome. 
These feelings stem from a lack of ‘not knowing’ 
what happens to their complaints as minimal 
information is shared. 

Each County FA has an obligation to host an 
Inclusion Action Group (IAG’s), which includes 
discussing all issues around race. Over the 
years, these IAG’s have not always been 
sustained and have been closed and reopened 
on numerous occasions. This has demonstrated 
a lack of importance around the issues. 

As a forum, we have observed 
that at a grassroots level, 
the decisions made on racist 
behaviour are not widely 
publicised and therefore the 
perception is that no action 
has been taken. However, at a 
professional level where there is 
greater media attention, we see 
a greater proportion of sanctions 
being delivered. 

"You will get punished 
more for cancelling a 
match due to players not 
being available than you 
would for racially abusing 
someone at a football 
match." 
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CASE Study
Trevor’s Experience
For the purposes of this case study, the 
anonymous person will be called Trevor, no 
teams or identifying information will be shared.
Trevor is in his late 30’s and has been volunteering 
as a football coach for the last 4 years, at a multi 
ethnic club. Like many grassroots coaches, his 
journey of coaching started to provide his son and 
the other young people, an opportunity to be part 
of a team. 

 “Racism is unfortunately something I 
have experienced over the years but 
now my son is playing I find it hard to 
turn a blind eye to it anymore.
Unfortunately people feel they can show their 
fascist and bias views like it’s a trophy to be seen 
showing this side of them. In my experience, the 
more rural the area, I have felt a sense that they 
aren’t very welcoming to a team with a multi-racial 
squad of players. Although I understand this is not 
everywhere. 

When authorities deal with a player that has 
committed racial abuse, how do they let us know 
the outcome, so that we can feel that it has been 
tackled and that they will get fair justice. 

I feel authorities should actively interact with the 
clubs, as in the chairman of the FA, come down 
and see the players in their own environment and 
see how all they want to do is play football and be 
the best they can be. These boys don’t see colour, 
only the colour of the football that they are chasing, 
nothing else.

If any player is accused of racism, for them to sit 
through a short film of how racism can affect your 
life through no fault of your own, also to see if they 
could actually explain or justify why they took their 
frustration out racially rather than productively.”

Trevor will continue to coach for the benefit of the 
young people, but is sceptical that any real change 
will be delivered any time soon. 

I feel authorities should actively interact with the 
clubs, as in the chairman of the FA, come down 
and see the players in their own environment and 
see how all they want to do is play football and 
be the best they can be. These boys don’t see 
colour, only the colour of the football that they are 
chasing, nothing else.
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Insights & Recommendations from the BFF
Action for Change

From our responses, we are 
told that racism in football is 
nothing new, and that BAME 
players have been going 
out on the field of play for 
generations and receiving 
abuse. Those who played 
the game in the 70’s, 80’s, 
90’s and even the present 
day continue to witness and 
experience racism. 

There has been and is, a fundamental flaw 
when it comes to rooting out this type of abuse 
from the game. There is a deep melancholic 
depressive tone that blights BAME members 
knowing that what they once experienced, is 
now being experienced by their children and 
their grandchildren.  With this in mind;

We recommend that the Leicestershire and 
Rutland County FA and the Leicestershire 
Police develop firm commitments to reduce 
racial abuse and strengthen legal sanctions 
in football by;

 � The Leicestershire Police to take 
automatic action to address any racial 
abuse by an adult directed at those 
under 18 years of age; 

 � The Leicestershire and Rutland 
County FA to develop open processes 
to monitor clubs and players who 
commit racial abuse; 

 � The Leicestershire and Rutland 
County FA to develop new tougher 
sanctions to clubs and players that 
are found guilty of racial abuse 
and recommended that clubs have 
their Chartered Standard Kite mark 
reviewed;

 � The Leicestershire and Rutland 
County FA to share more information 
regarding the number of clubs and 
players charged each year for racism. 

When it comes to child protection and 
safeguarding, the Children’s Society describe 
safeguarding as, ‘protecting children from 
abuse, and identifying and stopping abuse 
that is already happening. 
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Abuse is a deliberate act of ill-treatment that 
can harm or is likely to harm a child or young 
person’s safety, well-being and development’. 
With this in mind;

We recommend that, 

 � There is a commitment by Leicestershire 
and Rutland County FA, Leicestershire 
Police Crime Commissioners, 
Leicestershire Police, Leicester City 
Council, University of Leicester Hate  
Crime Project to develop a partnership 
action plan, for the next three years, 
with the BFF to discuss how we better 
safeguard children and young people in 
football. 

There is an underlying tone in our responses 
that those involved in the decision making  
processes and who sit on the governing 
boards of football, must strive to be reflective 
of the population and members they 
serve.  Introducing diversity and ethnicity 
into the board rooms can allow for greater 
transparency and a more inclusive viewpoint. 
With this in mind; 

We recommend that, 

 � The board of Leicestershire and 
Rutland County FA increase BAME 
representation by adopting a member of 
the BFF (which represents the majority 
of BAME football clubs) onto their 
board as a participating observer and 
to further establish additional BAME 
representation at board level using the 
BFF as a conduit. 

Equality and diversity training is based 
around ‘Equal Opportunities’ and is a legal 
obligation to protect against discrimination 
in the workplace. For many, these training 
sessions are seen as a tick box exercise that 
are out dated and often do not cover the 
nuance of specific industries and working 
practices . With this in mind, and to truly get 
a real understanding of the affects of racism. 

We recommend that,
 � The Leicestershire and Rutland County 

FA supplements their equality and 
diversity training for 2020 by working 
with the BFF to commission a specific 
workshop around the behaviours and 
affects of racial abuse in football at a 
grassroots level for all staff to complete. 

 � The Leicestershire and Rutland County 
FA makes it mandatory for players found 
guilty of racism to attend 6 weekly 
football training sessions with another 
BAME club in order to better understand 
diversity and inclusion.

In order to encourage better behaviours, 
there must be a level of openness and 
a target for teams and clubs to aspire 
towards. Just as league tables are reviewed 
and inspire teams to work harder in order 
to progress, having transparency around 
fair play and disciplinary tables will do the 
same. As teams or clubs see themselves 
in a league table, they will share messages 
throughout their clubs to do better. With this 
in mind;

We recommend that, 

 � The Leicestershire and Rutland 
County FA publishes the fair play 
and disciplinary tables to all clubs, in 
order to create a baseline and a visual 
pathway for improved discipline. 
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