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Abstract: Athlete rights are an evolving area of concern worldwide, including in India, where the 

sport has historically been seen more as a cultural phenomenon than a professional pursuit. However, 

with the rise of India as a sporting nation in global arenas, there is an increasing emphasis on 

safeguarding athlete rights. These rights extend beyond the field of play, encompassing fair 

treatment, financial security, gender equality, anti-doping measures, and avenues for redress in case 

of violations. This paper examines the legal framework, societal context, and challenges surrounding 

athlete rights in India. It discusses the rights guaranteed by law, the role of sports federations, and 

emerging issues such as mental health, the representation of athletes in decision-making bodies, and 

the challenges faced by women and marginalized communities in sports. 
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Introduction 

In recent years, India has witnessed a surge in sports popularity, fueled by successes in cricket, 

badminton, wrestling, boxing, and athletics at international levels. The Indian government and sports 

organizations have been taking initiatives to promote sports and athletes' welfare. However, despite 

the growth, athletes in India face significant challenges, including systemic neglect, exploitation, lack 

of legal protections, and limited access to resources. The purpose of this paper is to explore the 

existing framework of athlete rights in India, the legal mechanisms in place, and the broader societal 

issues that influence these rights. 

Historical Context of Sports in India 

India has a rich history of sports, with indigenous games like kabaddi, wrestling, and archery dating 

back centuries. However, the modern sports system, largely influenced by British colonial rule, 

focused primarily on cricket. The post-independence era saw the development of various national 

sports federations and policies aimed at promoting a wider range of sports. However, much of this 

focus remained on the development of the sport rather than the welfare of athletes themselves. 

The rights and welfare of athletes began to receive more attention only in recent decades, as 

professionalization in sports grew. With this professionalization came the need to address various 

issues that directly impacted athletes’ well-being, from financial compensation to ensuring fair 

treatment in national selection processes. 

Legal Framework for Athlete Rights in India 

India does not have a comprehensive legal framework dedicated solely to athlete rights. Instead, a 

patchwork of laws, regulations, and guidelines govern the welfare and rights of athletes, particularly 

through sports bodies, federations, and governmental schemes. 

1. The National Sports Policy (NSP): The NSP, formulated in 1984 and revised in 2001, 

outlines the government’s role in promoting sports, including the need for better facilities, training, 

and incentives for athletes. However, it is primarily concerned with infrastructure and development, 

leaving many aspects of athlete welfare unaddressed. 

2. National Anti-Doping Agency (NADA): India is a signatory to the World Anti-Doping 

Code, and NADA plays a significant role in protecting athletes from unfair competition and ensuring 

that doping regulations are enforced. Athletes have the right to a fair and transparent process if 

accused of violating doping rules, and NADA provides a legal framework for handling such issues. 

3. Sports Federations: Various sports in India are governed by their respective federations, 

such as the Board of Control for Cricket in India (BCCI), All India Football Federation (AIFF), and 

Hockey India. These federations have their own rules and codes of conduct, which provide some 

guidelines on athlete welfare. However, athletes have often complained of biased treatment, lack of 

transparency, and inadequate dispute resolution mechanisms in these bodies. 
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4. Right to Fair Selection: While not codified as a specific legal right, athletes in India are 

entitled to a fair selection process for national and international competitions. There have been 

numerous cases of alleged nepotism and favoritism, which have often been challenged through sports 

arbitration or public outcry. The lack of an independent sports tribunal in India remains a concern. 

5. Labour and Employment Laws: While athletes are not traditional employees, certain labor 

laws concerning contractual obligations, safety, and fair treatment can apply to athletes, especially 

when they are contracted by clubs or federations. However, these laws are not always enforced 

effectively in the context of sports. 

6. Right to Grievance Redressal: Athletes in India often face challenges in accessing proper 

grievance redressal mechanisms. Although the Ministry of Youth Affairs and Sports has guidelines, 

including the creation of committees to handle complaints of harassment and other violations, these 

are often ineffective or underutilized. The Sports Authority of India (SAI) provides some avenues for 

redress, but athletes, particularly women and those from marginalized communities, often face 

significant hurdles in seeking justice. 

 

Key Challenges to Athlete Rights in India (Expanded) 

While India has made strides in developing its sports infrastructure and promoting athletic talent, 

significant challenges still impede the realization of comprehensive athlete rights. These challenges 

not only affect the performance and welfare of athletes but also limit the potential of India as a global 

sporting power. Below are some of the key challenges to athlete rights in India, elaborated in greater 

detail: 

1. Lack of Financial Security and Career Stability 

The majority of athletes in India, with the notable exception of cricketers and a few high-profile stars 

in sports like badminton or boxing, struggle with inadequate financial support. The financial stability 

of athletes is crucial for their ability to focus on training and performance. However, in India, even 

athletes who have represented the country at national and international levels often find themselves 

without adequate income, sponsorship, or government support. 

Athletes from non-mainstream sports such as athletics, gymnastics, and swimming are particularly 

vulnerable. Many depend on government scholarships or grants, which are insufficient to cover their 

basic needs, including advanced training, nutrition, and healthcare. Sponsorship is hard to come by 

unless athletes achieve significant international success, leading to financial struggles even for those 

who have great potential. 

Additionally, there are limited post-career opportunities for athletes once they retire from active 

competition. Unlike countries that have structured career-transition programs for athletes, India lacks 

a robust system to help athletes transition into coaching, administration, or other professional fields 

after retirement. The absence of a pension or retirement system further compounds their financial 

insecurity. 

2. Gender Discrimination and Unequal Opportunities 

Gender discrimination in Indian sports is deeply ingrained, reflecting broader societal gender biases. 

Despite the emergence of successful women athletes like P.V. Sindhu, Mary Kom, and Saina 

Nehwal, the majority of women athletes continue to face significant challenges. 

Funding and Infrastructure Inequality: Female athletes often receive less funding, fewer 

sponsorship opportunities, and inferior training facilities compared to their male counterparts. This 

disparity begins at the grassroots level, where societal attitudes discourage girls from pursuing sports. 

As a result, many talented female athletes are lost early in their careers due to inadequate support. 

Representation and Media Coverage: Media coverage for women’s sports is significantly lower 

than for men’s, which affects sponsorship deals, financial incentives, and public recognition. This 

unequal representation perpetuates a cycle where female athletes receive less visibility, fewer 

endorsements, and limited opportunities for career advancement. 

Cultural Barriers and Social Expectations: Traditional gender roles and societal expectations also 

restrict the participation of women in sports. Many families, particularly in rural areas, discourage 

girls from pursuing professional sports, preferring them to adhere to conventional roles. This gender 
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bias extends into sports federations and decision-making bodies, where male administrators often 

dominate, sidelining issues that affect women athletes. 

3. Caste, Class, and Regional Discrimination 

India's social hierarchy based on caste, class, and region plays a significant role in the accessibility of 

sports facilities and opportunities for aspiring athletes. Athletes from marginalized communities, such 

as Dalits, Adivasis (tribal groups), and those from economically disadvantaged backgrounds, face 

additional hurdles due to discrimination and limited resources. 

Access to Facilities: While athletes from privileged backgrounds have access to private coaching, 

world-class infrastructure, and better equipment, those from marginalized communities are often 

confined to substandard facilities. These athletes, particularly those from rural areas, struggle with 

the lack of proper coaching, nutrition, and financial backing. The government's efforts to bridge this 

gap through schemes like Khelo India have had some success, but the disparity remains significant. 

Representation and Support: Elite sports federations and administrative bodies are dominated by 

individuals from higher socio-economic backgrounds. As a result, the interests and concerns of 

athletes from lower caste and class groups are often sidelined. There is also a lack of targeted 

initiatives to identify and nurture talent from these marginalized communities. 

Cultural Barriers: In certain rural and tribal areas, traditional and local sports are prioritized over 

mainstream sports, resulting in fewer opportunities for athletes from these regions to break into 

national and international platforms. The lack of representation of these athletes in decision-making 

roles within sports federations exacerbates the issue. 

4. Mental Health and Psychological Support 

Mental health is a growing concern globally in sports, and India is no exception. However, there is a 

significant lack of focus on mental health issues affecting athletes in India. The immense pressure to 

perform, combined with societal expectations, can lead to anxiety, depression, and burnout among 

athletes. This is particularly true for athletes who come from underprivileged backgrounds or those 

who face constant scrutiny from media and the public. 

Lack of Awareness and Support: Despite the growing recognition of mental health challenges in 

sports, many athletes in India still do not have access to professional psychological counseling or 

support services. Sports federations and governing bodies rarely prioritize mental health as part of 

their athlete welfare programs. While a few elite athletes may have access to sports psychologists, the 

vast majority, particularly those in less popular sports, are left to deal with these issues on their own. 

Stigma and Social Perception: Mental health remains a taboo subject in India, and athletes are often 

reluctant to seek help for fear of being perceived as weak or incapable. This stigma is compounded 

by the fear of losing sponsorship deals or selection opportunities if they are perceived as mentally 

fragile. The lack of open conversations about mental health, both within the sports community and 

society at large, has resulted in many athletes suffering in silence. 

5. Sexual Harassment and Abuse in Sports 

Sexual harassment and abuse remain widespread issues in Indian sports, particularly for women 

athletes. While the #MeToo movement has shed light on the prevalence of sexual harassment in 

various sectors, the sports industry in India has been slower to address this issue. 

Inadequate Grievance Mechanisms: Although the Prevention of Sexual Harassment at Workplace 

(PoSH) Act mandates the formation of Internal Complaints Committees (ICCs) within organizations, 

many sports federations and clubs in India lack the proper implementation of such mechanisms. In 

cases where ICCs exist, athletes often hesitate to come forward due to fear of retaliation, victim-

blaming, or damage to their careers. 

Power Imbalances: Athletes, especially those from lower socio-economic backgrounds, are often 

vulnerable to abuse due to the power dynamics between them and coaches, administrators, or 

federation officials. Many athletes, particularly women, fear losing opportunities if they report 

misconduct, leading to underreporting of such cases. 

Cultural Barriers to Reporting: In a conservative society like India, women who report sexual 

harassment often face societal stigma and backlash, which discourages many from coming forward. 

The absence of sufficient legal protections and institutional support further exacerbates the issue. 
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6. Lack of Athlete Representation in Decision-Making Bodies 

In India, sports administration is largely controlled by politicians, bureaucrats, or individuals with 

little experience in professional sports. This lack of athlete representation in decision-making bodies 

is a critical challenge to the protection and promotion of athlete rights. 

Exclusion from Key Decisions: Athletes, both current and retired, often have little say in decisions 

that directly affect their careers, such as team selections, the organization of competitions, and the 

formulation of policies related to their welfare. The absence of athletes from leadership roles within 

sports federations results in a disconnect between administrators and the needs of athletes on the 

ground. 

Lack of Advocacy: The absence of athlete associations or unions further weakens the ability of 

athletes to collectively advocate for their rights. In countries like the U.S. and Australia, strong player 

associations negotiate on behalf of athletes for better pay, working conditions, and welfare. In 

contrast, Indian athletes lack similar structures, making it difficult to address systemic issues or push 

for reforms. 

7. Corruption and Governance Issues 

Corruption in Indian sports administration is a pervasive issue that affects athlete rights in multiple 

ways. Mismanagement of funds, biased selection processes, and nepotism are common grievances 

raised by athletes across different sports. 

Biased Selection Processes: Numerous athletes have reported instances of nepotism and favoritism 

in team selections for national and international competitions. These allegations often go unchecked 

due to the lack of transparency in the selection process and the absence of independent bodies to 

investigate such complaints. 

Misallocation of Funds: Corruption within sports federations often leads to the misallocation of 

funds intended for athlete development. Athletes have frequently raised concerns about inadequate 

facilities and poor training conditions, even though significant government funds are allocated to 

sports development programs. 

Positive Developments in Athlete Rights 

Despite these challenges, there have been some positive developments in recent years aimed at 

improving the rights and welfare of athletes in India. 

1. Professionalization of Sports: The increasing professionalization of sports, driven by the 

growth of leagues such as the Indian Premier League (IPL), Indian Super League (ISL), and Pro 

Kabaddi League (PKL), has provided athletes with more visibility, better financial incentives, and a 

more structured environment. These leagues have brought corporate investment and media attention, 

raising the profile of athletes and encouraging better governance. 

2. Improved Government Schemes: The Indian government has introduced several schemes 

aimed at supporting athletes, including the Khelo India scheme, which focuses on grassroots sports 

development, and the TOPS, which provides financial and training support to Olympic hopefuls. 

These schemes, though not without their issues, have helped improve the financial security of elite 

athletes. 

3. Anti-Doping Measures: India has strengthened its anti-doping infrastructure through NADA, 

and there has been a marked improvement in the awareness of athletes about the risks of doping. 

NADA’s work in promoting clean sports and educating athletes about the consequences of doping is 

crucial for safeguarding athlete rights. 

4. Judicial Interventions: Indian courts have, on several occasions, intervened to protect athlete 

rights. For example, in cases of biased selection or unfair treatment, athletes have approached the 

judiciary for redress. The courts have been instrumental in ensuring transparency in the selection 

process and holding sports federations accountable. 

 

Recommendations for Strengthening Athlete Rights 

1. Establishment of an Independent Sports Tribunal: India needs an independent sports 

tribunal to address grievances related to athlete rights, including selection disputes, contractual 
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issues, and harassment cases. This tribunal should have jurisdiction over all sports federations and 

provide a quicker, more effective redressal mechanism. 

2. Strengthening Athlete Representation: Sports federations in India must include current and 

former athletes in their decision-making bodies. This would ensure that athlete concerns are 

adequately addressed and that policies are more athlete-centric. 

3. Expanding Financial Support and Pension Schemes: There is a need to expand financial 

support to athletes beyond elite performers. Pension schemes or retirement benefits should be 

introduced to ensure financial stability for athletes after their sporting careers end. 

4. Promoting Mental Health Awareness: Mental health services should be integrated into 

sports federations, and athletes should have access to professional counseling and support. There 

should also be a concerted effort to destigmatize mental health issues within the sporting community. 

5. Zero Tolerance for Discrimination and Harassment: Sports bodies must enforce strict 

policies against sexual harassment and discrimination, with proper mechanisms for reporting and 

addressing complaints. Education and awareness campaigns should be conducted to sensitize 

athletes, coaches, and administrators about these issues. 

 

Conclusion 

Athlete rights in India are still evolving, with much work needed to ensure that athletes are treated 

fairly, with dignity, and provided with adequate support. While there have been positive 

developments in the last decade, the system remains riddled with issues such as gender inequality, 

financial insecurity, mental health challenges, and the lack of proper grievance mechanisms. 

Strengthening the legal and institutional framework for athlete rights, promoting transparency in 

sports governance, and ensuring that athletes have a voice in decision-making are critical steps 

toward safeguarding the rights of athletes in India. 
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