
 

 

 

 



 

 

1. PHILOSOPHY & PERFORMANCE CONTEXT        

Canoeing Ireland’s Performance Programme operates under the principle that: 

Canoeing Ireland is committed to providing a safe, inclusive, and respectful environment for 
all individuals involved in the performance programme. Every Affiliate shall be treated with 
dignity and fairness. Performance excellence and athlete wellbeing are mutually reinforcing. 
Medal ambition will never justify behaviour that compromises dignity, safety, or long-term 
athlete development. Canoeing Ireland operates a zero-tolerance approach to 
discrimination, harassment, bullying, abuse, exploitation, or conduct that compromises 
safety or wellbeing. 

This Policy aligns with the Children First Act 2015, Irish safeguarding legislation, and 
governance standards set by Sport Ireland, regarding children’s safety.  

This Policy shall be reviewed annually and approved by the Board.  

 

1.1 A Values -  Led Vision for Canoeing Irelands Performance Programme    

Our guiding principle is simple: World-class results come from world-class environments. 
Performance is delivered through people, athletes, coaches, and staff, not despite them. 

1) Performance through people: creating conditions where individuals can do their best 
work.  

2) Clarity without control: setting direction and expectations without micromanaging.  

3) High standards alongside psychological safety: because challenge only works when people 
feel safe enough to engage. 

4) Continuous learning and innovation: ensuring the programme develops rather than stand 
still. 

Underpinning all of this is inclusion, not as a slogan, but as a performance enabler. When 
people feel seen, supported, and valued, they perform better, particularly under pressure. 

Athlete Welfare Principles 

Canoeing Ireland is committed to creating an environment where all athletes can train and 
compete in a safe, respectful and supportive performance system. Athlete welfare is 
fundamental to sustainable performance and applies across all areas of the programme 
including coaching practice, training environments, communication, and operational 
planning. 

Our approach to welfare is guided by the following principles: 

Athlete-Centred Practice 
Athletes will be supported in a manner that respects their dignity, wellbeing and long-term 
development. Coaching decisions should consider the athlete’s age, stage of development, 
physical maturity and personal circumstances, including education, work and dual career 
commitments. 



 

Safe Training Environments 
Training and competition activities should take place in environments that are appropriately 
assessed for risk and supported by suitable safety procedures, supervision and first aid 
provision. 

Respectful and Professional Communication 
All communication between athletes, coaches and staff should be conducted respectfully 
and professionally across both in-person and digital environments, including training 
platforms and online communication tools. 

Inclusive and Accessible Support 
Canoeing Ireland is committed to ensuring that team operations, travel, accommodation and 
support arrangements consider the needs of all athletes, including para-athletes and 
athletes requiring specific accessibility supports. 

Shared Responsibility 
Creating a positive welfare culture is a shared responsibility across athletes, coaches, staff 
and the wider performance programme. 

 

2. SCOPE AND KEY ROLES:           

This policy applies specifically to: 

• Athletes in the performance 
programme 

• Performance Directors 

• National coaches/people working 
in a coaching capacity (volunteers) 

• Service providers 

• Athlete support personnel 

• Performance Administrators 
 

• Discipline Committees 

This document operates alongside: 

• Safeguarding Policy 

• Disciplinary Procedures 

• Selection Policies 

• Anti-Doping Policy 

Members are expected to uphold the principles of this Policy and report any breaches to the 
relevant member of Canoeing Ireland which could be the National Safeguarding Officer or 
Athlete Service Manager. All members must have a thorough understanding of this Policy 
and relevant safeguarding procedures. An updated version will be distributed annually to all 
members. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

2.1 Athlete Support  Manager (ASM)         

Canoeing Ireland shall appoint an Athlete Support Manager (ASM) responsible for welfare 
oversight and complaint coordination. The ASM will sit within the Athletes Commission. 

The ASM: 

• Acts as primary contact for welfare 
concerns (excluding statutory child 
protection matters) 

• Coordinates internal complaint 
processes 

• Maintains confidential case records 

• Conducts initial risk assessments 

• Liaises with the National 
Safeguarding Officer where 
appropriate 

• Forms part of the Athlete 
Commission Committee  

• Provides anonymised quarterly 
reports to the Board 

The ASM does not determine disciplinary outcomes. 

 

2.2 National Safeguarding Officer (NSO)         

Canoeing Ireland have a National Safeguarding Officer (NSO) responsible for statutory 
safeguarding matters. 

The NSO:

 

• Liaises with Tusla/HSE and 
statutory authorities 

• Ensures compliance with 
safeguarding legislation 

• Advises on safeguarding thresholds 

 

2.3 First Aiders and Mental Health First Aiders        

Appropriately qualified First Aiders must be present at all in-person coaching and event 
activities. Canoeing Ireland will also designate trained Mental Health First Aiders who: 

• Provide initial, non-clinical support 

• Recognise signs of mental distress 

• Signpost to professional services 

Mental Health First Aiders do not provide therapy or diagnosis. Names of designated 
personnel shall be communicated annually. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

2.4 Coaches             

Coaches must: 

• Maintain professional boundaries 

• Maintain appropriate professional 
boundaries and communications 

• Hold valid qualifications, licences 
and insurance (if not covered by 
Canoeing Ireland) 

• Promote a psychologically safe 
environment 

Coaches must report welfare concerns to the ASM within 24 hours. 

 

3. PERFORMANCE WELFARE PRINCIPLES        

In alignment with Sport Ireland’s performance philosophy, Canoeing Ireland commits to: 

 

3.1 Athlete Voice           

Canoeing Ireland is committed to ensuring the athlete is seen, heard and listened to all 
within a phycological safe environment. To achieve this we will focus our efforts on the 
following areas.  

• Multiple mechanisms to raise concerns. This could be through a coach, Performance 
Director, athlete representative or a senior member of the performance team.  

• Formal and informal reporting pathways. E.g. Athletes Commission 

• Athlete representative engagement with HP leadership 

• Structured debriefs post-camps/competitions 

 

3.2 Empowerment            

Performance environments require athletes to operate with a high degree of personal 
responsibility and ownership. Canoeing Ireland recognises that empowered athletes are 
more resilient, more engaged in their development, and better positioned to achieve 
sustained performance outcomes. The Performance Programme therefore seeks to create an 
environment where athletes are informed, supported, and encouraged to actively contribute 
to their own development and the culture of the programme. Empowerment in this context 
means athletes understand the expectations placed upon them, feel confident to 
communicate openly, and are supported to take responsibility for decisions that influence 
their performance and wellbeing. 

Athletes are supported to: 

• Take ownership of their 
programme 

• Contribute constructively to 
culture 

• Understand expectations and 
performance standards.



 

3.3 Leadership Accountability          

Leadership within a performance programme carries significant responsibility. Coaches, 
Performance Directors, and senior staff play a central role in shaping the culture, behaviours, 
and standards that define the athlete experience. Canoeing Ireland expects all leaders within 
the Performance Programme to exercise their authority with professionalism, integrity, and 
respect for those they support. While performance sport can involve demanding 
environments and difficult decisions, leadership must always operate within clear ethical 
and behavioural boundaries. Leaders are therefore accountable not only for performance 
outcomes, but also for ensuring that athletes are treated fairly, supported appropriately, and 
able to raise concerns without fear of negative consequences. 

Performance Directors and Head Coaches: 

• Must exercise authority 
responsibly 

• May be challenged respectfully 

• Are accountable to the CEO and HP 
Committee 

 

 

3.4 Defining Performance Leadership vs Bullying       

Performance sport often requires demanding training environments, direct feedback, and 
high standards of accountability. Within such environments, it is important to clearly 
distinguish between legitimate coaching practices that challenge athletes to improve and 
behaviours that may constitute bullying or inappropriate conduct. Canoeing Ireland 
recognises that effective coaching can involve constructive criticism, difficult conversations, 
and performance-based decisions. However, these must always occur within a framework of 
respect, professionalism, and athlete wellbeing. This section provides guidance to help 
athletes, coaches, and support staff understand the difference between appropriate 
performance leadership and behaviour that may undermine dignity, trust, or psychological 
safety within the Performance Programme. 

Coaching for Performance Is: 

• Evidence-based 

• Consensual and discussed 

• Goal-oriented 

• Respectful 

• Designed to improve performance 
ethically 

Bullying Is: 

• Non-consensual 

• Misuse of power 

• Intimidation or humiliation 

• Persistent behaviour causing 
psychological harm 

Performance environments demand challenge, honesty and accountability. 
But there is a clear difference between demanding coaching and harmful behaviour. 
That boundary matters and when it is crossed, athletes must know there is a clear, safe and 
independent process to raise concerns. Performance intensity does not excuse misconduct. 



 

3.5: What Psychological Safety Means in Performance Sport      

Psychological safety within a Performance environment refers to the ability of athletes and 
staff to express concerns, ask questions, admit mistakes, and challenge ideas without fear of 
humiliation, punishment, or negative consequences for their selection, progression, or 
reputation. 

Performance sport is inherently demanding and requires honest feedback, accountability, 
and high expectations. Psychological safety does not remove these standards; rather, it 
ensures that the environment in which they operate remains respectful, constructive, and 
supportive of learning and performance development. 

In practice, psychological safety within the Canoeing Ireland Performance Programme means 
that athletes feel able to raise welfare concerns, seek support, or question decisions through 
appropriate channels without fear of retaliation. It also means that coaches and support 
staff can provide direct, performance-focused feedback while maintaining respect for the 
dignity and wellbeing of the athlete. 

Creating psychologically safe environments is a shared responsibility across the programme 
and is supported through clear communication structures, transparent decision-making, and 
the availability of independent welfare and safeguarding supports. 

A psychologically safe environment strengthens trust, enhances learning, and ultimately 
contributes to sustainable Performance outcomes. 

 

3.6: Coach Guidance: Supporting Psychological Safety in Performance Environments  

Coaches play a central role in shaping the culture of the training and competition 
environment. While performance sport requires high standards, challenge, and honest 
feedback, it must also ensure that athletes feel respected, valued, and safe to communicate 
openly. 

To support psychological safety within the Canoeing Ireland Performance Programme, 
coaches are expected to: 

• Communicate openly and respectfully, ensuring feedback focuses on performance 
behaviours rather than personal criticism. 

• Encourage athlete voice, allowing athletes to ask questions, share concerns, and 
contribute to discussions about training, wellbeing, and performance. 

• Respond constructively to mistakes, recognising that learning and adaptation are 
essential parts of performance development. 

• Maintain professional boundaries, ensuring that authority and influence are never 
used to intimidate, humiliate, or silence athletes. 

• Promote a culture of trust and accountability, where concerns can be raised without 
fear of negative consequences for selection or progression. 

• Engage with welfare and safeguarding supports, including the Athlete Support 
Manager and safeguarding structures, when issues affecting athlete wellbeing arise. 



 

Coaches should recognise that psychological safety strengthens athlete development, 
supports effective communication, and ultimately contributes to sustained performance 
outcomes. 

 

3.7: Safeguarding & Welfare Structure and Reporting Flow      

Canoeing Ireland has a structured safeguarding and welfare governance system that ensures 
concerns are handled independently, transparently and fairly. 

 

CANOEING IRELAND  

Safeguarding & Welfare Governance Structure 

 

Independent Investigation Panel 

A majority of panel members shall be independent of Canoeing Ireland and the sport and 
shall have no conflicts of interest. 

Athlete Support 

Athletes may be accompanied by a support person, including a representative of the 
Athletes' Commission, during formal proceedings. 

 

 

 



 

Athlete Support 

 

 

 

 

 

4: GRADUATED ISSUE RESOLUTION FRAMEWORK       

(Adapted from Sport Ireland model) 

The Performance environment can involve intense training, strong personalities, and high 
expectations. In such environments, disagreements or concerns may occasionally arise 
between athletes, coaches, or members of the performance programme. Canoeing Ireland is 
committed to addressing these matters in a constructive, proportionate, and fair manner. 
Wherever possible, issues should first be addressed through open dialogue and informal 
resolution. However, the organisation recognises that some matters require more structured 
intervention to ensure the safety and wellbeing of those involved. The Graduated Issue 
Resolution Framework provides a clear pathway for raising and addressing concerns, 
beginning with informal discussion and progressing to formal procedures where necessary. 
This approach encourages early resolution while ensuring that serious matters are handled 
appropriately and transparently. 



 

Stage 1 – Direct Engagement (Informal) 

Where appropriate and safe: 

Athlete may: 

• Speak directly with Coach or 
Performance Director 

• Clarify misunderstanding 

• Seek constructive dialogue

Purpose: 

• Resolve quickly 

• Maintain relationships 

• Prevent escalation

Stage 2 – Seek Trusted Advice (Informal Support) 

If unsure how to proceed: 

Athlete may: 

• Speak with Athlete Support 
Manager (ASM) 

• Speak with Athlete Representative 

• Seek guidance from a trusted 
advisor 

• Consult Sport Ireland Institute 
service provider 

ASM role at this stage: 

• Listen 

• Provide perspective 

• Clarify options 

• Document concern confidentially 

No formal complaint is initiated unless requested. 

 

Stage 3 – Leadership Acknowledgement 

If issue persists: 

ASM informs: 

• Performance Director or CEO (as appropriate) and acknowledge within 3 working 
days. They may decide to conduct an initial risk assessment and determine the 
appropriate pathway i.e., Informal resolution or a formal investigation 

Leadership must: 

• Acknowledge concern 

• Reassure athlete of protection 
from reprisal 

• Clarify expected behaviours 

This stage remains solution focused. 

 

 

 



 

Stage 4 – Formal Process (Serious Issues) 

Triggered where: 

• Bullying, harassment, 
discrimination 

• Repeated misconduct 

• Abuse of power 

• Safeguarding threshold met 

Then: 

• Formal complaint lodged 

• Independent Investigation Panel 
appointed 

• Disciplinary procedures initiated 

Safety of athlete remains primary consideration. 

 

Stage 5- Disciplinary Outcomes 

Possible sanctions include: 

• No action 

• Written warning 

• Mandatory training 

• Suspension 

• Removal from role 

• Permanent exclusion 

Sanctions will reflect severity, risk, impact, and conduct history. 

 

4.1: Recording and Information Sharing         

All complaints and disciplinary actions must be formally recorded, including names of parties 
involved, details of incidents, actions taken, and appeal outcomes. Confidential information 
will only be shared with individuals who require access to ensure safety and compliance. 

 

4.2: Appeals             

Both complainants and respondents have the right to appeal a disciplinary decision. Appeals 
must be submitted in writing within seven calendar days of receiving the outcome. The 
Appeals Panel will review the appeal and communicate its decision as soon as reasonably 
practicable, normally within 14 calendar days. Where an appeal is deemed admissible, it 
shall be considered by an Appeals Panel whose members have had no prior involvement in 
the original investigation, disciplinary hearing, or decision-making process. 

The Appeals Panel may uphold, vary, or overturn the original decision and its determination 
shall be final within the internal processes of Canoeing Ireland. 

 

 



 

APPEALS GOVERNANCE STRUCTURE & FLOW. 

 
 

 

4.3: Board Oversight           

The Board shall receive anonymised quarterly case reports. The Board shall not intervene in 
operational case decisions. 

 

4.4: Whistleblower Protection          

No individual reporting a concern in good faith shall suffer retaliation. 

 

4.5: Data Retention            

Records shall be securely retained in line with data protection law and safeguarding 
requirements. 

 

 



 

5. ROLE OF SERVICE PROVIDERS IN PERFORMANCE SYSTEM     

Service providers (psychology, S&C, physio, nutrition): 

• Are not mediators in disputes 

• Must encourage athlete to use 
appropriate reporting pathway 

• Must escalate serious concerns to 
ASM or CEO under duty-of-care 
rules 

• Maintain confidentiality within 
professional standards 

If serious issue disclosed: 

1. Encourage athlete to raise issue directly 

2. If support requested, inform Director-level authority 

3. CEO determines next course of action 

 

6. PERFORMANCE PROGRAMME STRUCTURES SUPPORTING WELFARE    

Canoeing Ireland recognises that athlete welfare in a Performance environment is supported 
not only through policy, but through clear structures, defined roles, and accessible support 
systems. The Performance Programme therefore operates within a framework that ensures 
athletes, coaches, and support staff understand where responsibility for welfare sits and 
how support can be accessed when needed. These structures are designed to promote safe, 
respectful and accountable performance environments while providing clear reporting 
pathways and independent oversight where concerns arise. The governance and reporting 
structures outlined below ensure that athlete wellbeing remains an integral part of 
performance delivery while aligning with the wider safeguarding and welfare standards 
required across Irish sport. 

 

6.1 Induction (Mandatory)           

All Performance athletes and staff must receive structured induction covering: 

• Values and culture expectations 

• Reporting pathways 

• Selection processes 

• Appeals procedures 

• Anti-doping responsibilities 

• Athlete agreement obligations 

Induction occurs: 

• On entry to programme 

• At Olympic/Paralympic cycle commencement 

• Following leadership change 

 

 



 

6.2 Athlete Handbook           

Performance athletes will receive a detailed handbook including: 

• Programme expectations 

• Code of conduct 

• Selection policies 

• Appeals mechanism 

• Financial contributions (if any) 

• Benefits of programme 
membership 

• Mental health supports 

• Transition planning

 

6.3 Selection Governance           

Selection policies must: 

• Be published in advance 

• Be approved by HP Committee and 
board 

• Contain appeals mechanisms 

• Clearly define discretionary clauses 

• Provide written feedback on 
request 

Selection decisions must be validated at appropriate governance level. 

 

6.4 Athlete Agreements           

Individual athlete agreements will specify: 

• Performance expectations 

• Code of conduct 

• Financial contributions (if 
applicable) 

• Support entitlements 

• Service access 

• Competition calendar 

• Media and public engagement 
obligations 

Athlete agreements protect both athlete and organisation. 

 

6.5 Athlete Voice Mechanisms          

Canoeing Ireland HP Programme shall include: 

• Athlete representative & Athlete 
Commission.  

• Post-event debriefs processes 

• Annual anonymous survey 

• Direct access to ASM 

• Open access to CEO (where 
necessary) 

 

 



 

6.6 Culture Checks            

Canoeing Ireland may periodically conduct: 

• Anonymous surveys 

• Independent culture reviews 

• Feedback interviews 

• Leadership evaluations 

Where appropriate, external independent oversight may be commissioned. 

 

6.7 Transition & Dual Career Support         

Athletes will be supported in: 

• Education 

• Career planning 

• Retirement transition 

• Maternity and parental planning 
(where applicable) 

Early transition discussions are encouraged and will not automatically impact funding status. 

 

7. ESCALATION TO SPORT IRELAND         

Where serious matters arise and internal resolution fails: 

Canoeing Ireland recognises that Sport Ireland may intervene to protect athletes. 

Failure to evidence meaningful effort to resolve serious issues may result in funding or 
service implications. 

 

8. PERFORMANCE GOVERNANCE ACCOUNTABILITY       

• Performance Director accountable to CEO 

• CEO accountable to Board 

• Board receives anonymised Performance welfare reports 

• ASM independent from selection decision-making 

• Clear separation between safeguarding and performance authority 

 


