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Sport in Society
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League’s support for the anti-homophobia rainbow laces 
campaign
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aSport and event Management, Bournemouth University - talbot campus, poole, UK; bFaculty of Business Law 
and Sport, Winchester University, Winchester, UK; cSchool of Management, University of South Australia, 
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ABSTRACT
This article examines the responses by users of the social media plat-
form, Twitter, to the English Premier League’s (EPL) support, via four 
tweets from their official Twitter account, for the annual Rainbow Laces 
anti-homophobia in football campaign. Locating our analysis within 
the corporate social responsibility (CSR) agenda of the EPL, the four 
tweets received a total of 24,997 ‘likes’, 4,951 retweets, and 1,865 com-
ments. Of those comments directly responding to the campaign and 
wider CSR agenda of the EPL (n = 407), 236 contained supportive com-
ments and 171 contained negative comments. Despite support for the 
Rainbow Laces campaign, the comments also reflected some resistance 
to the overall CSR agenda of the EPL. Here, responses called for a greater 
focus on issues outside of LGBT+, such as mental health and reducing 
the financial burden placed on fans to consume football.

Introduction

A report by the leading equality and inclusion organization in association football (hereafter 
football) in the United Kingdom (UK), Kick It Out (2020), suggested that abuse based on 
sexual orientation was rising. This statement was primarily based on the 117 reports of 
sexual orientation abuse Kick It Out received during the 2019/20 football season (out of 
nearly 33 million fans who attended games during the season – see Statista 2020a). Outside 
of fans attending matches in person, social media platforms have also presented the oppor-
tunity to anonymously direct abuse towards footballers and celebrities associated with 
football, with platforms such as Twitter and Instagram seemingly reticent to personally 
identify those hiding behind a wall of secrecy by using pseudonyms to conceal their true 
identity (Kilvington and Price 2019).

To understand the relationship between lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT+ –  
we use the + to represent all other identities related to sexual orientation and gender identity) 
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individuals and sporting culture, it is first necessary to examine some of the trends which 
have shown increasing tolerance and empathy towards members of LGBT + communities 
(Allen and Leslie 2019; Greenburg and Gaia 2019). Key to this is a shifting of attitudes. In 
the UK, for example, generational changes are evident when comparing the 1987 British 
Social Attitudes Survey which outlined that two-thirds of respondents believed homosex-
uality was wrong, with this reducing to one-fifth in the 2013 survey (Clements and 
Field 2014).

Likewise, in their longitudinal analysis of the British National Survey of Sexual Attitudes 
and Lifestyles, Watt and Elliot (2019) illustrated how one-fifth of respondents viewed same-
sex sex as ‘always wrong’ in 2010, a reduction from half of respondents in the 1990 survey. 
It is impossible to provide the precise locus of this change. It is certainly multi-causal with 
Anderson (2014) suggesting that the decline of homophobia since the early 1990s among 
Anglo-American countries is likely to be heavily influenced by the advancement of the 
internet, and the visibility it gave, chiefly, to gay people. Other variables include a rising 
emphasis on femininity; the influence of the expanding media; the influence of out gay 
men and women; and the prominence afforded to the LGBT + movement.

Globally recognized sports organizations are increasingly promoting and engaging in 
diversity and social inclusion as an important component of their corporate social respon-
sibility (CSR) agenda. According to Anagnostopoulos and Shilbury (2013) and Babiak and 
Wolfe (2009), sports organizations engage in various favorable CSR activities and initiatives 
to maximize their long-term positive impact on society and help demonstrate social respon-
sibility by reflecting their social values, goals, and practices to a wide audience.

Since its inception in 1992, the English Premier League (EPL) has become one of the 
world’s most recognized and popular sporting competitions. Not only has it built significant 
commercial success, but it has also put a focus on its commitment to social responsibility 
given the global audience it has managed to capture. To put this into perspective, research 
conducted by the EPL (Premier League 2019) found that its cumulative global audience for 
all programming was 3.2 billion (a figure that did not include out of home and mobile 
device viewing). Matches were broadcast in 188 of the 193 countries recognized by the 
United Nations, with live coverage reaching 978 million homes across the world.

For Morgan (2013), the global popularity of the EPL to people of all ages and backgrounds 
gives it the ability to engage, inspire, and motivate. Indeed, the CSR strategy of the EPL is 
to use the power of football to develop partnerships both nationally and internationally 
that have a shared value in promoting good causes (such as investing in community and 
charity programs) that result in positive social change, which ultimately will strengthen the 
brand of the EPL and enhance the league’s reputation.

Of particular importance is the engagement in partnerships and networks that assist in 
achieving positive CSR. In terms of LGBT + diversity in English football, partners include 
Football v Homophobia, Stonewall, and the Justin Campaign. One particular partnership 
occurred in November 2018, when the UK-based LGBT + advocacy organization, Stonewall, 
and the EPL joined together to promote the annual Rainbow Laces campaign – an anti-ho-
mophobia campaign showing solidarity with LGBT + people in football and beyond. Having 
initially started out as a campaign to encourage footballers to show their support for 
LGBT + rights by wearing rainbow-colored laces in their boots, it was expanded in 2018 to 
take place over a two-match period using flags, ball plinths, and captain’s armbands deco-
rated with the colors of the LGBT + rainbow flag. As part of this joining of forces, the EPL, 
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via its official Twitter account (followed by 26 million other individual or organizational 
accounts) publicly showed its support of the campaign via four tweets.

One new dimension of CSR is utilizing social media as it allows messages to be conveyed 
by organizations to a more globally dispersed consumer market that results in benefits in 
monetary and non-monetary ways and, in doing so, can strengthen as well as create new 
relationships. For example, in 2018, when the EPL publicly supported the Rainbow Laces 
campaign, it was recorded that there were over 2.65 billion social networking users world-
wide (Statista 2020b). One way that social media has impacted the public specifically is 
through the ability for individuals to consume, debate, and experience sport in many dif-
ferent ways (Litchfield et al. 2016). However, such an approach can also lead to resistance 
and negative commentary.

To date, there has not been any research that examines LGBT + inclusion as expressed 
through the social media accounts of sports organizations like the EPL as part of a social 
responsibility agenda. Instead, Bury (2015) and Magrath and Stott (2019) examined the 
anti-homophobia and sexual orientation inclusion policies by the governing body of the 
English game, the Football Association (FA). To address this shortfall, it is the response by 
users of Twitter to the publication of these four tweets that forms the context for our primary 
research question: What is the reaction by fans when global sports organizations like the 
EPL engage with social issues, such as LGBT+, on social media sites like Twitter?

Shifting perspectives

Sport was historically conceptualized as the training ground where young boys learned to 
demonstrate their masculinity that included bravery, power, sacrifice, chivalry, and stoicism, 
as well as enact an orthodox form of masculinity that included homophobia (Anderson 
2009). This was particularly the case in football where the characteristics of masculinity 
quickly became synonymous with the game and were then subsequently passed through 
generations of boys and men into the twentieth century. As illustrated by Cashmore and 
Cleland (2014, 30):

For boys and men, football became a ‘proving ground’ that gave them a social and physical 
space to construct, express and validate masculine notions of identity and embodiment (par-
ticularly over women). Masculinity during this period (and into more modern times) was 
something to be earned: it had to be achieved through deeds, and physically demanding chal-
lenges such as sporting competitions were ideal.

The relationship between sport, gender, and sexuality began to morph from one of 
near-total exclusion throughout much of the twentieth century into the struggles faced by 
gay men and lesbians from the 1980s (see Griffin 1998; Lenskyj 1986; Messner 1992; Pronger 
1990). Indeed, there are recent studies which indicate a challenging environment for 
LGBT + in a range of sport settings (Denison, Bevan, and Jeanes 2021; Hartmann-Tews, 
Menzel, and Braumüller 2021; Storr et al. 2022). However, there are also studies which have 
indicated a shift from antipathy toward the inclusion and, progressing acceptance, of gay 
and lesbian people in sport. Here, studies increasingly show that people are accepting of 
homosexuality within the broader cultural context of sport and society (Anderson, Magrath, 
and Bullingham 2016; Cashmore and Cleland 2011, 2012; Cleland 2018a; Cleland et al. 
2021; Magrath 2020). For example, studies of male athletes who actually come out (Cleland 
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2014, 2018b; Cleland, Magrath, and Kian 2018; Magrath, Cleland, and Anderson 2017; 
White, Magrath, and Morales 2021) show that they are almost unanimously accepted among 
their teammates, fans, and the wider media.

In many Western countries, international developments have coincided with domestic 
cultural and political change that has advocated for more sexual orientation equality. 
LGBT + groups have increased their positive influence, achieving success as they gain polit-
ical power and establish social change. According to McCormack (2013), LGBT + commu-
nities are represented worldwide through increasing visibility, whereby gay rights are now 
seen as human rights in a large number of countries.

While reflected across many societies, particularly Western Europe and North America, 
such acceptance is not echoed equally globally. For example, countries in Africa, South 
America, and parts of Asia, still promote cultural and legal discrimination toward 
LGBT + people (Moreno et al. 2019). Yet, even in some countries that have the death penalty 
for being gay, attitudes are slowly improving (Pew Research Center 2020). Thus, as we 
discuss below, it is important for governing bodies, professional clubs, and sports organi-
zations such as the EPL to reflect this element of social change as part of its CSR agenda.

Corporate social responsibility in sport

Across the world, sport has the power to unite as well as divide communities. Before the 
1990s, CSR was rarely applied to sport, but as many sports organizations, leagues, and teams 
became more business-like and professionally managed, it has emerged as an important 
feature. Carroll (1991) outlines how CSR comprises four key elements: (1) economic (aiming 
to make a profit); (2) legal (obeying laws and regulations); (3) ethical (conveying social 
norms and expectations); (4) philanthropic (engaging in additional behaviors outside of 
those expected by the organization to improve the quality of life of the community).

As CSR has evolved in the twenty-first century, diversity has been one emerging feature 
where there is a need to consider the interests of different groups and to positively benefit 
them or to minimize the negative impact. These can be more community specific or be 
part of a socially responsible initiative that may be broader in scope. This is reflected by 
Hamil and Morrow (2011, 143) who outline that social activities are increasingly ‘integral 
to an organization’s decision-making and its activities and to delivering on a social contract 
with the rest of society.’

Zeimers et al. (2019) identify three approaches in managing CSR directly in football: 
in-house (activities and initiatives that clubs individually manage); foundation (where foot-
ball authorities, such as national associations, develop policies and collaborations with 
partners on inclusion, such as homophobia, diversity, and refugees); and collaboration 
(where football authorities, such as UEFA, collaborate with partners on various topics 
surrounding inclusion, including LGBT+, homophobia, and racism).

For researchers such as Parry et al. (2021), some sports organizations often highlight a 
commitment to LGBT+, but fail to engage in appropriate action to enforce attitudinal and 
behavioral change. Since the second decade of the twenty-first century, policies have been 
specifically introduced in English football that promote sexual orientation and seek to 
address homophobia. However, as Magrath and Stott (2019) found in their analysis of the 
English FA’s policy on homophobia, statements of support are not always met with any 
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meaningful action. Likewise, in his analysis of the English FA’s Action Plan entitled ‘Opening 
Doors and Joining In’, launched in 2012 and aimed at including LGBT + as well as addressing 
discrimination, Bury (2015, 211) outlined that it created the perception that the organization 
was ‘doing’ something, but was actually a ‘non-performative institutional speech act’.

In her work on how effective diversity policies and practices are in institutions, Ahmed 
(2012) argues that the language used is important and can ultimately have no direct impact 
surrounding any form of actual behavior change. According to Ahmed, the rhetoric is often 
directed towards diversity and inclusivity, yet there is often a lack of meaningful action or 
genuine commitment for change which means it just subsequently becomes a non-perfor-
mative performance – what Parry et al. (2021) refer to as ‘aspirational speech acts’ that are 
an illusion rather than lead to any actual policy implementation. Instead, image management 
and the perception that change will happen becomes a more important message to convey. 
One mechanism in which this can be communicated is on social media, which can instantly 
promote the values of sports organizations to millions of followers. However, according to 
Bury (2015, 218), this may simply ‘cement the perception of inclusion’ rather than lead to 
some form of positive action that ultimately leads to greater equality.

Method

To address our research question, an online analysis was undertaken of the responses in 
English to the four tweets made by the official EPL Twitter account in its support of the 
Rainbow Laces campaign. As our data consisted of archival, publicly expressed sentiment 
(i.e., it is already in the public domain) and because it was obtained in an unobtrusive manner, 
which had no impact on the participants (Parry, Cleland, and Kavanagh 2020), consent was 
not needed, nor sought. As identified by Cleland, Dixon, and Kilvington (2019), studies in 
online environments often allow researchers to collect data with limited participant involve-
ment in the process (see also Kozinets 2015; Townsend and Wallace 2016). However, to 
ensure we followed the ethical guidelines when conducting online research of this nature, 
the names of the accounts that posted comments to one or more of the four tweets have been 
excluded from our presentation of the results. Moreover, no tweets have been included in 
full ‘to minimise the ‘reverse-searchability’ of data’ (Fenton and Parry In Press).

Whereas a primary benefit of our approach is that the participants were not affected by 
any researcher presence, the principal limitations of it are that it is impossible to know if 
the expressed views of participants are representative of their actual beliefs. For example, 
we know little about each participant and we cannot be sure if the (limited) information 
included on their profiles is accurate given that a proportion of Twitter accounts do not 
contain the true identity of users (i.e., their name and a legitimate photograph used on their 
profile page).

The breakdown of responses to the four individual tweets can be found in Table 1. The 
total number of ‘likes’ of the four tweets (n = 24,997) indicated support for the campaign. 
Likewise, the 4,951 retweets amplified the visibility of the campaign by being shared with 
followers who might be unaware of the origins of the initial post (through not directly 
following the EPL’s Twitter account).

In presenting this table we note that the official EPL Twitter account has over 26 million 
followers, thus illustrating how the overall engagement with the four tweets represented a 
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very small proportion of actual followers. However, the numbers are significantly higher 
when compared with the response to tweets in support of other social movements from the 
EPL’s official Twitter page. For example, at the time of writing, a ‘Pinned Tweet’ (a tweet 
that is always located at the top of the profile page of an individual or organizational account) 
in support of an anti-racism campaign in football had 2,800 ‘likes’, 394 retweets, and 132 
comments.

With regards to our analysis of the 1,865 qualitative comments, different stages of induc-
tive coding were employed. We started by copying the comments into a document exactly 
as the tweeter had written them and we did not grammatically change them in any way. At 
the first stage of analysis, 1,458 comments were disregarded using open coding as ‘not 
relevant’ to the focus of this study because they made no mention of the campaign nor 
responded to the CSR agenda of the EPL. This included comments such as ‘that’ll learn ‘em, 
Karen’, and ‘cancel the Prem’. In addition, a small number of tweets (n = 18) were deleted by 
Twitter for not adhering to its policies when posting comments. Without knowing the exact 
detail of such comments, it is difficult to judge whether they all contained homophobia or 
contravened Twitter’s policy in another way.

This left 407 comments for further analysis which eventually resulted in 236 being 
interpreted as supportive of the campaign or CSR agenda of the EPL and 171 comments 
as negative. If the tweets had homophobic intent (to examine for this we followed the ICE 
– intent-content-effect – matrix devised by McCormack, Wignall, and Morris 2016), or 
were critical of the wider CSR agenda of the EPL, they were subsequently located in the 
‘negative’ category. By way of illustration, this included tweets such as ‘say no to LGBT’, 
‘sickening, misguided campaign’, and ‘LGBT is not a human right. It is a disease and don’t 
campaign for something wrong like this’. Comments that were located in the ‘supportive’ 
category illustrated something positive towards the EPL’s support of the campaign or the 
wider CSR agenda and included tweets such as ‘the world needs more campaigns like this’.

Following this process, we then engaged in thematic analysis to start identifying patterns 
and commonalities within the narrative of the comments chosen for further analysis 
(Bryman 2015). After going through various stages of coding, the process of interpretation 
and verification eventually resulted in the emergence of four recurring themes that we 
expand on below: (1) minimizing the importance of LGBT + rights in society; (2) financial 
motivations behind support of the Rainbow Laces campaign; (3) the significance of country 
and religion; and (4) concerns for the mental health of the LGBT + community.

Table 1. epL tweets and the response by users on twitter.
tweets Likes retweets comments

clubs and communities are stronger when everyone feels 
welcome, and it’s down to all of us to make that happen. 
the premier League stands proudly alongside @
stonewalluk in promoting equality and diversity  
http://preml.ge/rainbowLaces. #rainbowLaces

17,194 3,427 1,100

this is everyone’s game. We are supporting the 
#rainbowLaces campaign this weekend

2,135 510 150

the premier League will be celebrating @StonewallUK’s 
#rainbowLaces campaign in a show of support for all 
LGBt people in football and beyond preml.ge/ZtZqtt

2,313 557 257

premier League clubs support #rainbowLaces 3,355 457 358

TOTAL 24,997 4,951 1,865

http://preml.ge/RainbowLaces
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Minimizing the importance of LGBT + rights in society

As we highlight above, across the comments were specific examples of support as well as 
resistance to the EPL’s promotion of the Rainbow Laces campaign. Although people from 
most western cultures accept and support anti-discrimination efforts and attitudes towards 
LGBT + communities, there are still some who choose to spread negativity. By creating a 
Twitter account and ‘tweeting’, people can voice their own thoughts and opinions for wider 
public consumption. For some individuals, the ability to create an anonymous account has 
emboldened them to comment negatively towards people or certain groups or communities 
without being held personally accountable (Parry, Cleland, and Kavanagh 2020). This is 
often referred to as ‘cyberbullying’ (Kowalski and Limber 2013) or ‘trolling’ (Cashmore, 
Cleland, and Dixon 2018).

A prominent theme of comments surrounded the intention of Twitter users to deflect 
attention and discussion away from the EPL’s focus on the Rainbow Laces campaign as part 
of its CSR agenda. Such interactions adopted language that questioned the relevance of the 
campaign to football, sought to minimize the purpose of the campaign, and/or reduced the 
significance of the issue of LGBT + rights. For example, some comments outlined that there 
are more important things in society that need to be addressed ahead of LGBT + rights, 
including, ‘I’d rather you [EPL] support climate change if you must support something’, and 
‘Why don’t you support children at war or children with cancer instead?’ Some of the reasons 
behind comments like this could be reflective of a general apathy towards LGBT + inclusion 
or evidence of more silent support (as seen through the number of likes and retweets of the 
four tweets) given it has been a topic of social debate for a period of time and legislative 
changes across most Western societies have advocated for greater LGBT + equality through 
examples such as same-sex marriage and adoption rights.

Within a proportion of comments, other issues including gender equality, racism, polit-
ical agendas, and social standing were also a prominent point of discussion. For example, 
comments such as ‘when is it racism day?’, suggest that, for some respondents, this topic 
should be more of a focus rather than LGBT + rights. Indeed, research in many areas of 
male football in the UK is finding a more inclusive space surrounding sexuality and could 
be one reason why responses to the four tweets made by the EPL tended to address other 
areas of social importance rather than resist campaigns seeking to promote LGBT + issues 
in football. For example, Magrath’s analysis of academy players (2017) and football fans use 
of homosexually-themed epithets (2018) found a changing culture towards the use of 
homophobic language (see also Cleland et al. 2021). Likewise, Cashmore and Cleland (2011, 
2012) analysis of 3,500 football fans from across the world found that 93% would support 
a gay player on their team. Cleland (2014) has also found support within the wider media 
regarding players who come out and across fan message boards with regards to the presence 
of gay male players in the professional game (Cleland 2015).

Financial motives of the EPL in supporting the campaign

Another recurring theme concerned comments that collectively questioned the motivation 
of the EPL in supporting LGBT + rights through accusations that support for the Rainbow 
Laces campaign was financially motivated. Comments such as ‘the Premier League stands 
for money makers – the fans do not matter one jot’, and ‘well yeah, but they help line the 
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pockets of the Premier League executives so no one gives a shite about them’, identify that 
by showing support for marginalized groups, such as LGBT + communities, the EPL is able 
to increase ticket and merchandise sales, which would increase demand for the product on 
offer and boost the economic element of its approach to engaging in different CSR activities 
(Carroll 1991).

According to Cunningham (2015), when sporting organizations actively include 
LGBT + communities, a customer might be more positively inclined towards what impact 
the organization is trying to achieve with its position on certain social issues. In this way, 
for respondents such as those referenced above, there were questions as to whether the 
intentions of the EPL are to genuinely support LGBT + communities through the Rainbow 
Laces campaign or whether it is just another way for them to increase their financial wealth 
by improving their following via a new market segment as part of its wider CSR agenda.

As referred to by Herring (2009), one of the benefits to organizations of engaging in 
diversity is increased revenue and a wider consumer base with which to engage in the future. 
For example, it has been noted that the LGBT + community prefers to buy brands which 
have been directly marketed to them (Kates 2000). By supporting the Rainbow Laces cam-
paign, the EPL has enhanced its image of being socially responsible by promoting it on 
social media platforms, such as Twitter, as well as receiving positive coverage from other 
media platforms surrounding its stance on the issue. Yet, comments such as ‘football only 
cares about money!!! That’s why Russia who don’t recognise same sex marriage were given 
the World Cup in 2018 and 2022 Qatar who prison people for being gay’, further question 
the authenticity of campaigns by organizations to support LGBT + rights in football.

In her analysis of social media usage by national governing bodies in the United States, 
Eagleman (2013) found that it was being used more for public relations and communi-
cations, rather than for marketing purposes. However, Storr (2021, 417) argues that sports 
organizations engagement with LGBT + inclusivity is ‘actively managed to protect the 
brand and image of the organization, benefiting from the pink dollar and associated 
rainbow merchandise.’ Some respondents to the four tweets shared similar thoughts by 
arguing how the EPL had simply capitalized on increased media interest given the focus 
of the Rainbow Laces initiative in English football. As one comment stated: ‘you [the 
EPL] have priced the majority of people out of going to games. LGBT fans are welcome 
as long as you’re rich should be the message’, whilst another illustrated: ‘You [the EPL] 
seem to have hoodwinked a lot of people with this sort of cynical, PR driven, good cause 
bandwagon jumping. Those with more sense know you actually care about nothing 
but £££’.

The significance of religion and culture

Reference to religion was another recurring theme amongst the comments, with some 
responses such as, ‘What is point of supporting LGBT. It’s the great gate to hell and HIV’, 
and ‘No to LGBT…Leviticus 18:22. Do not lie with a man as one lies with a woman; that is 
detestable’. Comments like this illustrate how LGBT + communities continue to face dis-
crimination due to a strong correlation between religiosity and negative attitudes towards 
homosexuality (Campbell, Hinton, and Anderson 2019; Gibbs and Goldbach 2015). In 
doing so, it continues to result in prejudice towards and oppression of sexual minority 
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groups (Pietkiewicz and Kotodziejczyk-Skrzypek 2016). A further example of this reli-
gion-based negativity can be seen through comments like, ‘Saying that homosexuality is 
sinful is not phobic, it’s the biblical truth’, where religious beliefs were again used as a jus-
tification for more orthodox views of sexuality. Indeed, Hoffarth, Hodson, and Molnar 
(2018) confirm that opponents to homosexuality and LGBT + rights often justify their views 
on the basis that it is immoral or sinful and argue that it is against their religious beliefs.

More broadly, sport is a platform where discrimination of this nature occurs. Thus, there 
is a correlation between religion and culture and, as Achim et al. (2019) confirm, the cultural 
imprint of a country can often be seen as religious proxy for more orthodox views. For 
example, some comments identified cultural differences in the acceptance of LGBT + rights, 
including responses such as: ‘Queue [sic] angry people from Africa and the Middle East’, 
and ‘Awaiting the response from people from outside the UK’. Indeed, further analysis of 
tweets under this theme did reveal that when geographical location was mentioned, it was 
common for posters to come from overseas countries. Thus, whilst the EPL has become a 
globally recognized brand with followers from around the world, such expansion into dif-
ferent social and cultural locations can cause issues when the EPL supports campaigns that 
are in opposition to the dominant beliefs and cultural norms of other countries (Moreno 
et al. 2019).

The different views expressed regarding the EPL’s Rainbow Laces campaign are indicative 
of the varying progress of LGBT + rights around the world. Homophobia remains a per-
suasive phenomenon in some countries and LGBT + people face societal and physical vio-
lence that states often ignore, while in other countries homosexuality remains criminalized 
(Frary 2019; Lee and Ostergard 2017; Janssen and Scheepers 2019). Indeed, other comments 
identified African and Middle Eastern countries, in particular, containing laws, political 
stances, and societal views that do not correlate with Westernized views on LGBT + com-
munities. For example, one comment referred to, ‘it’s all dirty foreign men who are hating 
this’, whilst another highlighted the contradiction between the EPL’s support and (assumed) 
attitudes from some EPL club owners:

The champions of 2017/18, Man City, are owned by a company [Abu Dhabi United Group] 
who are based in a country [Abu Dhabi] where punishments for being LGBT range from jail 
time, floggings, beatings, torture, death, fines and deportation if you are a non-citizen.

Pointing to more equality and inclusivity, as well as those comments we present above, 
other comments were critical towards those nations and cultures not accepting of same-sex 
relations. For example, one comment stated: ‘try pulling this in east Africa they’ll hang you 
with them’, whilst another response consisted of, ‘uh oh, here come the angry arabs and 
africans’.

Concern for the mental health of the LGBT + community

The final recurring theme consisted of comments which collectively raised the issue that 
discrimination towards LGBT + communities causes increased mental health problems. 
According to Baker (2020), over 2.1 million adults and 0.6 million children accessed the 
NHS mental health services during the 2018–19 financial year in the UK. Mental health 
amongst the global population has become an increasingly larger topic of relevance as the 
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number of people suffering from anxiety, depression, and suicidal feelings has grown expo-
nentially. Of particular significance is how discrimination and social exclusion are contrib-
utors to mental health differences associated with gender identities and minority sexual 
orientations (Steele et al. 2017). Some of the comments reflected an awareness of this issue, 
such as: ‘LGBT people are significantly more likely to be affected by depression and suicide. 
So, this Is a REAL issue’, and ‘I would point out that suicide/depression occurs higher in 
the LGBT community’.

Barringer and Gay (2017) outline how poor mental health and lower levels of subjective 
wellbeing are common amongst sexual and gender minorities, as they are more susceptible 
to prejudice and discrimination. Indeed, comments identifying the increased risk of suicide 
for males such as, ‘Young gay men are amongst the highest risk of suicide’, continue to 
highlight the importance of avoiding stereotyping in sports such as football that have typ-
ically been thought of comprising a heterosexual culture (Anderson 2009; Cashmore and 
Cleland 2014). Thus, even though there is evidence that suggests greater inclusive views 
towards sexual orientation and homophobia in men’s professional football in the UK (see 
Cashmore and Cleland 2011, 2012; Cleland 2014, 2015, 2018a; Cleland, Magrath, and Kian 
2018, Cleland et al. 2021; Magrath 2017, 2018, 2020; Magrath, Cleland, and Anderson 2017), 
mental health concerns remain not only a significant issue within the LGBT + community, 
but also across society more broadly.

Other comments suggested that, to some extent, mental health is a more important 
societal issue than the Rainbow Laces campaign and LGBT + rights. As such, although 
tweets did not always reflect negatively on the campaign, they used the platform being 
offered by the EPL to prioritize the importance of mental health. Ironically, comments 
claiming that mental health issues are worthy of more consideration than LGBT + rights 
may potentially further impact negatively on the mental health of LGBT + fans. For example, 
research by Sowe, Taylor, and Brown (2017) outlines how higher levels of anxiety, stress, 
and shame are predicted to be higher when there is greater exposure to anti-gay prejudice, 
as well as also facing an increase in instances of physical and verbal abuse.

Conclusion

It is easy to get caught up in headline stories, such as when a professional athlete makes a 
homophobic comment (Thompson and Muller 2021), or when a small group of fans chant 
homophobic abuse (Cleland et al. 2021; Magrath 2018). It is even easier to over-generalize 
antipathy toward LGBT + people from a few to the whole when there are no openly gay, 
bisexual, or transgender males playing in the professional ranks of the EPL (or in the major 
professional football leagues across the world more broadly). In addressing the cultural 
environment of football from a different perspective in this article, we analyzed responses 
to four tweets from the official EPL Twitter account that helped publicize the importance 
of the Rainbow Laces campaign as part of its agenda to be more socially responsible as a 
globally recognized sports organization.

The findings illustrate that of the 26 million followers of the EPL’s official Twitter account, 
collectively, there was very little engagement, but among those who responded to one or 
all of the tweets, the number of likes and retweets demonstrated support for the campaign. 
However, the lack of engagement with the tweets in-themselves indicates at least a general 
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apathy from the vast majority of followers of the EPL’s official Twitter account. While we 
cannot say this with statistical confidence because we do not know what percent of followers 
actually read the tweets, we do note that this response rate (judged by ‘likes’, retweets, and 
comments) was higher than for the promotion of other social movements by the EPL’s 
official Twitter account, such as those surrounding anti-racism campaigns in English 
football.

Of the 407 comments selected for further analysis, a number of key themes emerged 
regarding the CSR agenda of the EPL. First, a proportion of comments sought to deflect 
attention away from the Rainbow Laces campaign, by minimizing its importance and sig-
nificance. In this instance, it was common for tweets to propose a variety of social movement 
campaigns that the EPL should support as part of its CSR agenda. We believe it is significant 
that despite this, it was not out of antipathy towards LGBT + people. Instead, sexual orien-
tation equality is now more normalized than at any previous time in most Western countries. 
This is despite the fact that the globalization of the EPL includes countries that still dis-
criminate against LGBT + people on religious and cultural grounds. However, this process 
also results in tension between two cultures at opposing spectrums with social media a 
vehicle where these tensions are increasingly played out.

Some of the comments that questioned the CSR agenda of the EPL argued that it was 
only supporting the Rainbow Laces campaign for commercial reasons. This view may not 
be entirely misplaced as it has recently been shown that sporting organizations make use 
of social media to convey their support for social movements but frequently fail to provide 
direct evidence of actions in support of these movements (Parry et al. 2021; Storr et al. 
2022). Of collective importance amongst the comments was also concerns surrounding 
mental health awareness, with respondents often claiming that this topic should be the 
focus for a CSR campaign rather than LGBT + rights. However, other comments also dis-
played an awareness of the poor mental health and lower levels of subjective wellbeing for 
sexual and gender minorities.

Out of the 171 overtly negative comments in response to one of the four tweets, the low 
number of discriminatory comments towards the LGBT + community is noteworthy for 
two reasons. First, given that Twitter offers its users anonymity in being able to hide their 
true identity when creating an account, there were very few individuals that used it to be 
abusive towards the LGBT + community. Instead, as we outline above, these tended to be 
more critical of the wider CSR agenda of the EPL. Second, there is a danger in focusing on 
a small number of cases of discrimination and missing the broader picture of support for 
not only LGBT + rights amongst wider society, but also within sport. While we acknowledge 
the criticism Parry et al. (2021) levied towards sporting organizations taking to social media 
to claim their support for social movements, it does provide further evidence of the progress 
of gender and sexual minorities within the culture of sport.

This study is, of course, not without limitations. Only those posts in English were ana-
lyzed and the focus was solely on the four posts made by the EPL’s official Twitter account. 
Thus, we acknowledge that this is not a representative analysis of the EPL’s support of 
LGBT + and only addresses a small minority of fan opinions of the CSR agenda of the EPL. 
Instead, we have provided a starting point for future research to advance this knowledge 
base further given the increasing opportunities to use the internet, including social media, 
to examine the extent of social change taking place as the channels with which sports 
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organizations can communicate their CSR agenda continue to expand and become multi-
faceted in how they are being consumed by fans from all over the world.
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