

SUMMARY OF RESULTS FROM TOPFAN PHASE 1

· 93% Of fans think there is no place for homophobia in football 

· 7% Think that football is no place for gays

· 60% Want gay players to “be brave” and come out, but …
· 40% Don’t want gay players to come out, mainly because it’s a private matter and straight players don’t have to declare their sexual preferences 
· 90%+ Think the only thing that matters in football is how the player plays ... not his sexual preferences 
· 80%+ Think Max Clifford, who said football is stuck in the “dark ages” is part of the problem not the solution 
· 60%+ Disagree with Gordon Taylor’s “cowardly” decision not to support an anti-homophobia campaign.
· Fans believe gay players choose not to come out to protect their commercial value, not because they fear the reaction of fans or teammates. 

· Many fans see parallels between black players in the 1970s/80s and gay players today.
So far, nearly 2,000 fans, players, managers, coaches and referees have participated in the research, which continues at www.topfan.co.uk 
ELLIS CASHMORE IS PROFESSOR OF CULTURE, MEDIA AND SPORT, AND JAMIE CLELAND IS SENIOR LECTURER IN SOCIOLOGY. THEY ARE THE RESEARCHERS BEHIND THE TOPFAN SURVEY. HERE THEY DISCUSS THE RESULTS OF PHASE 1 OF THE RESEARCH

Jamie Cleland:  How would you sum up the overall findings of the research so far?
Ellis Cashmore:  Well, apart from the number of responses in such a short period of time (3 weeks), the big surprise is the vigorous rejection of homophobia from fans across the world. 
JC:  Why is this a surprise? Surely not everyone thought fans were opposed to gay players?
EC:  Of course not. But it’s a surprise because two events in recent months have characterized football culture as homophobic. 
JC:  You’re referring to Gordon Taylor’s refusal to support the anti-homophobia campaign and Max Clifford’s description of football as stuck in the “dark ages,” I presume.
EC: Exactly. I think they created an image of football culture as mired in bigotry and ignorance. The implication was that, if there were gay players in professional football, they were scared to come out for fear of a hostile reaction from the fans.

JC: That’s anything but the case though. So far, the responses to the survey suggest that over 9 out 10 football fans think there’s no place for homophobia in football.

EC: And many thought that Clifford’s comments and Taylor’s decision were extremely unhelpful. Clifford, in particular, was singled out by fans for some vitriolic treatment. Taylor’s refusal to join the anti-homophobia campaign was seen as cowardly.

JC:  Many fans wanted more honesty from players in the sense that they would prefer it if gay players came out, while others thought they had no reason to declare their sexual preferences.

EC:  Yes, there was a very strong argument from the fans about performance on the field of play. As far as they’re concerned, this is the only thing that matters. If a footballer plays well, that’s the only thing that counts.

JC:  This leads me to the next point: many fans saw parallels between the predicament of gay players today and that of black players in the 1970s and 1980s. The difference is obvious, of course:  black players couldn’t disguise their ethnicity.

EC:  I conducted research on black players in the early 1980s, so I remember the situation very clearly. Fans abused black players with racist chanting, monkey noises and pelted them with bananas. I actually interviewed the late Justin Fashanu before he came out. He had to put up with enough racial abuse in the 1980s:  the last thing he needed was more. So when he came out, he feared the worst. But in fact the worst abuse arguably came from the media.

JC:  That’s interesting because many of the participants in the first phase of the survey reckoned that gay players are intimidated by the media rather than fans, other players or managers and coaches. Do you think they have a point?

EC: You’re right: fans blame the media for keeping gay players in the closet, so to speak. Many think the response of personnel at the club would probably be supportive, though by no means all fans thought other players would accept gay teammates. Some thought other players would turn sharply against them. Some thought managers would transfer them.

JC:  So how do fans explain the fact that there is already homophobic abuse directed at some players? I mean, surely it would be horrendous for any player brave enough to come out.

EC:  They make the distinction between “stick” and actual homophobic abuse. Players on opposing teams get stick, whoever they are: fans do their utmost to wind rivals up and they’ll use the most insulting language they can. Outsiders who don’t go to football will probably find the language seriously unpleasant, if not downright vile. But that’s football:  the language you’ll hear at a football match is colourful, to say the least. It’s always been that way.

JC:  So what you’re saying is that fans will berate a rival player by using abusive language and this includes slang terms for gays that are clearly offensive. But they are not being homophobic? That doesn’t make sense.

EC: Well, it makes sense for fans. They say they are using the terms just as a way of putting the player off and not necessarily meaning that they think homosexuality is wrong. I mean: they reserve this for opposition players. You’ll never hear supporters hurling abuse at their own players. 

JC:  One of the themes of the first phase was the suspicion among fans that many players who are gay and would like to come out are prevented from doing so by market forces. Can you expand on this?

EC:  Yes, you’re right. One fan put it bluntly when he said players don’t want to risk their “brand” by declaring their sexual preferences. It’s a powerful argument, but it opens up a question:  would it actually hurt a professional footballer if it were known that he was gay?

JC: It hasn’t hurt showbusiness performers, has it?

EC:  No. Nor politicians, for that matter. 

