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A statement from Athlete Ally on the future of women’s sport,  

co-authored by affiliated academics and endorsed by leading scholars in the 
fields of Kinesiology, Law and Policy, and Gender Studies 

 
The Future of Women’s Sports Includes Transgender Women and Girls 

 
“We can’t make demands for a false sense of fairness while ignoring the actual needs of 
women and girls.” - Megan Rapinoe, two-time World Cup Champion and Co-Captain of 

the US Women’s National Soccer Team 
 
 
As advocates and scholars dedicated to advancing equality for women and girls in 
sport, we believe in the power of sport to empower all people—and to change the world 
by doing so. Exclusion and restrictions for transgender1 athletes undermine this cause. 
 
Transgender athletes are not and have never been a threat to women’s sport. 
 
Many scholars and women’s organizations—including the Women’s Sports Foundation, 
the Tucker Center for Girls & Women in Sport, and the International Working Group on 
Girls and Women in Sport—have conducted extensive research into the issues women 
and girls in sport are confronting over the last 50 years. Women and girls continue to 
face unequal opportunities, inequitable funding, pay inequities, uneven media coverage 
driven by gender stereotypes, a lack of sponsorship opportunities, higher rates of sexual 
harassment and abuse, and incomplete implementation of Title IX in sport.2 The 
consensus among scholars from multiple disciplines, including human biology, 
kinesiology, law and policy, and gender studies, is clear: the future of sports for women 
and girls includes both transgender and cisgender women and girls.  
 
This document utilizes a close reading of peer-reviewed, credible sources to better 
understand trans athletes, to dispel misinformation about trans athletes that has spread 
in recent media and political debates, to outline critical legal and policy discussions 
about trans athletes, and to highlight why access to sport matters for everyone. 
 
The real meaning behind “Protecting Women’s Sports”. 
 
There is a robust and longstanding record of work on the part of countless advocates 
and professionals, inside and outside of sport, to protect and defend women’s sports by 
fighting for athletic opportunities, combating sexual assault, campaigning for quality 
media coverage, and demanding representation in leadership positions. 
 
In the past few years, spurious concerns around “protecting women’s sports” have been 
amplified. Meanwhile, little attention has been given to the documented and critical 
issues facing women in sport. The idea that women’s sport needs protecting has 
become a vehicle expressly geared to excluding trans women and girls from sports.3 
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Who is leading this “protect women’s sports” call to action?  
 
Trans youth are the most recent focus of a political agenda that positions trans people—
especially trans women and girls—as a threat. Recently, anti-LGBTQ+ groups and 
lawmakers have targeted the rights of trans people in multiple realms, including sports.4   
 
In the UK and US, attempts to frame trans athletes as a threat have been spearheaded 
by a handful of sports organizations led primarily by cisgender women who speak to the 
media at conferences and provide legislative testimony in support of banning or 
restricting the access of transgender people to sports. Behind the scenes, some of 
these organizations are supported by anti-LGBTQ+ conservative political organizations 
like the Alliance Defending Freedom (which the Southern Poverty Law Center classifies 
as a hate group5) and the Heritage Foundation. The rhetoric of groups that position 
themselves as being more moderate—such as the Women’s Sport Policy Working 
Group—is also widely applied in polemical attacks openly targeting trans youth.  
 
The Alliance Defending Freedom filed a lawsuit in 2020 that contested the eligibility of 
two Black, trans girls who compete in high school track.6 In addition to illustrating the 
central role of anti-LGBTQ+ groups to the movement against trans athletes, the suit 
highlights the role of race in anti-trans politics. It follows a historic and racist pattern of 
targeting athletes of color who do not conform to white, western expectations of 
femininity. Narratives about protecting women’s sports have been tied to narratives 
against women of color who excel athletically, both in this case and within elite sports.7 
State-sanctioned restrictions on trans women and girls in sports began in earnest when 
Idaho passed H.B. 500, the “Fairness in Women's Sports Act,” in 2020. In 2021, 
legislators proposed 150 laws that target trans youth in sport and advanced restrictions 
on gender-affirming health care and access to public restrooms across thirty-six state 
legislatures.8 Multiple bills called for invasive medical examinations for children whose 
gender is called into question. Although there was a sharp uptick in attention to trans 
athletes in right-wing media,9 when the Associated Press interviewed lawmakers 
responsible for sponsoring recent legislation, none could identify specific instances of 
conflict over the participation of transgender athletes in their state.10 Still, as of June 18, 
2021, nine additional laws have been signed or passed as Executive Order.  
 
The proliferation of anti-trans messaging and bills starkly counters public opinion.11 
Recent, nationwide representative opinion polls find that 67% of American adults 
oppose laws to ban transgender students from joining teams that match their gender 
identity.12 This opposition runs across political party lines with over 70% of Republicans 
and 75% of Democrats indicating their disapproval of legislation targeting trans 
athletes.13 Moreover, roughly half of Americans affirmatively support the right of 
transgender athletes to participate on youth teams that match their gender identity. 
 
Access to sport participation is important—for everyone. 
 
Sport imparts numerous social, physical, and mental health benefits, across all ages but 
particularly during the peak development years of childhood and young adulthood.14 
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Nearly 7 in 10 people in the United States between the ages of 6-12 participate in some 
form of athletics.15 Sport can help young people develop critical life skills such as 
communication, teamwork, and leadership, while providing them a community of peers 
with whom to connect and develop positive relationships.16 Girls who have access to 
sport consistently report better grades, better health, higher self-esteem, fewer risky 
behaviors, and a stronger belief in their abilities and competencies.17  
 
Sport participation can also build cohesion across different social groups by increasing 
knowledge and understanding.18 Interpersonal relationships among cisgender and 
transgender young people can engender empathy and acceptance. Meaningful 
personal interactions with transgender people, like those fostered on athletic teams, can 
increase awareness about the lived experiences of transgender people and significantly 
reduce prejudice, exclusionary attitudes, and transphobia among cisgender people.19 
 
Access to sport participation is critical for transgender youth. 
 
Many transgender youth face an uphill battle in almost every part of their lives. Nearly 
85% feel unsafe at school and 70% report avoiding bathrooms at school altogether.20 
Transgender young people are more likely to be the target of violence and harassment 
than their cisgender peers and nearly half of transgender youth attempt suicide.21  
 
Sport can be a powerful tool for fighting depression, building community, and cultivating 
lasting self-confidence. Trans young people—like all people—deserve access to the 
support, care, and sense of belonging sport can create. Yet trans youth report 
significantly lower rates of sport participation than their cisgender peers.22 Despite most 
trans youth wanting to participate in physical activity, numerous barriers such as 
misinformed physical education teachers, social constraints around being out, and 
processes like registering for sports, complicate or prevent trans participation in sport.23 
 
Low participation rates for trans youth are especially troubling given research that 
indicate youth who participate in sport often have higher academic performance and 
lower rates of depression than those who do not.24 Though 81.7% of trans youth would 
like to exercise more, they commonly report feeling hindered by fear of exercising in 
public and/or logistical constraints, such as financial limitations.25 
 
Transgender and nonbinary youth who have access to a gender-affirming space at 
school, like a sports team, are 25% less likely to report a suicide attempt within a year.26 
 
U.S. federal and state legal protections for transgender inclusion matter. 
 
Major legal victories concerning the rights of trans people at work and at school have 
been won by those who argue for inclusion. Civil rights law under Title IX of the 
Education Amendments of 1972 forbids sex discrimination and ensures fairness of 
access for students in any educational program or activity that receives federal 
funding.27 In nearly every K-12 school, college, and university across the United States, 
students are protected from exclusion on the basis of sex—including on athletic teams.  
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Seventeen states protect trans students from gender identity discrimination at school.28 
In these states, athletes cannot be denied opportunities to try out for the team that 
aligns with their gender identity.  
 
Gender identity protections at the national level are less straightforward. On one hand, 
the U.S. Congress has not passed a law to create such protections for students at 
school. On the other, congressional lawmaking is not the only way that legal protections 
are secured; courts and federal agencies play important roles in codifying or overturning 
policies. Key mandates have been established through judicial and official agencies.  
 
Several recent cases have evaluated existing laws that prohibit sex discrimination, 
including Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 (a federal law that outlaws workplace 
discrimination) and Title IX. In 2020, the U.S. Supreme Court announced a landmark 
ruling in Bostock v. Clayton County.29 The Court held that existing sex discrimination 
law protects gay and trans employees. The implications of this ruling – that 
discrimination based on gender identity is a form of sex discrimination outlawed under 
federal law – are critically important for the future of transgender inclusion in sport. 
 
Two federal appellate courts ruled in 2020 that Title IX protects trans students from 
discrimination in school restrooms and locker rooms.30 Shortly after assuming office, 
President Biden issued Executive Order 13988 requiring all federal agencies charged 
with implementing civil rights laws to review current policies and to ensure they are in 
compliance with the U.S. Supreme Court decision in Bostock v. Clayton County.31 In 
June, the U.S. Department of Education issued its policy response stating that gender 
identity discrimination is a form of sex discrimination under Title IX, and that the 
decision in Bostock applies to Title IX’s prohibition of discrimination at school.32 
 
As it stands, schools are allowed to host separate teams for girls and boys but recent 
federal guidance indicates schools cannot deny trans athletes opportunities that are 
available to their peers, including trying out for a team that matches their gender 
identity. Denying the use of restrooms or locker rooms or the opportunity participate on 
teams that align with their identity comes with mental and physical health risks for trans 
youth.33 Educational programming, including athletics, must be available to all students. 
 
Women’s rights advocates and athletes support transgender inclusion in sport.  
 
An overwhelming number of women’s rights and gender justice organizations have 
stated that policing gender harms all women and girls. The growing list includes: 

● American Association of University Women 
● Black Women’s Health Imperative  
● Center for American Progress 
● National Center for Lesbian Rights 
● National Council of Jewish Women 
● National Organization for Women 
● Planned Parenthood Federation of America 
● Women’s Sports Foundation 
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These groups have worked ceaselessly to protect girls’ and women’s rights. They’ve 
joined forces with over 80 groups to affirm:  

 
Girls and women who are transgender should have the same opportunities as 
girls and women who are cisgender to enjoy the … benefits of sports, such as 
higher grades, higher graduation rates, and improved psychological well-being.34 

  
In 2020, advocacy groups denounced the onslaught of state-level legislation designed 
to discriminate against trans youth. According to the National Women’s Law Center: 
  

Given the many forms of violence and prejudice trans kids already face at school, 
banning trans girls from participation further tilts the scales against them while 
doing nothing to solve the genuine problems facing girls’ athletics programs. In 
fact, many of these laws would subject all girl athletes to invasive medical 
examinations—all in the name of policing the bodies of transgender students and 
any girl who doesn’t conform to their school’s stereotypes of femininity.35  

  
The ACLU maintains that “politicians who introduce these anti-trans bills are not 
concerned with the integrity of girls’ athletics … We must see these efforts for what they 
are: fear mongering intended to push transgender and nonbinary people out of public 
spaces.”36 Ultimately, as the Women’s Sports Foundation reminds us: 
 

Sport can help break down barriers, create understanding and provide a place to 
belong. It is the power of sport that spurs our mission for all girls and women to 
have equal access and opportunity to play, regardless of their race, ethnicity, 
gender identity or expression, sexual orientation, ability, ZIP code or family 
income. We believe humanity wins when all girls and women, including 
transgender girls and women, have the opportunity to play.37 

 

High profile women athletes across the country are vocal supporters of trans inclusion in 
sports. United States Women’s National Team star Megan Rapinoe, former World No. 1 
tennis player Billie Jean King, and decorated professional basketball player, Candace 
Parker, joined nearly 200 other professional, Olympic, and National Collegiate Athletic 
Association (NCAA) women athletes in an amicus brief supporting trans youth in sport.38  
 
Close to 1,000 NCAA student-athletes mobilized to send two letters in support of trans 
athletes, calling on the NCAA to move championships out of states that passed athlete 
bans.39 WNBA players Sue Bird and Natasha Cloud, WNBA Minnesota Lynx coach 
Cheryl Reeve, USWNT member Ali Krieger, U.S. Paralympian Alana Nichols, and 
dozens of additional athletes signed on to a similar letter to the NCAA last year.40   
In the words of King: “There is no place in any sport for discrimination of any kind. I’m 
proud to support all transgender athletes who simply want the access and opportunity to 
compete in the sport they love. The global athletic community grows stronger when we 
welcome and champion all athletes – including LGBTQI+ athletes.”41 Women athletes, 
like advocacy groups, have a clear message: we support and welcome transgender 
women and girls in all areas of life, including on our sports teams.  
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Women’s sports have a history of including transgender athletes. 
 
Trans athletes’ participation in sport is not new. Sport governing bodies have 
successfully negotiated trans inclusion at all levels of sport for decades. The 
International Olympic Committee has allowed trans athletes to compete since 2003 and 
not a single athlete, in over 54,000 Olympians, has been openly trans. The 2021 Games 
are poised to have the first trans athletes—Laurel Hubbard, a weightlifter from New 
Zealand; Chelsea Wolfe, a freestyle BMX rider, and a few others depending on the 
outcome of the Olympic Trials.42 The NCAA has had similar guidelines since 2011.43  
 
Though sport governing bodies have guidelines about trans athletes that require varying 
levels of medical interventions, from mandated surgery to specific hormone levels and 
identity document changes, most organizations have removed unscientific and 
exclusionary restrictions that prevent access in recent years. The evolution of these 
policies indicates that inclusion of trans women and girls is the future of women’s sport. 
 
Research on transgender athletes in women’s sports supports inclusion.  
 
In 2021, the Center for American Progress found that the inclusion of trans athletes at 
the high school level has had no negative impact on sport participation or athletic 
achievements for cisgender women and girls.44 In fact, in states such as California and 
Connecticut that have had trans-inclusive policies for years, participation of women and 
girls overall has continued to grow.45 Moreover, recent studies focusing on club and 
intercollegiate college athletes found a growing rate of acceptance for trans athletes and 
support for LGBTQ+ nondiscrimination policies from cis, heterosexual teammates.46 
 
For adolescent athletes, state-level high school athletic association policies are key to 
determining the terms of inclusion. These policies are also key to helping schools fully 
implement and comply with Title IX. However, the inclusion of transgender athletes at 
the high school level is currently contingent upon policies in the state where they live.47 
While state rules must be in compliance with federal law, state legislators vary in the 
extent to which their laws and state high school athletic association policies address 
questions about inclusion of transgender athletes on school sport teams.48  

 
Targeting transgender women in sport negatively impacts cisgender women. 
 
Several states that have introduced anti-transgender legislation propose that eligibility 
for participation in the women and girls’ category should be determined via invasive 
physical exams. Legislators in multiple states have proposed monitoring the 
testosterone levels of girls and women, testing their chromosomes, and/or inspecting 
their anatomy. Such proposals stem from contested policy changes at the international 
level that target gender nonconforming women competing in elite sport. Both the United 
Nations and Human Rights Watch argue that such practices violate basic human rights 
and have lasting negative impacts on the targeted athletes, especially Black and Brown 
women from Global South countries.49 Meeting these eligibility requirements, the 
proposed legislation suggests, could extend to cisgender athletes.   
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Narrow definitions of how women should look also harms cisgender girls and women. 
Suspicion-based testing that is provoked by superficial comparisons of the physical 
appearances of girls and women is capricious at best and at worst explicitly disparages 
people who do not comply with stereotypical views of femininity.50  
 
Trans athlete bans distract from the many aforementioned and profound challenges 
facing women and girls in sport—including a lack of funding, pay inequities, a 
decreasing number of women coaches, unequal access to participation, under-
representation in the media, vulnerability to sexual harassment and abuse, and 
insufficient implementation of Title IX. Narrow attempts to frame trans athletes as the 
problem for the survival of women’s sport diverts attention from the more pressing 
problems for women’s sport. 
 
The science on transgender athletes is limited and often flawed. 
 
The overwhelming majority of scientific studies on trans athletes report inconclusive 
results, rely on false comparisons, or explicitly mention an inability to use their findings 
to support a ban on transgender athletes. Too often, studies are cherry-picked to 
support ideology. Research findings around sex and gender are complex and studies 
that are most frequently cited are laden with limitations, flaws, and biases. 
 
Scientific studies suggest multiple factors contribute to athleticism.51 Research shows a 
positive correlation between sport ability and aerobic capacity, cardiac capacity, 
flexibility, height, lean body mass, limb length, muscle mass, and red blood cell 
counts.52 Other studies reveal that socioeconomic status and access to external 
resources, such as coaching, facilities, and nutrition, similarly enhance performance.53 

 

Despite the numerous elements that shape athleticism, state lawmakers have focused 
primarily on testosterone levels when creating policy. Yet, nearly every study they cite 
acknowledges that the link between testosterone and athleticism is inconclusive at best, 
and inherently flawed, at worst.54 The few studies on testosterone and transgender 
athletes relay different findings about athleticism; as a result, authors frequently note 
their inability to draw conclusive results about advantage based on evidence.55 
 
These studies contain a number of empirical issues as most are based on small, non-
generalizable samples of participants.56 Transgender athletes are rarely included in the 
population of study participants, so little is known about their athletic abilities generally, 
much less about how gender-affirming medical treatments impact their capacities.57  
 
Most studies erroneously suggest trans women are physiologically equivalent to 
cisgender men.58 Much of the scholarship focuses on elite athletes and cannot 
accurately gauge the capabilities or experiences of K-12 student athletes. These 
concerns lead to biases and the misuse of findings. Furthermore, the research ignores 
historical, cultural, racial, ethnic, and geographical influences on sex and gender.  
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Perhaps most importantly, though, is the fact that transgender inclusion in sport is 
fundamentally an ideological, rather than a scientific, issue. People may turn to certain 
forms of scientific knowledge to understand the nuances of athletic performance, but 
what is at stake is not a scientific matter but the health and wellbeing of trans people. All 
people, including young, transgender and gender-diverse people, need the support, 
care, and a sense of belonging offered by access to sport. 

 
Conclusion  
 
The struggle for transgender inclusion in sport has tremendous ripple effects and is key 
to battles over transgender inclusion in society generally. Yet, increased visibility has 
been met with escalating—often violent—attempts to dehumanize transgender people 
of all ages. We urge a deeper commitment to the values that are foundational to a fair 
and just society, including respect across difference, inclusion, and equity, for all 
athletes. The movement demanding legal rights, equal opportunities, and full dignity for 
transgender people must be pursued within sport, not carved out from it. We affirm: 
 

● Sport participation can support social, physical, and mental health and 
development. For transgender youth, sport participation can be lifesaving. 

● Transgender athletes’ participation in sport is not new. Trans inclusion policies 
have been in place at the youth and elite level for decades without any issues. 

● There is no empirical evidence that transgender women and girls are currently – 
or have ever – dominated women’s sports.59 

● Scientific evidence does not support the idea that transgender athletes have an 
unfair advantage in high school sport. Rather, significantly flawed studies have 
been exploited to serve ideological ends.  

● Women’s rights advocates and athletes overwhelmingly support transgender 
inclusion in sport.  

● “Protecting women’s sports” has become code for excluding transgender women 
and girls from playing sports, despite a lack of meaningful empirical evidence that 
transgender athletes have, or ever will, pose a threat to dominate women’s 
sports. If we want to protect women’s sports, we must focus on the instances of 
discrimination women athletes face at every level. 
 

As scholars, athletes, and advocates, we have an opportunity to be leaders, modeling 
the welcoming of trans people for other areas of society where acceptance is lacking.  
 
The future of women’s sports includes transgender women and girls.     
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