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Introduction and summary
This report contains corrections.

Jay’s story
Jay is a transgender man who competed in equestrian throughout high school and college,
including through his transition during college. Below, he describes his experience navigating
his transition and team, excerpted from an interview he participated in with the author of
this report.
Jay’s quotes, and quotes throughout the report, may have been edited for length and/or clarity.
I came out to my equestrian team first. I sent out an email to the entire team, including the
coaches, coming out to them. I knew they were going to be supportive because I walked
into the barn the next day and my name had already been crossed out on the board and
corrected with the name that I had sent them in the email literally 12 hours prior.
I know a lot of other trans athletes have to give up the sport that they love when they
start to transition because organizations have a lot of regulations in terms of trans
athletes competing on non-coed teams. I’m definitely very fortunate that, at least as far
as riding, it’s all been coed so my gender identity hasn’t been a problem.
But I still decided to transfer [from an all girls’ school to a coed school] because I didn’t
want to be around people who had a preconceived notion of who I was. I wanted to be
around people who didn’t know me so that they only had one picture of who I was in
their mind, and that was Jay as a man. And that’s what I got.
My new coach referred to me as one of her boys. I was afraid of nothing because
they also accepted me with open arms and really just wanted to make sure that I was
comfortable and felt safe, which was incredible because I was worried that I wasn’t going
to get that.
To read more stories from those affected by transgender sports bans, see Appendix B.
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In recent years, opponents of LGBTQ equality have zeroed in on the participation of transgender youth in sports as part of their assault on the equal rights of
transgender people. Transgender student-athletes are driven to play sports for the
same reasons as all athletes, yet in many states, they are denied the opportunity
to do so or can do so only after overcoming numerous invasive and stigmatizing
hurdles. These transphobic laws and policies deny transgender athletes access to
the numerous well-being, educational, and social benefits sports can confer, while
ignoring the reality that transgender women and girls are women and girls, and
transgender men and boys are men and boys.
The bills’ justifications largely rely on scare tactics, stereotypes, and unwarranted
claims that transgender women have a physiological advantage over cisgender
women—despite a complete lack of evidence that transgender sports participation
has had any measurable impact on the success of cisgender athletes. Transgender
athletes have been competing openly for decades, with multiple state high school
athletic associations, the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA), the
International Olympic Committee (IOC), and several professional and amateur
sports leagues allowing transgender athletes to participate in accordance with
their gender identity as early as 2004. In that time, women’s—and men’s—sports
have continued undeterred. Yet while cisgender athletes remain unharmed when
transgender athletes participate, policies known as transgender sports bans—
which ban transgender students from participating and competing on sports
teams in accordance with their gender identity, or make it difficult for them to do
so—can do substantial harm to the mental health, well-being, and lives of transgender youth, athletes and nonathletes alike. Across multiple surveys, age groups,
and settings, three consistent, troubling trends emerge: 1) Transgender youth and
young adults are more likely than their cisgender peers to report worse mental
health, including substantially higher risk of depression, suicidal ideation, and
suicide attempts; 2) Transgender youth and young adults are substantially more
likely than their cisgender peers to experience bullying, victimization, harassment,
violence, and rejection from peers, against a backdrop of discriminatory policies
such as transgender sports bans that serve to legitimize and foster hostile climates;
and 3) Where transgender youth encounter accepting and affirming policies and
peers, including transgender-affirming sports policies, their risk of poor mental
health and suicidality decreases—and where these supports are lacking, risk is
substantially higher.
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In spite of the risks transgender sports bans pose, in 2020 alone, 20 states introduced bills to regulate or outright ban transgender athletes from participating in
sports in accordance with their gender identity. On his first day in office, President
Joe Biden issued an executive order calling on the federal government to fully
implement the U.S. Supreme Court’s decision in Bostock v. Clayton County, Georgia
to prohibit discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender identity, explicitly stating that “children should be able to learn without worrying about whether
they will be denied access to the restroom, locker room, or school sports.”1
Ignoring federal law and the Constitution, multiple states are rushing to beat the
clock and implement transgender sports bans of their own, with 11 state legislatures advancing bills banning transgender sports participation in accordance with
gender identity in the first month of 2021, along with multiple states introducing
more extreme anti-transgender measures, such as bans on health care providers’
ability to provide gender-affirming care to transgender minors and restrictions
on access to identification documents. 2 Against this legislative backdrop, it is not
enough to simply avoid outright bans on transgender inclusion in sports or have
no policy at all; states must be proactive in implementing inclusive policies. As
presented throughout this report, the latest research on transgender inclusion in
sports illustrates that inclusive policies provide significant benefits for transgender
young people—and have no proven effect on competitive equity.
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Transgender sports bans deprive
an already vulnerable group of the
benefits of sports
The benefits—physiological, social, and emotional—of participating in school
sports teams and athletics are wide-ranging. In addition to physiological benefits
such as lower rates of obesity, 3 research has found that high school and college student-athletes may be at lower risk for anxiety and depression,4 suicide attempts, 5
and tobacco and illegal drug use. 6 Sports participation has also been associated
with increased self-esteem and self-confidence,7 improved academic performance, 8
stronger feelings of school connectedness and school-based social support, and
broader social capital and community connectedness.9 Further, it can lead to lifelong friendships with teammates and coaches and promote feelings of comradery,
sportsmanship, and the ability to work hard and persevere.
Sports participation can also help increase opportunity for vulnerable school-age
youth. For those who have experienced adverse childhood events—including
poverty, disruption in family structure or family deaths, or learning or behavioral
problems—sports participation can be a source of resilience and empowerment,
protecting against short- and long-term negative impacts to mental health and
well-being.10 These benefits can have lifelong effects: There is evidence that participating in high school or collegiate athletics is associated with higher wages and
better jobs—meaning, for example, more-senior positions or more benefits offered
alongside compensation.11

Mental health and discrimination among transgender youth
These types of benefits are particularly crucial for transgender youth, who are at
increased risk for family and peer rejection, victimization, stigma, and discrimination—so have more to gain through their participation in sports. In the 2015 U.S.
Transgender Survey (USTS) of more than 40,000 transgender adults ages 18 and
above, more than 77 percent of those who were out or perceived as transgender
while in grades K-12 reported negative experiences at school, such as verbal or
physical harassment, physical or sexual assault, or being prevented from dressing
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in accordance with their gender identity; almost one-fifth of respondents said they
had to leave school because of such mistreatment.12 These rates are substantially
higher for transgender people of color, highlighting how experiences of transgender people of color can intersect to increase risk for within-transgender disparities.
For example, among the USTS sample, more than half (54 percent) of respondents reported being verbally harassed, one-quarter (24 percent) reported being
physically attacked, and 13 percent reported being sexually assaulted as a result of
others perceiving them as transgender, with rates of all three substantially higher
among American Indian, multiracial, and Middle Eastern transgender people.13
Additionally, a Center for American Progress investigation of Title IX complaints
filed with the Office for Civil Rights at the U.S. Department of Education from
March 2010 through May 2018 revealed that the Department of Education has
been failing to uphold the rights of transgender students.14 Compared with complaints among the general population, complaints related to one’s sexual orientation or gender identity (SOGI) more frequently involved harassment or violence
and were far less likely to lead to any corrective action: From 2013 to 2016, more
than 72 percent of SOGI-related complaints involved sexual or gender harassment
or violence, compared with less than 20 percent of all complaints in the general
population. Furthermore, complaints from LGBTQ students were more than nine
times less likely to result in corrective action under the Trump administration
(from January 2017 through May 2018) than under the Obama administration
(from May 2010 through December 2016).15
School-based harassment, victimization, and rejection can have life-threatening consequences for transgender youth. An analysis of data aggregated from the 15 states
with publicly available data that assessed gender identity in the 2017 and 2019
Youth Risk Behavior State and Local Survey (YRBS),16 a representative study of
individuals in grades 9 through 12, showed that almost 44 percent of transgender
youth, versus 16 percent of cisgender youth, reported considering suicide in the
previous year.
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FIGURE 1

Transgender youth report high rates of suicide risk
Mental health and school climate of transgender and cisgender high school students,
overall and by race/ethnicity
Considered suicide in the previous 12 months
Cisgender
All

16.3%

White

16.3%

Transgender

43.9%
41.8%
14.7%

Black

36.6%

Hispanic

16%

45.4%

Other race/ethnicity

18.7%

52%

Unknown race/ethnicity

20.5%

64%

Attempted suicide in the previous 12 months
Cisgender

7.3%

All
White

6%

Transgender

29.7%
20.9%

Black

9.3%

40.5%

Hispanic

8.7%

33.7%

Other race/ethnicity

8.1%

51%

13.1%

Unknown race/ethnicity

30.5%

Felt sad or hopeless in the previous 12 months
Cisgender

Transgender

All

33.5%

59.4%

White

31.6%

62.9%

Black

32.2%

40.6%

Hispanic

38.1%

59.3%

Other race/ethnicity

35%

66.9%

Unknown race/ethnicity

35.6%

68.1%

Bullied at school and/or electronically in the previous 12 months
Cisgender

Transgender

All

23%

49.9%

White

25.7%

48.9%

Black

18.2%

44.1%

Hispanic

19.4%

49.2%

Other race/ethnicity

22.5%

56.7%

Unknown race/ethnicity

29.9%

66.8%

Skipped school due to safety concerns in the previous 12 months
Cisgender

9.3%

All
White

7.3%

Transgender

34.6%
23.9%

Black

11.7%

44.4%

Hispanic

12.1%

43.8%

8.9%

Other race/ethnicity
Unknown race/ethnicity

16%

33.2%
69.9%

Threatened or injured with weapon on school property in the previous 12 months
Cisgender

Transgender

All

7.1%

28.1%

White

6.4%

17.6%

Black

8.2%

34.9%

Hispanic

7.8%

34.5%

6.6%

41.8%

Other race/ethnicity
Unknown race/ethnicity

13.9%

53.1%

Source: Authors' analysis of U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, "Youth Risk Behavior Survey, 2017–2019," available at https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/data/yrbs/data.htm (last accessed December 2020).
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According to the same survey, almost 3 in 10 (29.7 percent) transgender youth had
made at least one suicide attempt, compared with less than one-tenth (7.3 percent)
of cisgender youth. These rates are significantly lower for white transgender and
cisgender youth (20.9 percent and 6 percent, respectively), than youth of color, as
seen in Figure 1.17 More than 59 percent of transgender youth, versus 33.5 percent
of cisgender youth, felt “so sad or hopeless for at least two weeks straight ... that
[they] stopped doing some usual activities.” Transgender youth were also significantly more likely than cisgender youth to report having been bullied at school or
online, having been threatened or injured with a weapon on school property, and
having skipped school at least one day in the past month due to safety concerns.
More disturbingly, among transgender students, those who had been bullied
were 2.5 times more likely to have considered suicide than transgender students
who had not been bullied, were more than three times as likely to have attempted
suicide, and were 2.9 times as likely to have experienced depressive symptoms.
Similar increases in risk for suicidal thoughts, suicide attempts, and depressive
symptoms were seen for those who had skipped school due to safety concerns or
who had been threatened on campus.18
Lack of access to affirming spaces and a community that supports transgender
youth by affirming their gender identity, name, and pronoun has also specifically
been tied to increased suicidality and decreased mental well-being among transgender youth. For example, in The Trevor Project’s 2020 mental health survey,
transgender and nonbinary youth who reported that no one in their lives affirmed
or respected their pronouns were twice as likely to have attempted suicide in
the past year as transgender youth whose pronouns were affirmed by all or most
people they knew—28 percent versus 12 percent.19
Given the well-documented benefits of sports—and disproportionate mental
health struggles among transgender youth—transgender sports bans can have
disastrous consequences, particularly as they continue to perpetuate and legitimize rejection of gender identity. While inclusion in sports is not a cure-all for the
deep-seated discrimination against transgender youth, their exclusion from such
activities can potentially put their lives at risk.
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Current U.S. policies on sports
participation for transgender
students
Though limits on available data make it difficult to estimate the exact number of
transgender athletes, across available datasets, transgender youth and young adults
are consistently found to participate in sports at significantly lower rates than their
cisgender peers—including cisgender LGBQ peers. 20
While there are numerous reasons why transgender youth and young adults are less
likely to participate in sports, access is one prominent barrier.21 Stemming from the
sex assigned at birth and/or the gender-segregated nature of most sport leagues,
whether a transgender athlete can compete in accordance with their gender identity
in the United States, versus their sex assigned at birth, currently depends on their
age, where they live, what sport they play, and where they go to school.

Federal policies around transgender inclusion in sports
The International Olympic Committee has allowed transgender athletes to
participate in the Olympic Games since 2004, 22 and several professional and
recreational leagues, including USA Gymnastics, U.S. Soccer, and the National
Women’s Hockey League, have recently implemented trans-inclusive policies,
further expanding access to transgender athletes of all ages. 23 At the college level,
the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) has allowed transgender
students to participate in championships in accordance with their gender identity
since 2011, though individual schools are able to set their own specific policies. 24
However, at the high school level, changes between the Obama and Trump
administrations’ interpretations of Title IX—and specifically whether Title IX sex
protections extend to gender identity—have led to a seesawing in federal guidance
between recognition and exclusion of transgender youth in school programming,
including sports. Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972 prohibits discrimination “on the basis of sex” in schools and educational programs and activities, including sports teams, as well as in school facilities such as locker rooms
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and bathrooms. 25 Under the Obama administration, “sex” under Title IX was
interpreted to prohibit discrimination on the basis of gender identity, including
discrimination based on transgender status, in guidance issued in 2016 by the U.S.
Department of Education and the U.S. Department of Justice;26 this aligned with a
growing number of federal courts holding that Title IX prohibited gender identity
discrimination. 27 This guidance clarified that Title IX required schools to allow
transgender students to participate in school activities, including sports, and have
access to sex-segregated facilities, such as locker rooms and bathrooms, in ways
consistent with their gender identity. 28
In February 2017, however, the Trump administration rescinded the Obama
administration’s Title IX guidance, instead deferring to “the primary role of the
States and local school districts in establishing educational policy.” 29 Despite its
claim of transferring such decision-making authority to the states, the Trump
administration continued to push an anti-transgender stance nationwide: In 2018,
then-U.S. Department of Education Secretary Betsy DeVos confirmed that Title
IX complaints filed by transgender students regarding access to sex-segregated
facilities were no longer being investigated. 30
The U.S. Supreme Court’s June 2020 decision in Bostock v. Clayton County,
Georgia, held that under Title VII—a federal law that prohibits sex discrimination
in employment—discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender identity
is a form of sex discrimination and therefore prohibited. 31 This landmark decision could significantly affect interpretations of sex discrimination under Title
IX. While Title VII focuses on employment, and Title IX on education, courts
routinely look to definitions of sex discrimination under Title VII to inform
interpretations of sex discrimination under Title IX. In fact, several courts have
already applied that reasoning in cases involving Title IX claims. 32 In fact, on his
very first day in office, President Biden issued an executive order on “Preventing
and Combating Discrimination on the Basis of Gender Identity or Sexual
Orientation.”33 The order explicitly notes that “children should be able to learn
without worrying about whether they will be denied access to the restroom, the
locker room, or school sports” and that under Bostock’s reasoning, Title IX prohibits discrimination on the basis of gender identity or sexual orientation. 34
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State policies around transgender inclusion in sports
In addition to Title IX, transgender sports participation policy is governed by
inconsistent regulations and laws that vary throughout the United States. At the
high school level, guidance varies widely across states and is largely based on each
state’s high school athletic association guidelines, absent any state-level targeted
legislation, policy, or rulemaking. (see Appendix A for example policies)
Currently, 10 states have no state guidance on transgender sports participation. (see Figure 2)35 These states are home to approximately 13.4 percent of the
estimated 150,000 transgender youth ages 13 to 17 in the United States, and
2,283,222 high school students overall—13.5 percent of the approximately 16.9
million high school-enrolled youth in the United States. (see Figure 3)36 In these
states, regulations and rules guiding participation for transgender athletes are up
to the judgement of individual schools, which creates confusing scenarios whereby
two transgender students in neighboring schools may face entirely different regulations when attempting to participate in accordance with their gender identity.
FIGURE 2

State athletic association policies regarding transgender, nonbinary,
and gender-nonconforming student participation in school sports, by state
Fully-inclusive transgender policy
Surgery-required guidance

Transgender participation allowed with restrictions
Transgender-exclusive guidance

No state policy

* Correction, February 8, 2021: This figure has been corrected to show that Connecticut has a fully inclusive policy.
** Correction, February 9, 2021: This figure has been updated to clarify where its discussion centers on existing exclusionary guidance from state athletic
associations, not more extreme proposed bans in state legislatures.
Note: Policies are current as of December 2020.
Source: Anne Lieberman and Anna Baeth, AthleteAlly; Aaron Ridings, GLSEN; and Chris Mosier, TransAthlete, personal communication with author
via email, December 16, 2020, on file with author; TransAthlete.com, "K-12 Policies," available at https://www.transathlete.com/k-12 (last accessed
December 2020).
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FIGURE 3

Estimated number and percentage of transgender high school
students ages 13 to 17, by state policy environment
Fully-inclusive transgender policy
Surgery-required guidance

Transgender participation allowed with restrictions
Transgender-exclusive guidance

No state policy

No state policy
20,050 students: (13.4%)

Transgender-exclusive guidance
24,600 students: (16.4%)

Fully-inclusive transgender policy
62,550 students: (41.8%)

Surgery-required guidance
7,550 students: (5%)
Transgender participation allowed
with restrictions
35,000 students: (23.4%)

** Correction, February 9, 2021: This figure has been updated to clarify where its discussion centers on existing exclusionary guidance from state athletic
associations, not more extreme proposed bans in state legislatures.
Source: Anne Lieberman and Anna Baeth, AthleteAlly; Aaron Ridings, GLSEN; and Chris Mosier, TransAthlete, personal communication with author
via email, December 16, 2020, on file with author; TransAthlete.com, "K-12 Policies," available at https://www.transathlete.com/k-12 (last accessed
December 2020); Jody L. Herman and others, "Age of Individuals Who Identify as Transgender in the United States" (Los Angeles: The Williams
Institute, 2017), available at https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/wp-content/uploads/Age-Trans-Individuals-Jan-2017.pdf.

However, as early as 2008, when the first transgender-inclusive high school policy
was passed by the Washington Interscholastic Activities Association, 37 many other
states’ athletic associations started to implement polices whereby transgender
students could participate in athletics in accordance with their gender identity.
Currently, 16 states plus Washington, D.C., have transgender-inclusive statewide
guidance and policies that allow students to participate and compete on teams in
accordance with their gender identity without requiring the athlete to have undergone medical transition—meaning hormone therapy and/or gender confirmation
surgery—or legal transition, such as by changing one’s birth certificate or other
legal documents, prior to competing. In supporting access to athletics based on
gender identity, almost 42 percent of transgender high school-age youth nationwide—representing approximately 62,550 transgender students among more
than 6.8 million high school-enrolled youth living in these states—have the same
opportunity to participate in and benefit from sports as their cisgender peers. 38
In 14 states, home to more than 4.1 million high school-enrolled youth, transgender sports participation is only “allowed with restrictions,” such as having to begin
medical transition, undergo medical examination, or complete a lengthy process
to demonstrate that one’s gender identity is sincerely held. Under these policies,
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the 35,000 transgender high school students living in these states can only participate in sports if they undergo administrative hurdles and/or medical exams not
required of their cisgender peers. 39 Further, these policies risk seriously harming
transgender youth by requiring unnecessary and invasive medical examinations
that are ideologically driven, rather than consistent with the standards of care
for routine treatment involving gender-expansive (e.g., transgender, nonbinary,
genderqueer, and other noncisgender) youth.40 They also reinforce stereotypical
gender norms around the types of bodies that are more athletic and the qualities connected with athleticism—namely, that women are inherently weaker and
less athletically inclined than men—further harming cisgender and transgender
women athletes alike.
An additional three states, Indiana, Kentucky, and Louisiana, have surgeryrequired guidance** that only allow participation in accordance with gender
identity if the athlete has undergone gender confirmation surgery. These policies
not only send harmful messages that there is a single, “legitimate” way to transition—namely, through surgery—but they also exclude those for whom surgical
transition is not desired, as well as those for whom gender confirmation surgery is
unavailable due to factors such as age (gender confirmation surgery is largely not
performed on youth under age 18), cost, and/or lack of available providers.
Those outdated and unscientific stereotypes are at the heart of the state athletic
guidance held by six states—home to an estimated 24,600 transgender youth—
that have the most extreme, and most explicit, transgender-exclusive sports
guidance.** Under these policies, participation in sex-segregated sports is based
exclusively on one’s “biological sex,” defined by athletic associations—rather than
scientific evidence or individual identification—using criteria such as sex listed
on one’s birth certificate or in accordance with physical, hormonal, or reproductive/secondary-sex characteristics. Such policies not only set arbitrary guidance
around physical characteristics that ignore inherent variability in the bodies of
athletes of the same sex, but they also further force transgender athletes to choose
between playing a sport and living, and competing, authentically as their gender,
as well as create hostile climates that contribute to the negative mental health
outcomes detailed earlier in this report.
The number of states with a legislated transgender sports ban is at risk of growing
in the upcoming year: During 2020, state legislatures in 20 different states introduced bills to ban transgender high school students from participating in sports.41
In Idaho, H.B. 500, the Fairness in Women’s Sports Act, was signed into law in
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March 2020, making Idaho the first state to implement such a policy and ban both
high school and college transgender athletes from participating in sports.42 H.B.
500 is currently enjoined following an August 2020 ruling in federal trial court
in a suit brought against Idaho by a transgender cross-country college athlete and
a 17-year-old transgender high school athlete.43 The court noted in its injunction
“the absence of any empirical evidence” that opportunities for women athletes are
“threatened by transgender women athletes in Idaho” and in fact found “compelling evidence that equality in sports is not jeopardized” by Idaho’s previous standard that allowed transgender women to compete on women’s teams. The court
concluded that the law’s “categorical bar against transgender women athletes’
participation appears unrelated to the interests the Act purportedly advances.”44
Meanwhile, in the first month of 2021 alone, 11 states introduced bills similar
to—or more extreme than—the bill implemented in Idaho. The first state to do
so was Tennessee, despite no existing Tennessee policy allowing transgender
students to participate in athletics. 45 This bill is part of Tennessee’s annual “slate
of hate,” a set of divisive and extreme anti-LGBTQ bills that cover topics such as
denying gender-affirming health care for transgender minors; allowing federally
funded adoption and foster agencies to refuse to place LGBTQ youth or place
youth with LGBTQ parents; and now, banning transgender youth from participating in sports in accordance with their gender identity.46 This rapid rise in
anti-transgender legislation, despite a continued lack of evidence that transgender
sports participation has affected the sporting experience of cisgender teammates
and competitors, further belies that these bills are not based in reality. As noted by
Chase Strangio, staff attorney at the American Civil Liberties Union:
[M]ost supporters of the legislation can’t point to a single trans youth athlete in their
state, let alone one who has ever displaced a nontransgender athlete, and no one
can explain how [these bills] save women’s sports. Not one of these lawmakers has
introduced legislation to actually invest in women’s sports. These bills are just another
opportunity to repeat (and, they hope, enact into law) myths about trans women and
girls dominating in women’s athletics and posing a threat to cisgender women and
girls.47
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Trans-inclusive sports policies 		
do no harm for cisgender youth
Supporters of anti-transgender sports policies often portray them as necessary
to protect cisgender women and girls’ sports, using names for these bills such as
the Save Women’s Sports Act (S.B. 172, Louisiana) and the Mississippi Fairness
Act (H.B. 1391).48 These bills cloak transmisogyny in inflammatory language and
scare tactics that distract from the policies’ discriminatory intent. Notably, many
do not lay out restrictions for transgender boys and men, focusing solely on regulating women’s bodies.
There is no evidence to support the claim that allowing transgender athletes to
participate will reduce or harm participation in girls’ sports. Though anti-transgender groups focus on the very few, cherry-picked examples of competitions
where a transgender athlete outperformed a cisgender athlete, evidence suggests
that inclusion of transgender athletes has had no impact on sports participation or
women’s athletic achievements.
FIGURE 4

Percentage of U.S. high school students playing on at least one
sports team, by year and sex
Male

Female

All students

70%
60%
50%
40%

2011

2012

2013

2014

2015

2016

2017

2018

2019

Source: U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, "1991-2019 High School Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance," available at
http://nccd.cdc.gov/youthonline/ (last accessed December 2020).

As measured in the national Youth Risk Behavior Survey the percentage of high
school girls nationwide playing on at least one sports team has remained statistically
unchanged since 2011—as has the percentage of high school boys. (see Figure 4)
Looking at states that collected sports team participation data on the state YRBS,49
participation among high school girls remained static from 2011 to 2019 in states
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with fully transgender-inclusive sports policies, whereas participation among girls
in states with outright bans or trans-exclusive policies (combined) has decreased—
and, as of 2019, was lower than participation among girls (48 percent overall) in
states that collected sports participation on their 2019 YRBS. 50
Similar trends emerge within individual states. In Idaho, for example, despite
the claim in the Idaho Fairness in Women’s Sports Act that sex-specific teams
must be preserved at the exclusion of transgender women in order to “promote
sex equality, by providing opportunities for female athletes to demonstrate their
skills, strength, and athletic abilities,”51 data from the YRBS reveal that women in
Idaho appear to participate in sports at rates similar to the national average (see
Figure 5), even with a policy that prior to H.B. 500 allowed transgender women
and girls to participate with restrictions. In 2019, more than half (54.7 percent) of
high school-age girls in the state played at least one team sport, equivalent to the
national average among girls of 54.6 percent. 52 Further, girls in Idaho have participated in sports at equal—or even slightly higher—percentages than the national
average in each year since 2011.
FIGURE 5

Percentage of female high school students playing on at least one sports
team, in Idaho and nationwide
Idaho

Nationwide

60%

55%

50%

45%

2011

2012

2013

2014

2015

2016

2017

2018

2019

Source: U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, "1991-2019 High School Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance," available at
http://nccd.cdc.gov/youthonline/ (last accessed December 2020); Authors' analysis of U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, "Youth Risk
Behavior Survey, 2017–2019," available at https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/data/yrbs/data.htm (last accessed December 2020).

Evidence from states that already have transgender-inclusive policies suggests
that girls’ sports participation may even increase alongside inclusive policies. (see
Figure 6) In California, where a statewide transgender-inclusive sports policy has
allowed transgender youth to participate in sports since 2014, high school girls’
sports participation in 2020 was the highest it has ever been, increasing by almost
14 percent since 2014. Meanwhile, participation among boys increased by less
than 2 percent in the same period. 53
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FIGURE 6

Number of boys and girls participating in high school sports
in Connecticut and California, by academic year
Boys

Girls

Connecticut
70,000
65,000
60,000
55,000
50,000
45,000
40,000

2012

2013

2014

2015

2016

2017

2018

2019

2019

2020

California
500,000

450,000

400,000

350,000

300,000

2012

2013

2014

2015

2016

2017

2018

Source: Alex Putterman and Shawn McFarland, "Connecticut high school sports participation drops for the first time in over a decade, mirroring
national trend," Hartford Courant, August 28, 2019, available at https://www.courant.com/sports/hc-sp-connecticut-high-school-sports-participation-20190827-20190828-bfqwwqrjtbgyzhguymfosiqcum-story.html; California Interscholastic Federation, "Sports
Participation at All-time High for Eighth Consecutive Year," August 3, 2020, available at https://www.cifstate.org/news/2019-20_census_rel.

Similarly, in Connecticut, where transgender sports inclusion has been allowed
since 2013, sports participation among high school girls increased slightly (by
2.3 percent) from the 2011–2012 to 2018–2019 seasons, even as sports participation among high school students overall, and high school boys, decreased by 1.7
percent and 4.8 percent, respectively, in the same period. 54 Further, despite claims
in the Alliance Defending Freedom’s Title IX complaint that Connecticut’s transinclusive policy was disadvantaging cisgender girls, the number of girls participating in outdoor track and field in the state steadily increased every year from the
2011–2012 season to the 2014–2015 season. Though the number has fallen since
then, the number of female outdoor track and field athletes in the 2018–2019
season—the most recent year for which data are available—remained higher than
that prior to the implementation of the trans-inclusive policy. 55 Taken together,
both states show that when transgender youth are allowed to play, the only result is
that more women and girls—not fewer—are playing sports.
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In Washington state—the first state to allow transgender athletes to compete in
accordance with their gender identity, in 2008—only three transgender athletes
had competed in sports as of 2017, none of whom had won a championship. 56 At
the Olympic level, transgender athletes have been allowed to compete since 2004,
but to date, none have medaled. The only U.S. transgender athlete to ever make
a U.S. national team for a World Championship is Chris Mosier, a transgender
man, in 2016. Together, the fact remains that even when transgender athletes are
included, it is the variability of athletic ability—not transgender status—among
students that leads to success.
Supporting women and girls in sports means expanding opportunities to play, not
restricting which women and girls get to play. Women’s sports advocates such as
the Women’s Sports Foundation and the University of Minnesota’s Tucker Center
for Research on Girls & Women in Sport have extensively explored barriers to
sports participation and success among women and girls and note that the most
commonly cited barriers are opportunity and costs. 57 Though the number of girls
and women playing sports has increased over time, it still lags behind the number
of boys. Nationwide, school budget cuts have reduced the number of high school
sport opportunities for girls, with schools with majority-female enrollment far
more likely than schools with majority-male or gender-balanced enrollment to cut
or altogether drop school sports programs. 58 These same budget cuts have contributed to sports opportunities for high school boys consistently growing faster
than opportunities for high school girls, with high school-age boys receiving more
than 1.1 million more available slots than girls. 59 In the United States, a higher
cultural premium is placed on men’s than women’s sports, with men’s sports getting more airtime on television and mentions in print media, male athletes earning
higher salaries, and men achieving more positions of leadership than their women
counterparts. 60 The cost of playing sports is also higher for girl athletes than boy
athletes, reducing participation particularly among girls from socioeconomically
disadvantaged families. 61 Additional barriers include gender stereotypes and
norms around sports, which both discourage participation for cisgender girls,
who may fear being labeled as queer, transgender, or gender nonconforming, and
perpetuate the message that being queer, transgender, or gender nonconforming is
something negative. 62
While legislators may be concerned about the impact of transgender participation in sports, evidence further highlights that many cisgender athletes are supportive of trans-inclusive athletic policies. Two recent studies focusing on club/
intercollegiate college athletes found that cisgender/heterosexual college athletes
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were comfortable playing alongside transgender athletes and approved of LGBT
nondiscrimination athletic policies, with a third study finding that the general
public similarly approves of such policies, with women typically emerging as more
accepting than men. 63 Rather than continue to exclude transgender athletes due
to the presumed discomfort of cisgender athletes and fans, a shift toward more
inclusive policies could go a long way toward improving attitudes and increasing acceptance of transgender athletes; the aforementioned studies found that as
cisgender people have more contact with transgender people, they become more
accepting of transgender people in general, and more likely to favor and support
transgender-inclusive policies. 64
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Trans-exclusive sports policies
can substantially harm 		
transgender youth
While trans-inclusive policies have no negative impact for cisgender athletes,
trans-exclusive bans harm transgender youth and young adults. As detailed
above, transgender youth are already less likely to play sports than their cisgender
peers. In addition to policy barriers, one main reason is that, unfortunately, many
transgender athletes are bullied or harassed by unwelcoming teammates and/
or coaches if they disclose their identity. 65 Some transgender youth are so fearful
of being rejected or kicked off the team, they choose instead to not disclose their
identity (and thus are not captured by available statistics), perpetuating feelings of
internalized transphobia and gender dysphoria. Fears and safety concerns around
using gender-segregated athletic and athletic-adjacent facilities—such as locker
rooms and bathrooms, as well as physical education classes—further complicates
every aspect of the school athletic experience for transgender and nonbinary
youth. As noted in GLSEN’s 2019 National School Climate Survey, almost 60 percent of transgender youth reported avoiding gym/physical education class, almost
70 percent reported avoiding school locker rooms, and more than 80 percent
reported avoiding bathrooms at school due to safety concerns. 66
Such findings highlight the reality that many transgender students attend schools
in unsafe or unwelcoming environments, which necessitates policies and programs to reduce transphobia, increase acceptance, and subsequently improve
mental health and well-being among transgender youth. Instead, unfriendly and
noninclusive policies—including policies such as transgender sports bans—perpetuate exclusion, further increasing the risk for adverse mental health. In the
2019 GLSEN National School Climate Survey, more than half of transgender
students reported being prevented from using bathrooms (58.1 percent) or locker
rooms (55.5 percent) that aligned with their gender identity, and more than 4 in
10 (44.5 percent) were prevented from using the name and pronouns that align
with their identity. More than 10 percent of LGBTQ youth reported being discouraged from playing school sports due to their sexual orientation and/or gender
identity, and less than 6 percent of transgender or nonbinary students reported
attending schools that allowed them to participate in sports that matched their
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gender identity. Among schools with any transgender-inclusive policy, only 42
percent specifically enumerated protections that allowed transgender students
to participate in sports in accordance with their gender identity. 67 Exposure to
gender-discriminatory school policies and practices, such as being discouraged
and/or banned from playing sports, was cited as the underlying reason why more
than one-third of LGBTQ youth did not expect or plan to graduate high school.
Further, those who had experienced discriminatory policies reported significantly
lower self-esteem and sense of school belonging than those who had not experienced discriminatory policies, as well as significantly higher rates of depression
and school absenteeism. 68
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Transgender-inclusive athletic
policies can have substantial benefits
for transgender youth
When transgender youth play sports—and, more importantly, are accepted as
teammates and competitors while doing so—they are able to access the same
benefits afforded to all athletes. Previous research has found that inclusive school
policies, such as anti-bullying policies that specifically enumerate protections for
LGBTQ youth, have been associated with lower risk of suicide attempts and higher
levels of school belonging and feeling safe at school among sexual and genderminority youth. 69 Gender-specific policies, such as those that restrict or allow
youth to participate in sports and/or use bathrooms and locker rooms in accordance with their gender identity, are no different. Overall, results from GLSEN’s
2019 National School Climate Survey found that transgender and nonbinary students in schools with transgender-inclusive polices were less likely to skip school
due to safety concerns, felt greater belonging to their school community, and were
less likely to hear anti-LGBTQ remarks or experience victimization or harassment
based on their gender identity.70
Furthermore, The Trevor Project found that LGBTQ athletes, and transgender/nonbinary athletes specifically, had significantly higher grades than their
LGBTQ peers who did not participate in sports, with LGBTQ youth athletes
further reporting 20 percent lower rates of depressive symptoms than LGBTQ
nonathletes.71 Similarly, the Human Rights Campaign found that LGBTQ youth
athletes were significantly more likely than those who had never played a sport to
“always feel safe in [their] classroom,” as well as significantly less likely to have felt
“depressed” or “worthless” in the past week; those who used to play a sport, but
no longer do, were the least likely to feel safe at school, and the most likely to have
felt depressed or worthless.72 In an analysis of the 2017 National School Climate
Survey, although transgender youth were less likely to participate in school sports
than their cisgender peers, those who did participate had higher rates of selfesteem and feelings of school belonging and lower rates of depression, with the
largest improvements seen for transgender nonbinary students.73 Furthermore,
simply the existence of inclusive polices may be enough to protect against adverse
mental health for transgender youth, even those who are not athletes. Among
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2017–2019 YRBS respondents, transgender students in states with fully inclusive
polices (40.6 percent), and that allow participation with restrictions (46.1 percent)
were significantly less likely than students in states with no guidance (54.6 percent) to have considered suicide in the past year, with those in fully inclusive states
the least likely to have done so.
Among college students surveyed in the National College Health Assessment III
during the fall 2019 and spring 2020 semester,74 approximately 14.7 percent of all
transgender students, versus 22 percent of all cisgender students, were studentathletes who competed in either varsity, club, and/or intramural sports. Relative
to their transgender peers who did not participate in sports, transgender athletes
reported significantly higher levels of psychological well-being and flourishing
(see Figure 8), and were significantly less likely to meet the threshold for severe
psychological distress, to have suicidal thoughts or to have self-harmed in the prior
year, or to screen positive for suicidal behavior. (see Figure 7)
FIGURE 7

Mental health and well-being of transgender college students among
athletes and nonathletes, 2019-20 academic year
Athletes

Nonathletes

Severe pyschological distress
36.6%
27.9%

Prior-year self-harm
25.4%
21.9%

Prior-year suicidal thoughts
57.5%
50.2%

Prior-year suicide attempt
5.5%
8.3%

Suicidal behavior
57.3%
45.8%

Note: Data include varsity, club, and intrammural sports.
Source: Authors' calculations based on American College Health Association, "National College Health Assessment (ACHA-NCHA) III, Fall 2019 to
Spring 2020," available at https://www.acha.org/ACHA/Resources/Survey_Data.aspx (last accessed December 2020).
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FIGURE 8

Transgender college athletes report better psychological well-being
than nonathletes
Psychological well-being mean score of college athletes compared with nonathletes,
with 56 being the highest score
Athletes

Nonathletes

Psychological well-being
41.8
43.6

Note: Psychological well-being mean score is based on Diener Flourishing Scale, which ranges from zero to 56.
Source: Authors' calculations based on American College Health Association, "National College Health Assessment (ACHA-NCHA) III, Fall 2019 to
Spring 2020," available at https://www.acha.org/ACHA/Resources/Survey_Data.aspx (last accessed December 2020).

In addition, transgender college athletes reported significantly better school
climates than transgender college students who did not participate in sports.
Transgender athletes were significantly more likely to feel “very safe” (versus
“somewhat safe” or “very”/“somewhat unsafe”) on their campus at either day or
night and were significantly more likely to feel they belonged at their school and
that the campus community “looks out for each other.” They were also significantly less likely to have experienced any form of discrimination in the previous
year. (see Figure 9)
FIGURE 9

Perceived school climate among athlete and nonathlete transgender
college students, 2019-20 academic year
Athletes

Nonathletes

Felt somewhat or very safe on campus during the day
70.7%
77.9%

Felt somewhat or very safe on campus during the night
27.4%
36.0%

Experienced prior-year discrimination
28.1%
21.6%

Agreed or strongly agreed that they belonged at college/university
59.1%
69.6%

Agreed or strongly agreed that they were at a school campus "where we look out for each other"
38.6%
48.6%

Note: Data include varsity, club, and intrammural sports.
Source: Authors' calculations based on American College Health Association, "National College Health Assessment (ACHA-NCHA) III, Fall 2019 to
Spring 2020," available at https://www.acha.org/ACHA/Resources/Survey_Data.aspx (last accessed December 2020).
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Conclusion
Jay’s story, continued
My first competition where I felt like I was really competing as a man for the first time,
because I had had top surgery, my coach sat me down and told me, “You’ve come this far.
You’ve overcome this much to get here. If you can do all of that, I’m pretty sure you can
go into the ring and roll your shoulders back. You’re worried about these people looking
at you, but they’re not judging you. If anything, they’re looking at you and admiring how
far you have come.”
I know my parents’ biggest concern when I was coming out was that I was going to
change into this completely different person. But the fact that I was able to ride through
my transition kept me grounded. I was still able to identify myself as the horse kid. Even
though I was changing my name and changing my pronouns, and my body was going
through all of these changes, something was consistent for me. I still felt like I was who I
had always been because I was able to hold on to something that I had before my transition. Horses saved my life when I was going through my transition, and I’m sure that
numerous other trans athletes can say the same for themselves. I truly cannot imagine
what it would have been like if I wasn’t able to ride while I was going through all of that.

It is well-established that sports benefit all youth, and may have particularly positive
effects for transgender youth. By denying transgender youth access to sports, officials deny them access to all the benefits of sports, including lifesaving benefits that
transgender young people need. Inclusive policies already in place have had no negative impacts on cisgender students, whereas sports participation has had numerous
positive impacts on transgender youth. Given the increased risk of suicidality and
poor mental health among transgender youth—risk that the earlier-mentioned studies demonstrate has been repeatedly linked to hostile political and social environments—expanding inclusive policies to all transgender athletes nationwide would
not only offer transgender youth access to school belonging, community connectedness, and self-esteem that otherwise would be lacking, but it also has the potential
to save transgender youths’ lives. Alternatively, policies that only allow participation
with restrictions, as is the case for 23.4 percent of transgender youth in 16 states,
dictate the ways that transgender bodies must function in order to be considered
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legitimate, further denying transgender athletes access to bodily autonomy and the
ability to define and shape their identity for themselves.
Instead, schools, states, and the federal government should implement the following policy and programmatic changes:
• Transgender-inclusive and age-appropriate sports participation policies, which allow
transgender athletes to compete in accordance with their gender identity, should
be implemented nationwide. For examples of model transgender-inclusive school
sports policies for K-12 schools, see GLSEN and National Center for Transgender
Equality, “Model Local Education Agency Policy on Transgender and Nonbinary
Students”75 and LGBT Sports Foundation, “‘All 50’: The Transgender-Inclusive
High School Sports and Activities Policy and Education Project.”76 For an example
of a model policy for higher education institutions, see Athlete Ally, “Model Policy:
Transgender and Nonbinary Athlete Inclusion.”77
• Coaches and athletic staff should receive training on how to navigate existing policy
in their school district around transgender sports participation, as well as on how to
ensure a transgender-affirming sports environment.
• Given the rising number of youth identifying as nonbinary, genderqueer, agender,
and other noncisgender gender identities, efforts must be made by all stakeholders,
including coaches, athletic directors, administrators, and state organizations, to
ensure that sports environments and policies remain welcoming and affirming for
youth who don’t identify with a male or female gender. Nonbinary youth must also be

able to meaningfully participate in sex-segregated athletic programs. Approaches to
creating inclusive environments include:
• Ensuring athletes are referred to by their correct pronouns and name in all
materials such as team websites, rosters, and programs.
• Encouraging coaches, teammates, and athletics staff to use gender neutral
terms—such as “Go team”—to refer to the team as a whole during internal
correspondence, chants, and practices.
• Schools should ensure that transgender and nonbinary students can participate
in sports according to their gender identity.78 The U.S. Supreme Court ruling in
Bostock v. Clayton County, Georgia provides a powerful tool for removing barriers
for transgender students and creating a safe and affirming school climate for all
transgender students—athletes and nonathletes alike. This was further clarified
by President Biden’s Day 1 executive order that explicitly mentioned protection
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for transgender students in sports. States should enact trans-inclusive policies in
accordance with Bostock that remove bans and barriers to participation.
• Congress should pass the Equality Act to clarify that sexual orientation and gender
identity discrimination is prohibited in key areas of life, including school. The Equality
Act was passed by the House in 2019 with bipartisan support, and comprehensive
nondiscrimination legislation such as the Equality Act is supported by the majority
of Americans across the country and across party lines.79 However, it has not yet
been introduced in the current Congress.
• Congress should pass the Safe Schools Improvement Act (SSIA), which would require
school districts to adopt and implement anti-bullying and harassment policies that
specifically prohibit bullying on the basis of sexual orientation and gender identity—
along with other identities. The SSIA has not yet been reintroduced in the current
Congress.80
Transgender youth are already vulnerable to discrimination, harassment, bullying, and social rejection—and exclusionary policies such as sports bans further
legitimize transphobic attitudes by sending the message that transgender youth
are not welcome in spaces that are otherwise open to all other youth. It is clear that
transgender youth are in need of policies that create an inclusive and supportive
learning environment. And with already staggeringly high rates of suicidality
among transgender youth, the continued rise of transgender sports bans may have
disastrous, life-threatening consequences. Local schools across the nation are
already creating policies that protect transgender youth and ensure a level playing
field for all students—and these policies work. Transgender youth should have the
same opportunity as all youth to be part of a team and feel a sense of belonging.
Rather than discriminating against students simply because they’re transgender,
states should adopt inclusive sports policies that foster welcoming environments
for transgender and nonbinary youth and work to remove barriers and improve
participation for all youth.

About the author
Shoshana K. Goldberg, MPH, Ph.D. (she/her), is an LGBTQ health and policy
researcher, with faculty appointments at the University of North Carolina-Chapel
Hill and University of Illinois-Chicago Schools of Public Health, where she
teaches a graduate level course on LGBTQ public health.
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Appendix A: Sample high school
transgender sports policies, by state
Policies that are fully inclusive of transgender students 			
(16 states, including Washington, D.C.)
Fully inclusive policies are those that allow participation in accordance with one’s

gender identity, without requiring proof, review, or medical/legal transition. An
example of this policy is that held by the Connecticut Interscholastic Athletic
Conference (CIAC), 81 which notes:
It would be fundamentally unjust and contrary to applicable state and federal law to
preclude a student from participation on a gender specific sports team that is consistent with the public gender identity of that student for all other purposes.
… a student’s eligibility to participate in a CIAC gender specific sports team [is] based
on the gender identification of that student in current school records and daily life
activities.

Transgender students’ participation allowed with restrictions 		
(16 states)
Under policies where transgender students are allowed to participate with restrictions, transgender athletes can only participate in sports based on medical transition, such as hormone therapy; medical “proof ”; approval by a review board; or
other invasive disclosure. An example of this policy is that held by the Ohio High
School Athletic Association:82
A transgender female who is taking medically prescribed hormone treatment related
to gender transition may participate on a boys’ team at any time. However, before a
transgender female can participate in a girl’s sport or on a girls’ team she must either
(1) have completed a minimum of one year of hormone treatment related to gender
transition or (2) demonstrate to the Executive Director’s Office by way of sound medical
evidence that she does not possess physical (bone structure, muscle mass, testosterone, hormonal, etc.) or physiological advantages over genetic females of the same age
group.
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A transgender male who has not yet begun medically prescribed testosterone treatment for purposes of gender transition may participate on a boys’ team. If, however, the
transgender male student athlete is taking medically prescribed testosterone treatment, before he can participate on a boys’ team, medical evidence must be submitted
to the Executive Director’s Office that certifies that (1) the muscle mass developed as a
result of this testosterone treatment does not exceed the muscle mass that is typical of
an adolescent genetic boy; (2) that he has not started any hormone treatment (or that
the testosterone treatment does not cause hormone levels to exceed normal levels);
and (3) his hormone levels are monitored by a licensed physician every three to six
months. In any case where a transgender student athlete is taking hormone treatment
related to gender transition, that treatment must be monitored by a physician, and the
Executive Director’s Office must receive regular reports about the athlete’s eligibility
according to these guidelines.

Surgery-required guidance** (3 states)
In states with surgery-required guidance**, transgender youth can only participate
in athletics in accordance with a gender identity that does not match sex assigned
at birth if they have undergone gender confirmation surgery. An example of this
policy is found in Indiana:83
A student whose birth gender was male and has changed to female can establish the
changed gender by the following:
a. First, the MTF student shall declare that the gender has changed from male to
female, that the MTF student intends to participate as a female, that the MTF student
understands and agrees that after the MTF student participates on a team of the
female gender, that the MTF student may never later participate on a team of the
male gender, and
b. Second, provide reliable medical evidence that:
i. the MTF student has undergone sex change before puberty, or
ii. the MTF student-athlete has undergone sex change after puberty, which should
include evidence that surgical and anatomical changes have been completed,
including genitalia changes and gonadectomy, that all hormonal therapies
have been administered in a verifiable manner, that sufficient length of time has
occurred such as to minimize gender-related advantages and all legal recognition
of the sex change has been conferred with all proper governmental agencies (A
copy of the MTF student’s amended birth certificate, a court order or other official
state determination showing the MTF student’s new gender will suffice).
…
Trans-Male Student-Athlete (FTM). A student whose birth gender was female and has
changed to male can prove the student’s changed gender by the following:
a. First, the FTM student shall declare that the gender has changed from female to
male, that the FTM student intends to participate as a male, that the FTM student
understands and agrees that after the FTM student participates on a team of the
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male gender, that the FTM student may never later participate on a team of the
female gender, and
b. Second, provide reliable medical evidence that the FTM student is taking or has
complete a regime of medically prescribed testosterone for the purposes of gender
transition.

Transgender-exclusive guidance** (6 states)
States with transgender-exclusive guidance** are ones where transgender athletes
can only participate in teams that align with the sex on their birth certificate and/
or their sex assigned at birth. An example of this policy can be found in Alabama:84
NOTE: A student participates as the gender identified on the certified birth certificate.

No state guidance (10 states)
In states with no state guidance, transgender athletic participation is left to individual schools and/or school districts. An example of this policy can be found in
Alaska:85
The Association will rely on a gender determination made by the student’s member
school where the determination is based upon prior written and objective criteria
adopted by the school; ASAA will not make separate gender identity determinations.
... A student attending a member school which does not have a prior written objective
policy used to determine gender identity may only participate based upon the gender
assigned at birth.

** Correction, February 9, 2021: This report has been updated to clarify where its discussion centers on existing exclusionary guidance from state athletic associations, not more extreme proposed
bans in state legislatures.
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Appendix B: Personal stories
How these stories were collected
The athletes whose stories are included in this report were recruited through networks of
advocacy organizations, including Athlete Ally and OutSports, and “snowball” recruitment, whereby people interviewed identified other transgender athletes who might
be interested in participating. Calls for participants focused on recruiting transgender,
nonbinary, genderqueer, and other transgender-identified athletes who were either in
school or recently graduated and whose ability to participate in sports had been directly
impacted by existing policies. All interviews were conducted remotely via Skype by the
author in November and December 2020, transcribed using an online transcription service (Rev), and are presented here with minor edits for length and clarity. All interviewees
consented to recording, transcription, and having their quotes included for this report,
and gave their consent for specific stories to be included in this report.

Mika’s story
Mika, a nonbinary former collegiate swimmer and current collegiate swim coach:
I still struggled with gender dysphoria a lot with always being called the women’s
team. I don’t think people realize how hard it is to correct others on what your
name is. Even though it’s something that’s very important and very valid and
something that I would tell everyone to do, when it came to myself, I can’t even get
myself to do it.

But it didn’t take long. I thought it was going to take months, but it took about two
weeks for everybody to get it and use my name and pronouns, and I wasn’t even the
one correcting. When it came to swimming, my coaches just changed it on the roster.
I corrected each of my coaches once. I don’t think I even corrected any of my teammates—they corrected each other. When it came to addressing the team, my coach
and I compromised that yes, it was still called a women’s team, but when he addressed
the team, it would either be addressing it as “Hey, bear cats, hey y’all, hey team!”
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Now that I’m a coach, and a resource for all athletics at my college, I normally have
one or two first years come up to me and come out to me and I can tell them, “You
will be okay if you tell the team this. If anybody on the team said something about
it, you at least have one person who’s going to have your back, and that will be me.
If I could say one thing to somebody trying to implement a sports ban I would
say: That’s not very team-like of you. If you want a team to work, you have to have
everyone committed. You have to have everyone want to be there. You’re not going
to have a good team if you think that excluding someone is the solution.

JayCee’s story
JayCee, a transgender women, is a powerlifter and former collegiate curling 		
and crew player:
In the fall of 2018, I signed up for the state bench press competition and the state
full powerlifting competition, but was told by USA Powerlifting that due to the
fact that I’m a transgender woman I’m not eligible to compete.

After USA Powerlifting (USAPL) published their anti-trans policy, we decided
that we were going to protest the state championships. Cisgender lifters who had
signed up to compete that were allies and friends of mine, including teammates in
two different gyms, decided that they were going to time out their lifts in solidarity. They walked up to the platform when they were announced for their lifts, and
just stood there in silence with their hands behind their back, wearing shirts saying, “Trans lifters belong here. Share the platform.” When supporters were timing
out, the rest of us were cheering/chanting “Share the platform.” When someone
would actually take a lift, we would stop and sit down to cheer them on as well.
And then in the crowd, after we had sat down, this visibly gender nonconforming kid turned to me and said, “You all are so brave. Thank you for doing this.” It
was this really emotional moment where you realize that younger generations are
watching this happen, and they finally know that there is a lot of support and love
for our community, and that it’s worth it to fight for our place in sport.
Sport is a human right. It even says so in the Fundamental Principles of Olympism.
To deny someone full access to that human right, and take away a social structure
that is otherwise afforded to every child and person across the country, is a form
of cruelty that really can’t be described by words. It’s akin to promoting isolation,
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dehumanization, and othering on a scale unlike so many other things. When
you think about the impact that sport has on a society, you think about the support structure that’s afforded through coaches, teachers, discipline, role models,
belonging, and community. To deny someone the opportunity to benefit from
those things, it goes beyond just policy and rules. It’s a complete violation of a person’s human rights. What scrutiny and inhumane hoops are you going to put the
trans community through to access something that is rightfully everyone’s? Trans
people belong in sport, and anything less than full access is unjust and degrading.
JayCee has been actively involved in a two-year legal battle against USA Powerlifting
(USAPL) and USAPL Minnesota, whose policies prohibit transgender powerlifters
from competing in accordance with their gender identity. Alongside Gender Justice, a
St. Paul, Minnesota, legal advocacy organization, she has been fighting back against
USAPL’s policies since 2019, when USAPL allegedly prohibited her from competing
in the 2019 Minnesota State Bench Press Championship, even though she disclosed
her gender identity and met USAPL eligibility criteria at the time. In January 2021,
Gender Justice “ formally charged USAPL with violations of the Minnesota Human
Rights Act, the first such law in the nation to expressly protect transgender, gender nonconforming and non-binary people from discrimination,” with JayCee noting, “I don’t
want anyone to experience what I and other trans athletes have and continue to experience … Having our basic human dignity and our opportunities denied because we are
trans.” USA Powerlifting disputes the allegations. The case has not yet gone to trial. 86

Emet’s story
Emet, a transgender man, former field hockey player, and current field hockey coach:
I didn’t start playing field hockey till the end of my freshman year of high school,
but it very quickly became a big part of my identity. It was empowering to feel like
this is something I’m good at, something I can grow into and do more with it. But
suppressing myself just to be able to play sports felt like a piece of me was dying,
like I was killing myself at the same time—and that’s why I ultimately came out
and transitioned. And coaches, the athletics administration, my teammates were
really supportive. But when I went on hormones, that made me ineligible to compete on the women’s field hockey team, and there’s no men’s college field hockey in
the U.S., so I became team manager. And it was so painful. And it is so painful still
watching the team compete and play without me, and without having that opportunity to be on the field with them—as team manager, it just wasn’t the same.
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It’s a dangerous thing to mess with, to force someone into a position where they
either hide themselves to be able to have this outlet and this community, or they
lose that if they can’t participate in sports and live as their authentic selves. Sport is
more than just recreation. It impacts mental health and physical health. It’s a huge
piece of a person’s life and provides community. And the physical exercise of it is
really important. It’s an outlet for so many people. And then when you take away
sports as an outlet, and that support system, that’s wreaking havoc and honestly,
taking people’s lives away, either metaphorically or parts of their identity.

Lex’s story
Lex, a queer nonbinary transmasculine college squash player:
Athletics, with a focus on squash, are my life. I identify as an athlete, and athleticism is a huge part of how I know myself to be, and a big thing that I am prideful
in. No one should have to feel like they are giving up themselves for something
that is supposed to be accessible and available to all.

I believe that I could have found some safety and happiness in competing on the
women’s team as a nonbinary person. Had—this is the big but—had my team, whether
the individual members or as a collective, been supportive. And that was missing.
I then did research into NESCAC [the New England Small College Athletic
Conference] and [my school’s policy] and saw that as an athlete who was assigned
female at birth, I could play on the men’s team without the team changing to coed.
The assistant coach was very supportive of me, and the athletic director [of my
entire college] was a godsend. And I was able to switch to the men’s team.
I had to sacrifice so much to switch teams—I had to sacrifice my position of
leadership [as the captain on the women’s team]. But nothing was worth my deteriorating mental health. That’s not to say that it was perfect because it absolutely
wasn’t—I wish that I didn’t have to struggle and witness my mental and physical
health deteriorate due to the experiences I was having in order to then demand
what I deserve. I wish that the athletic director or my coach or any person anywhere could have been like, “Here are the policies. You could change right now.”
But in the end, it was the best decision and the best experience of my life, switching teams. I could not be happier. If I hadn’t switched teams, I don’t think I’d be
where I am today—I certainly would not be the optimistic human that I am, who
is filled with life and passion and joy.
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