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Introduction

The legal and human rights situation of
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer,
and sexually/gender diverse (LGBTQ+)
people in Europe has improved over the
past decades (European Commission,
2015). This is also documented in the
most recent Rainbow Index of the Inter-
national Lesbian and Gay Association
(ILGA, 2020), which ranked Germany
16th among 49 European countries re-
garding the implementation of legal
and human rights. At the same time,
international research on LGBTQ+ indi-
viduals in sports has increased over the
last decade, particularly in Anglophone
countries. There is growing empirical
evidence that LGBTQ+ people regularly
experience discrimination and exclusion
in sports (Denison, Bevan, & Jeanes,
2020; Kavoura & Kokkonen, 2020).
However, there is a dearth of research
on the situation of LGBTQ+ athletes
in Germany (Krell & Oldemeier, 2018;
Schweer, 2018).

This lack of empirical research cor-
responds to a lack of awareness of po-
tential discrimination against LGBTQ+
people in sports in Germany. Although
the German Olympic Sports Confeder-
ation and its member organizations ex-
plicitly commit to the strategy of sport
for all and have integrated equality of
opportunities and/or antidiscrimination
in its statutes (Deutscher Olympischer
Sportbund, 2019), only a minority of the
sports organizations mention LGBTQ+,
sexual orientation, and/or gender iden-
tity as one of their antidiscrimination
priorities (Csonka, 2019; Vedder & Lam-
mert, 2015).

Against this backdrop, the purpose
of this paper is twofold. Based on
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a quantitative survey of 858 self-iden-
tifying LGBTQ+ individuals, this study
investigates the experiences of LGBTQ+
athletes in Germany and the impact
of the sports context on homo- and
transnegative incidents. In addition, it
provides practical knowledge for sports
policymakers’ efforts to make sports
more inclusive.

Literature review and theoretical
background

The acronyms LGBTQ+, GSM (gender
and sexual minorities), and GSD (gender
and sexually diverse individuals) are um-
brella terms used in international stud-
ies to specify the group that is the fo-
cus of the research. Although the term
LGBTQ+ is accepted in activism and the
political arena, it is an all-encompass-
ing, homogenizing term that runs the
risk of masking important distinctions
between individuals. One focus of the
term is on sexual orientation (lesbian,
gay, bisexual, and sexually diverse per-
sons), denoting people who are emotion-
ally and sexually not (only) attracted to
the opposite sex and who are not het-
erosexual/straight. The other focus is on
gender identity, denoting people whose
sex assigned at birth does not match their
gender identity (transgender) and indi-
viduals who question the binary gender
order and do not want to position them-
selves within this binary of male/female
(queer, +). Intersex, referring to a “condi-
tion of possessing the sexual characteris-
tics of both sexes” (American Psychology
Association, 2021), is often implicitly or
explicitly included in the acronyms and
umbrella terms. Despite its proximity
to issues concerning gender identity and
sexual orientation, it is instead a clinical
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phenomenon in which biological condi-
tions lead to an atypical development of
sex characteristics.

There is a scarcity of research on
LGBTQ+ issues in sports that takes into
account the diversity of people within
the umbrella term LGBTQ+ and con-
siders sexual orientation and/or gender
identity and its intersections. Most of
the quantitative and qualitative studies
in sports have focused on LGB peo-
ple only (e.g., Anderson, Magrath, &
Bullingham, 2016; Denison & Kitchen,
2015). Only recently has there been
a growing number of qualitative stud-
ies focused on the specific situations
and challenges of transgender people in
sports (e.g., Devis-Devis, Pereira-Gar-
cia, Fuentes-Miguel, Lopez-Canada, &
Pérez-Samaniego, 2018; Jones, Arcelus,
Bouman, & Haycra, 2017; Semerjian,
2019).

The most comprehensive data regard-
ing LGBTQ+ people in sports come from
two international studies. Denison &
Kitchen (2015) documented the sports
experiences of about 7000 LGB athletes in
six countries (USA, Canada, UK, Ireland,
NZ, and Australia), while Hartmann-
Tews, Menzel, &Braumiiller (2020) an-
alyzed the situations and experiences of
about 5500 LGBTQ+ people from all
over Europe. Apart from these large in-
ternational quantitative studies, small-
scale quantitative and qualitative stud-
ies in a wide range of sports settings
have provided evidence that LGBTQ+
athletes regularly experience discrimina-
tion and exclusion in the form of homo-
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and transnegativity (e.g., Denison, Be-
van, & Jeanes2020).!

The reported percentages of respon-
dents who have witnessed or experienced
discrimination, harassment, and exclu-
sion in a sporting environment vary
between 16% and 80% (Demers, 2017;
Denison & Kitchen, 2015; Hartmann-
Tews et al., 2020; Smith, Cuthbertson,
& Gale, 2012). These variations could
be due to different research designs,
the wording of the questions, and the
reference time (period) of the expe-
riences. 'The predominant nature of
both witnessed and experienced homo-
and transnegativity is verbal, as almost
all LGBTQ+ people in these studies
reported experiencing verbal jokes, dis-
paragement, slurs, insults, and offensive
remarks. Physical assaults have been
reported as well, but on a far lower scale,
with respondents who had personally ex-
perienced homo-/transnegative violence
ranging between 3% (Australian Capi-
tal Territory [ACT] Government, 2014;
Symons, Sbaraglia, Hillier, & Mitchell,
2010) and 19% (Denison & Kitchen,
2015). These quantitative findings are
consistent with a growing number of
qualitative studies based on interviews
and group discussions (Greenspan, Grif-
fith, & Watson, 2019; Hargie, Mitchell,
& Sommerville, 2017).

The experience ofhomo- and transneg-
ativity in society and sports is frequently
used to explain mechanisms of (self-)ex-
clusion, such as the lower participation
rates of LGBTQ+ individuals in sports
(Cleland, 2018; Greenspan et al., 2019;
Scandurra, Braucci, Bochicchio, Valerio,
& Amoedo, 2019). Several studies have
indicated that gender and sexual minori-
ties feel excluded from physical activities
and sports due to their sexual orientation
or gender identity. These findings have
consistently shown a higher rate of gay
men compared to lesbian women who

! The authors prefer the terms homonegativity
andtransnegativityinstead ofthe commonterms
homophobia and transphobia. Phobiaimpliesan
irrational fear, which is often linked to avoiding
a specific phobic context. By contrast, the terms
homo-/transnegativity more adequately grasp
the active enactment of negative attitudes and
discriminatory behaviours (MacDonald, 2018;
Schweer,2018).

feel excluded (Denison & Kitchen, 2015),
whereas the findings concerning the per-
ceptions of transgender individuals have
been mixed (ACT Government, 2014;
Denison & Kitchen, 2015; Symons et al.,
2010). Moreover, data consistently show
that discriminatory experiences deter
LGBTQ+ youth from playing sports
(Greenspan et al., 2019). The evidence
is stronger for males than for females
and transgender people. However, some
empirical studies have identified equal
or higher participation rates of LGBTQ+
individuals compared to their heterosex-
ual and cisgender counterparts (Doull,
Watson, Smith, Homma, & Saewyc,
2018; Elling & Janssens, 2009; Yoon &
So, 2013). With regard to sports partic-
ipation in Germany, Krell & Oldemeier
(2018) identified a lower sports partic-
ipation rate for LGBTQ+ persons aged
14-27 years compared to non-LGBTQ+
individuals, with transgender females
having the lowest participation rate.

To understand homo- and transneg-
ative attitudes and actions towards
LGBTQ+ athletes and the respective
experiences and feelings of the targeted
individuals, Cunningham’s (2019) mul-
tilevel model and Meyer’s (2003) model
of minority stress offer useful analytical
frameworks. Both authors utilized soci-
ological and social psychological theories
regarding inclusion/exclusion and con-
flicts that arise when minority groups
are not adequately acknowledged and
are marginalized in dominant cultures.

Cunningham (2019) identified three
levels that reflect attitudes towards
LGBTQ+ people and have an impact
on the experiences of these individuals
in general and in sports in particular:
the macro level (e.g., laws and cultural
norms), the meso level (e.g., organiza-
tional culture), and the micro level (e.g.,
individual identity and interaction).

With regard to macro-level factors,
general social structures (e.g., norms,
values, and practices) serve to privi-
lege the norm-conforming majority (i.e.,
heterosexuals and cisgender individuals)
while marginalizing the non-conform-
ing minority (i.e., sexual minorities and
transgender individuals). These norms,
values, and practices are built upon the
common understanding that there is
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a natural, biological, and hierarchical
binary gender order (boy/girl, man/
woman, and male/female) and natu-
ral, biologically determined same-sex
attraction. In Krane’s (2019) book Sex,
Gender, and Sexuality in Sport, the au-
thor denoted the respective macro-level
structures of the heteronormative gender
order, indicating binary and heterosex-
uality as the normative frame of society.
Although there is growing awareness
of LGBTQ+ people and acceptance of
their human rights, as reflected in the
ILGA (2020) Rainbow Score, there is still
a structural stigma regarding LGBTQ+
persons (Herek, 2009) that gives way
to practices of othering, discrimination,
and exclusion.

At the meso level, these norms and
values are reproduced and strengthened
by organizational agents who operate
within this social context. As the gen-
eralized mindset and core activities of
sports are based on the “communica-
tion of body-centered performances”
(Hartmann-Tews, 1996, p. 34), the so-
cial structures of sports are laid out
to reinforce the traditional binary and
heteronormative gender order of society.
One of the characteristics of the sports-
specific social structure is rigid sex segre-
gation in competitive sports. Moreover,
there are policies regarding the inclusion
and exclusion of transgender and intersex
persons (e.g., testosterone benchmark-
ing for female transgender and intersex
athletes) that are based on the binary
order. Although these rules were estab-
lished to guarantee a level playing field,
they represent and enforce the hierarchi-
cal binary gender order and are highly
debated (Gleaves & Lehrbach, 2016;
Semerjian, 2019). Moreover, historical
research has documented the male-dom-
inated culture of sports, which privileges
males, masculinity, and heterosexual-
ity (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005).
These patterns of shared values and social
structures are multiplied through formal
and informal organizations (sports fed-
erations, clubs, leagues, and teams) and
in sports contexts (e.g., team/individual
sports, competitive/leisure sports, and
club-based/informal sports) that mold
the behaviors of their members. Melton
and Cunningham (2012) confirmed the



relevance of the meso level, document-
ing that organizational culture regarding
the acceptance of diversity affects the
wellbeing of minority groups and the
coming out of homosexual athletes.
Finally, micro-level factors, which
operate at the individual level, are em-
bedded in and influence macro- and
meso-level factors. They refer primarily
to characteristics of the individual (e.g.,
LGBTQ+ status, age, and social/cultural
background) and interactions between
people. LGBTQ+ people are mostly con-
sidered a single minority group varying
from the standard and are consequently
cast as the other. A closer look at
the individual level reveals the hetero-
geneity within this community and the
necessity of considering the individual
LGBTQ+ status in order to reveal di-
verse vulnerabilities (Fink, 2008). From
another perspective, there is evidence
that demographics and (salient) identi-
ties play a role with regard to homo-/
transnegative attitudes; in particular,
Bush, Anderson, & Carr (2012) identi-
fied how males and athletes who closely
identify with competitive sports cul-
ture express more sexual prejudice than
athletes with a weaker athletic identity.
The different levels, however, should
not be considered as operating in iso-
lation. Instead, it should be recognized
that the macro, meso, and micro lev-
els are embedded in and influence one
another. In addition to this multi-level
perspective of social structures influenc-
ing the experiences of LGBTQ+ persons,
Meyer’s (2003) minority stress model
identified different types of stressors
among LGBTQ + individuals due to their
experiences of homo-/transnegativity.
Minority stressors exist on a continuum
ranging from distal to proximal. Distal
stressors are external objective events
and conditions (e.g., experiences of
prejudice, discrimination, and violence)
enacted by individuals at the micro level
or social structures at the macro and
meso levels of systems and organizations.
Proximal stressors are more subjective,
referring to internal thoughts and pro-
cesses, and are related to self-identity
(micro level). They pertain to the inter-
nalization of societal values (macro level)
in general and, in particular, to environ-
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Abstract

There is growing international evidence
that lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender,
queer, and sexually/gender diverse (LGBTQ+)
people regularly experience discrimination in
sports. However, there is a lack of empirical
research with regard to the sports situation
in Germany. Based on a quantitative

survey of 858 self-identifying LGBTQ+
individuals, the present research is the first
to provide a comprehensive picture of the
experiences of LGBTQ+ people in sports

in Germany. To add distinctive knowledge
to the international research, this analysis
considers differences within the group of
LGBTQ+ people and between various sports
settings (i.e., organizational framework,
team vs individual sports, and performance
level. Two research questions are addressed:
(1) What micro- and meso-level factors affect
the witnessing of homo-/transnegative
language and the prevalence of homo-/
transnegative incidents in respondents’
sports activities? (2) What micro- and meso-
level factors affect respondents’ feelings of
being offended by homo-/transnegative
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language and what behavioral consequences
(i.e., refraining from specific sports and
reactions to homo-/transnegative episodes)
can be observed among different LGBTQ+
subgroups? The data reveal the impact of the
sports context on the perception of homo-/
transnegative language but not on negative
experiences. Moreover, there is a higher
prevalence of gay compared to lesbian
athletes with regard to the perception of
homo-/transnegative language in their sports
and a higher prevalence of gay athletes and
non-cisgender (transgender) athletes with
regard to homo-/transnegative experiences
in sport compared to lesbian and cisgender
athletes. The empirical evidence confirms and
deepens international findings. Moreover, the
data assist the Sport Ministers Conference’s
goal of increasing initiatives to tackle the
exclusion and discrimination faced by LGBTQ+
people in sports.

Keywords
Discrimination - Gender identity - Homopho-
bia - Sexual orientation - Transphobia

ment-specific attitudes (meso level) and
their behavioral consequences. Against
this background, there has been grow-
ing evidence that LGBTQ+ individuals
are characterized by (additional) stress
based on their minority status and that
they have a higher prevalence of health
disorders compared with heterosexuals,
with distal and proximal stressors in-
termingling and mediating the effects
(LeBlanc, Frost, & Wight, 2015; Meyer,
2003).

Research questions

In this article, two research questions
are addressed with regard to the situa-
tions and experiences of LGBTQ+ in-
dividuals in sports in Germany. First,
with regard to distal stressors of homo-/
transnegativity in sports, what micro-
level factors (sexual orientation and/or
gender identity) and meso-level factors
(organizational frame, type of sports, and
performance level) affect the witnessing
of homo-/transnegative language and the
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prevalence of homo-/transnegative inci-
dents in respondents’ sports activities?
Second, with regard to proximal stres-
sors, what micro- and meso-level factors
affect respondents’ feelings of being of-
fended by homo-/transnegative language
and what behavioral consequences (i.e.,
refraining from specific sports and reac-
tions to homo-/transnegative episodes)
can be observed among different LGBTQ
+ subgroups?

Method

Sample

The authors conducted a systematic,
web-based sampling approach to tar-
get LGBTQ+ individuals who were at
least 16 years old and living in Ger-
many. The survey, which was part of
an ERASMUS+ project, was provided in
German. To tackle the challenges related
to sampling hard-to-reach, hidden, and
vulnerable populations, the recruitment
efforts were maximized by using a com-
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bination of sampling strategies (Ellard-
Gray, Jeffrey, Choubak, & Crann, 2015;
Menzel, Braumiiller, & Hartmann-Tews,
2019). The online survey was accessible
between March and August 2018. Par-
ticipants’ anonymity and confidentiality
were secured, and the EU General Data
Protection Regulation was followed. The
research design was approved by the
ethics committee of the German Sport
University Cologne.

Measures of key concepts

Sexual orientation. The measurement
of self-identified sexual orientation was
adapted from different studies (e.g., Eu-
ropean Union Agency for Fundamental
Rights, 2014; Parent & Bradstreet, 2018;
Symons et al,, 2010). It was assessed
using a categorical measure (“How do
you describe yourself?”) with the follow-
ing response options: (1) heterosexual/
straight, (2) gay man, (3) lesbian woman,
(4) bisexual, (5) other, (6) not sure, and
(7) prefer not to say.

Gender identity. To retrieve data regard-
ing the gender identity of the participants,
a two-question gender status measure
that encompasses a diversity of identities
was adapted from Broussard, Warner,
and Pope (2018) and Tate, Ledbetter,
and Youssef (2013). First, respondents
were asked to report their sex assigned
at birth, with the options (1) male and
(2) female. Second, they were asked
about their current gender identity and
presented with four options: (1) female,
(2) male, (3) transgender, and (4) I do not
identify myself as male, female, or trans-
gender. Cross-analysis of the answers
to these two questions resulted in two
categories: cisgender persons (a binary
gender identity category denoting the
correspondence between sex assigned at
birth and (current) gender identity) and
non-cisgender persons (a term used to
describe people whose gender identity
does not match the sex that they were
assigned at birth). A further differentia-
tion resulted in two cisgender categories
(cisgender female and cisgender male)
and four non-cisgender categories (fe-
male transgender, male transgender, non-

binary transgender, and non-identifying
people).

Sports participation and context. To as-
sess their current involvement in sports,
respondents were asked whether they
had participated in sports in the pre-
vious 12 months (options: yes or no)
and, if so, which of the sports activi-
ties that they took part in during the
previous 12 months was most impor-
tant to them. Based on the responses,
a categorization of the type of sport was
conducted (team sports and individual
sports). Performance level was assessed
by a single-choice question (“What was
the nature of this activity?”) with the
following response options: (1) recre-
ational, (2) competitive, and (3) high
performance. The organizational frame
of the sport was assessed by a single-
choice question (“In which setting did
this sports activity take place?”) with
six response options. Within the scope
of this paper, respondents who prac-
ticed their sports in organized sports
clubs were contrasted with other organi-
zational frames: for-profit organizations,
other organizations (e.g., company sports
or university sports), informal groups,
and alone.

Homo-/transnegative language. This
language was defined as “the use of ex-
pressions like ‘that’s so gay’ and deroga-
tory words and/or jokes about sexual
orientation and gender identity issues,’
regardless of the intentions. Respondents
were asked whether they had witnessed
the use of homo-/transnegative language
in the last 12 months in their main
sport, using a five-point scale (1= never,
5=very often). To assess the offence,
they were subsequently asked, “Did you
feel discriminated against or offended
by this language?” (with the same five
response options). When percentages
are used to describe the proportion
of respondents, we generally refer to
dichotomized data. In this case, the di-
chotomized data related to the number of
offences experienced (1 =no, 2-5 = yes).

Negative personal experiences. The
participants were asked whether or not
(options: yes or no) they had had nega-
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tive personal experiences in their main
sport within the previous 12 months
related to their sexual orientation and/or
gender identity. In addition, they were
asked to indicate how often they had
personally experienced specific forms of
negative events (six categories ranging
from verbal insults/slurs to physical vio-
lence and one category for other forms).
Respondents were provided with a five-
point scale response option (1= never,
5=very often) for each form. The scale
was dichotomized (1=no, 2-5=yes),
and percentages were used to indicate
the proportion of respondents who ex-
perienced specific types of incidents.

Statistical methods

The results are presented with regard
to the association of the independent
variables (sexual orientation, gender
identity, and sports contexts) with the
dependent variables (witnessing homo-/
transnegative language, having negative
experiences, and feeling excluded from
sports). Frequencies and percentages
are presented to provide a descriptive
overview. Chi-square (X?) independence
tests with Cramer’s V effect size were
used to test distributional changes in
the dichotomized dependent variable
within the categories of the independent
variables. Two multiple linear regression
models were calculated to predict the
frequencies of (a) witnessing homo-/
transnegative language and (b) feeling
offended by the same language. A binary
logistic regression model was calculated
to predict the relationships between re-
spondents’ sexual orientation, gender
identity, sports contexts, and likelihood
of a personally experienced homo-/
transnegative incident in their sport.
SPSS 26 (IBM, Armonk, NY, USA) was
utilized, and statistical significance was
set at the 0.05 level.

Results

Composition of the sample

The final sample contained 858 valid
cases. Participants’ ages ranged from 16
to74years, withameanvalueof33.1 years
(standard deviation [SD]=11.7). The



Table 1 Composition of the sample with
regard to sex and gender identity

n %
Cisgender 642 74.8
Female 383 446
Male 259 302
Non-cisgender 216 25.2
- Trans women 30 35
- Trans men 44 5.1
- Non-binary 57 66
- Non-identifying 8 99
TOTAL 858 100

level of education was relatively high:
57.8% of respondents had a college or
university degree compared to 28% of
the German population (25-65 years of
age; Autorengruppe Bildungsberichter-
stattung, 2020). B Table 1 shows the
composition of the sample with regard
to sex and gender identity. The majority
of participants (74.8%) were cisgender
persons, with a higher proportion of
females compared to males, while 25.2%
were non-cisgender persons, of whom
the majority described themselves as
non-identifying (9.9%) or non-binary
transgender (6.6%). With regard to the
sexual orientation of respondents in
the sample, 34.4% identified as lesbian
women, 28.8% as gay men, 16.8% as
bisexual, 12.3% as “other;” 4.2% as “not
sure,” 2.0% as heterosexual/straight (all
non-cisgender respondents), and 1.5%
as “prefer not to say.” In order to build
sufficiently large categories, sexual ori-
entation was summarized using four
categories: lesbian women (34.4%), gay
men (28.8%), bisexual people (16.8%),
and all others (20.0%). Irrespective of
sexual orientation and gender identity,
3.7% of all respondents additionally
indicated having an intersex condition.

Physical activity

The overwhelming majority of respon-
dents (84.8%) were physically active
and participated in sports at the time
of the survey; of these, most (68.1%)
were involved in recreational sports,
while around one-quarter (27.4%) were
in competitive sports, and only a small
proportion (4.5%) were in high-per-
formance sports. With regard to the

organizational frame of the sports activ-
ities, 42.1% practiced their main sport
in organized sports clubs, while 57.9%
practiced their main sport in other or-
ganizational frames. Only 3.1% of all
respondents had never been physically
active (with the exception of physical
education in school), while a further
12.0% had been previously active but
had stopped doing sports.

More than one-fifth of all respondents
(22.1%)—whether physically active or
not—stated that they had refrained from
certain sports due to their sexual orienta-
tion and/or gender identity. With regard
to gender identity, the data showed sig-
nificant differences between cisgender
and non-cisgender participants. More
than half of the non-cisgender respon-
dents (55.8%), compared to 10.6% of
cisgender respondents, felt excluded
from particular sports or had at one
point stopped participating in a particu-
lar sportasaresult of their gender identity
(X2 = 184.0, p< 0.001; V=0.474). Male
transgender respondents were the most
likely to refrain from sports (73.2%),
whereas female cisgender people were
the least likely (7.1%).

Witnessing and being afflicted by
homo-/transnegative language

Overall, homo- or transnegativelanguage
was witnessed by almost half (45.2%) of
athletesin their main sportsactivityinthe
12 months prior to the survey. There were
no group differences concerning gender
and gender identity, but significant effects
were found regarding the sexual orienta-
tion of cisgender athletes and the sports
contexts.

There was a higher proportion of
gay men (50.0%) and respondents
with other sexual orientations (64.5%)
who witnessed homo- and transneg-
ative language compared to lesbian
women (39.2%) and bisexual respon-
dents (39.2%; ’»=11.23, p<0.05,
V=0.141). The prevalence of witness-
ing homo-/transnegative language also
significantly varied between the sports
contexts (i.e., organizational frame, per-
formance level, and type of sport).
Homo-/transnegative language was more
frequently witnessed in organized sports
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clubs (52.3%) than in all other orga-
nizational frames (39.8%; x*1)=11.22,
p<0.001, V=0.124). Moreover, it was
more frequently witnessed in high-
performance (69.2%) and competitive
sports (60.4%) compared with leisure
sports (45.1%; x*2=14.52, p<0.001,
V=0.158). It was also more frequently
witnessed in team sports (62.6%) com-
pared with individual sports (39.9%;
X2 = 27.73, p< 0.001, V=0.195). Hand-
ball (78.6%), football/soccer (66.7%), and
rugby (63.9%) were most often specified
as sports that displayed the use ofhomo-/
transnegative language.

A multiple linear regression was
calculated to predict the frequency of
witnessing homo-/transnegative lan-
guage based on respondents’ gender
identity and sexual orientation and
the sports context variables (organiza-
tional frame, performance level, and
type of sport; Fi1,564=4.89, p<0.001;
corrected R?=0.069). Due to nonnor-
mally distributed residuals, bootstrap-
ping (BCa method with n= 10,000 sam-
ples) was used to correct the standard
errors of the estimated parameters. Par-
ticipation in individual sports (com-
pared to team sports) was found to
significantly decrease the frequency of
witnessing homo-/transnegative lan-
guage (p=-0.18, p<0.001). Participa-
tion in competitive (B=0.15, p<0.001)
and high-performance sports (f=0.14,
P <0.05; compared torecreational sports),
as well as being a gay man (compared
to being a lesbian woman; p=0.17,
p<0.001), significantly increased this
frequency. Controlling for all other
variables, the organizational frame was
not found to be a significant predic-
tor of frequency of witnessing homo-/
transnegative language (@ Table 2).

Of those who witnessed homo-/
transnegative language in their main
sport, the vast majority (78.1%) felt
discriminated against or offended by
this kind of language. The propor-
tion of respondents and the extent to
which these respondents felt offended
or discriminated against by the use
of homo-/transnegative language var-
ied significantly with respect to both
gender identity (x%u)=12.42, p<0.001,



Main Article

Table2 Multiple linear regression analysis of variables predicting witnessing homo-/

transnegative language (HTL); n= 575) and feeling offended by HTL (n = 289)

Witnessing HTL

Variable B

Feeling offended by HTL
SEB* B B SEB' B

Organizational frame (Ref. organized sports clubs)

For-profit organization (e.g., fitness 0.23
center)
Other organization (e.g., company 0.27
sport.)

Informal group (non-organized/self- ~ 0.09
organized)

Other 0.04
Type of sport (Ref. team sports)

Individual sports -0.41
Performance level (Ref. recreational)
Competitive 0.36
High performance 0.72
Gender identity (Ref. cisgender)
Non-cisgender 0.24
Sexual orientation (Ref. lesbian)

Gay 0.38
Bisexual -0.01
Other 0.07
R? -

R? (corr.) -
Model (F) -

Ref. reference

0.12 0.09 0.37 0.21 0.13

019 007 044 033 009
013 003 013 026  -003
025 001  -021 044  -003
011 -0.18%* 026 016  0.10
010 015%* 001 016  0.00
030  014* 022 032 004
016 009 071 020  024%
011 017%* -001 017  0.00
012 000  -030 019  -009
017 003 023 023 007

- 0087 - - 0.136

- 0069 - - 0.102

- 4.89%%% - - 3.99%%

*p<0.05,**p <001, **p < 0.001;° parameter estimation based on bootstrapping (BCa method) with

10,000 samples

V=0.194) and type of sport (x*1)=4.10,
p<0.001, V=0.112).

Most (92.4%) non-cisgender respon-
dents who witnessed homo-/transnegative
language reported feeling offended by
this, compared to 73.6% of cisgender
individuals. With regard to the sports
context, the only difference found was
that more athletes involved in individ-
ual sports (81.4%) than in team sports
(71.6%) felt offended by this language.
No differences were observed with regard
to organizational frame or performance
level.

A multiple linear regression was
calculated to predict the frequency of
feeling offended by the use of homo-/
transnegative language (F(1,278)=3.99,
p<0.001; correctedR*=0.102), again
using BCa bootstrapping with 10,000
samples to estimate robust standard er-
rors and significance. A significant effect
of gender identity was found (p=0.24,
p<0.001), suggesting that being non-
cisgender increased the frequency of

feeling offended. The type of sport did
not significantly predict the frequency
of feeling offended (p=0.10, p=0.105),
nor did any of the other included sports
context variables (@ Table 2).

Negative personal experiences

Regarding personal experiences, 12.9%
of all athletes reported having had neg-
ative personal experiences associated
with their sexual orientation and/or
gender identity in their main sport
in the 12 months prior to the survey.
The most striking significant differences
were between non-cisgender and cis-
gender athletes. The proportion of non-
cisgender athletes with negative per-
sonal experiences was four times higher
(31.9%) than for cisgender athletes (7.3%;
= 69.15, p<0.001, V=0.308). This
effect occurred consistently for all orga-
nizational forms, all performance levels,
and all types of sports. Within the
group of non-cisgender respondents,
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female transgender (30.0%), non-binary
transgender (33.3%), and non-identi-
fying individuals (42.4%) were partic-
ularly affected, in contrast to a lower
proportion of male transgender individ-
uals (13.2%). However, within-group
differences were significant only with
regard to cisgender athletes: Cisgender
males had twice the share of negative
experiences compared to their female
counterparts (10.7%/5.0%; x*q)=6.44,
p<0.05, V=0.107), and gay men had
a significantly higher prevalence (11.4%)
compared to lesbian women (5.2%),
bisexual athletes (3.1%), and athletes
with other sexual orientations (9.7%;
X3 =9.49, p<0.05, V=0.130). In con-
trast to these effects of gender iden-
tity and sexual orientation on negative
experiences, there was no significant
correlation between personal negative
experiences and sports context (i.e., or-
ganizational frame, performance level,
and type of sport).

A binary logistic regression was
conducted to predict the likelihood
of a homo-/transnegative incident based
on respondents’ gender identity, sexual
orientation, and sports context vari-
ables (organizational frame, performance
level, and type of sport; @ Table 3). The
overall logistic regression model was
significant (with a likelihood ratio test of
x*a1n=70.83, p<0.001). Goodness-of-fit
statistics suggested that the model fitted
the data well, yielding an insignificant
Hosmer-Lemeshow test (xs) =5.680,
p=0.683) and a pseudo R? (Nagelkerke)
of 0.219. The model included dummy
variables for each categorical predictor.
Genderidentity wasidentified asa signifi-
cant predictor (B=2.434, p <0.001), with
an odds ratio of 11.35 for non-cisgen-
der compared to cisgender respondents
(95% CI: 5.17, 24.95). Sexual orientation
was also found to significantly predict
the likelihood of a homo-/transnegative
incident (Walds)=15.03, p<0.01). Ac-
cordingly, lesbians (B=-1.32, p<0.001,
OR=0.27, 95% CI: 0.12, 0.58), bisexu-
als (B=-1.48, p<0.01, OR=0.23, 95%
CL 0.09, 0.60), and respondents with
any other sexual orientations (B=-1.17,
p<0.05, OR=0.31, 95% CI: 0.12, 0.79)
had alower chance of becoming a victim
to homo-/transnegative incidents when



Table 3 Binary logistic regression analysis of variables predicting homo-/transnegative inci-

dents (n=576)

Variable B SEB Wald p Exp(B)
X2

Organizational frame (Ref. organized sports clubs)

— For-profit organization (e.g., fitness 0.13 0.40 0.11 0.740 1.14
center)

— Other organization (e.g., company 0.55 0.51 1.15 0.283 1.73
sport)

- Informal group (non-organized/self-  0.09 0.47 0.03 0.852 1.09
organized)

— Other 0.27 0.76 0.12 0.727 1.31

Type of sport (Ref. team sports)

- Individual sports -0.36 0.34 1.11 0.292 0.70

Performance level (Ref. recreational)

- Competitive 0.46 0.36 1.59 0.208 1.58

- High performance 1.1 0.58 3.60 0.058 3.03

Gender identity (Ref. cisgender)

- Non-cisgender 243 0.40 36.57 0.000 11.35%%

Sexual orientation (Ref. gay)

- Lesbian -1.32 0.39 11.23 0.001 0.27%%*

- Bisexual -1.48 0.49 9.10 0.003 0.23**

- Other -1.17 0.48 6.02 0.014 0.371*

Likelihood ratio x? (11) 70.83%%*

Hosmer-Lemeshow x?2 (s)
Cox & Snell R?
Nagelkerke R

Ref. reference
*p < 0,05, **p < 001, **p < 0,001

0.116
0.219

5.680 (p=0.683)

compared to gay men. Controlling for all
other variables, no significant effects of
any sports context variables were found.

Athletes documented a variety of
different negative experiences. Among
those who experienced homo-/transne-
gative episodes, verbal insults (80.9%)
and structural discrimination (71.3%),
such as unequal opportunities, unfair
treatment, and exclusion, were the most
common forms of negative experiences
in their main sports activity. Moreover,
verbal threats and intimidation occurred
in 40.4% of cases, and harassment via
social media, text messages, or webpages
(e-bullying) took place in 36.2% of cases.
Physical types of homo-/transnegative
incidents happened as lighter forms of
crossing the line (e.g., shoving, pushing,
and inappropriate touching) in 31.9%
of cases and as severe forms of physical
violence (e.g., kicking, punching, and
injuring) in 15.6% of cases. Looking
at different forms of negative incidents,
cisgender athletes experienced verbal

insults significantly more frequently
(95.1 vs. 69.8%; Xx*1y=9.57, p<0.01,
V=0.319), whereas non-cisgender par-
ticipants were more often confronted
with e-bullying, although this difference
was not significant (41.5 vs. 29.3%).

Reactions to a specific homo-/
transnegative incident

In the survey, participants were asked to
report their reactions to a specifichomo-/
transnegative experience, offering mul-
tiple-choice answers.? Their reactions to
the specifically recalled incident showed
a clear preference (8 Table 4). More than
half the respondents (56.2%) decided not
to react at all, and a further quarter

2 In contrast to the question of whether they
had had a negative personal experience in the
12 months prior to the survey, there was no time
reference for this specific question. Therefore,
the number of respondents in this case was
higher (n=251).
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(23.9%) decided to leave the situation,
thus, not communicating the offence or
discussing the incident. Cisgender ath-
letes did not react far more often (62.1 vs.
43.9%) and concealed the offence, while
non-cisgender individuals left the situa-
tion far more often (31.7 vs. 20.1%). Less
than one-third (29.1%) confronted the
individual(s) responsible for the homo-/
transnegative episode.

Discussion

The currentstudyaimed toassess whether
and to what extent LGBTQ+ athletes in
Germany are exposed to distal and proxi-
mal stressors in sports due to their sexual
orientation and/or gender identity. The
results of our research suggest thathomo-
and transnegativity (i.e., discrimination
and harassment of LGBTQ+ individuals)
are (still) present in sports and have neg-
ative impacts on athletes. Almost half of
LGBTQ+ athletes in Germany witnessed
the use of homo- and transnegative lan-
guage in their sports activities within the
12 months prior to the survey, and 13%
reported personal negative experiences.
Apart from these two objective distal con-
ditions and incidents, the impact of prox-
imal stressors is also evident. The vast
majority of LGBTQ+ athletes who wit-
nessed homo-/transnegative language in
their sports felt offended by it. More-
over, one-fifth of all respondents felt ex-
cluded from or refrained from partici-
pating in sports. These results are within
the range of findings identified elsewhere
(e.g., Denison et al., 2020; Kavoura &
Kokkonen, 2020). However, compar-
isons of concrete frequencies and per-
centages are problematic because studies
use different designs and time references
for the questionnaires.

While distal stressors reflect exter-
nal events and conditions of homo-/
transnegativity, proximal stressors are
more subjective “perceptions of self as
a stigmatized and devaluated minority”
(Meyer, 2003, p. 678). They incorporate
expectations of rejection and conceal-
ment of one’s gender identity. This relates
to the striking finding that the majority
of LGBTQ+ individuals who referred to
a specific negative episode in their sport
did not react to this incident or chose to
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regression model. Conversely, in the bi-

Table 4 Reactions to a prior homo-/transnegative episode®

Cisgen- Non-cis- Total X%; Cramer’s variate analysis, the proportion of those

der gender v who felt offended by such language was
I did not react 62.1 43.9 56.2  7.45** 0.172 signiﬁcantly higher in individual sports.
| confronted the individual(s) 26.6 34.1 291 151 - A possible explanation for this dis-
| left the situation 20.1 31.7 239 4.08* 0.127 crepancy might be the widespread and
It motivated me to perform better 83 9.8 88 015 - normalized homo-/transnegative talk in
| officially reported it (to the coach, officials, ~ 5.9 11.0 76 202 - team sports and the relative anonymity
etc) of LGBTQ+ athletes within this group, as
| changed the sporting environment (club, 36 6.1 44 086 - most of them chose not to disclose their
organization, sport group, etc.) sexual orientation or gender identity.
| changed my behavior 24 49 3.2 113 - In contrast, in contexts where homo-/
Other 53 11.0 72 265 - transnegativity is less common and
TOTAL (n) 169 83 251 - - LGBTQ+ people are more exposed as

°Respondents who reported a specific negative incident, irrespective of the time of occurrence

*p < 0.05,%p < 0.01,*p < 0001

leave the situation. Only 7.6% reported
it to a coach or official. This finding fits
into the picture of additional stress for
LGBTQ+ individuals. With regard to
Meyer’s (2003) model of minority stress,
the results suggest that LGBTQ+ ath-
letes are at risk of a higher prevalence of
health disorders due to these additional
stressors (LeBlanc et al. 2015).

The study systematically analyzed
meso-level factors (context of sports
activities) and micro-level factors (in-
dividual LGBTQ+ status) to assess the
prevalence of homo-/transnegative ex-
periences in sports in Germany. This ap-
proach revealed that witnessing homo-/
transnegative language was significantly
correlated with the context of the sports
activities, whereas the extent of per-
sonal negative experiences was similarly
present in all sports contexts but sig-
nificantly correlated with individual
LGBTQ+ status.

Considering meso-level factors (i.e.,
the contexts of the sports activities),
the data revealed that competitive and
high-performance sports, as well as team
sports, were more conducive to the use
of discriminating language compared
to recreational and individual sports.
Sport participation in organized sports
clubs had no significant effect when con-
trolling for performance level and type
of sport. Nevertheless, our results are
in line with other studies (e.g., Krane,
2019) regarding the (rigid) heteronor-
mative structures in competitive sports

that usually take place in the context of
organized club sports.

Historical research has shown that
the development of modern sports was
oriented towards boys and men, empha-
sizing specificideal practices ofembodied
hetero-masculinity and, at the same time,
devaluing the participation of females
(Hartmann-Tews, 1996). Practices that
do not follow these norms of hetero-
masculinity, such as those attributed to
gay men, are associated with weakness
and femininity and are often a sound-
ing board for homonegative language
(Smits, Knoppers, & Elling-Machartzki,
2020). Within these heteronormative
social structures, highly competitive and
male-dominated sports cultures, such
as football, handball, and ice hockey,
are likely to evoke and enable (hyper-)
masculinity. MacDonald (2018) exem-
plified this mechanism in her research on
young ice hockey players in Canada by
revealing that homonegative discourses
are expected even from players and fans.

The high proportion of respondents
who felt offended and discriminated
against by homo-/transnegative lan-
guage emphasizes its harmful impact,
irrespective of the intentions (i.e., mali-
cious or otherwise) of those who use it,
which confirms the findings of Symons,
O’Sullivan, and Polman (2017). Al-
though homo-/transnegative language
was far more often witnessed in team
sports than in individual sports, the type
of sport had no significant effect among
the other predictors within the linear
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individual athletes, the offence might be
taken more personally.

With regard to micro-level factors that
have an impact on the experiences of
LGBTQ+ athletes, the data reveal a sig-
nificantly higher impact of social mi-
nority stress on non-cisgender athletes
compared to cisgender ones. In other
words, transgender athletes and those
who did not identify as male, female,
or transgender had a higher level of vul-
nerability. This was particularly evident
with regard to experiences of homo-/
transnegative episodes, which were re-
ported to be four times higher among
non-cisgender respondents. In particu-
lar, verbal threats, structural exclusion,
e-bullying, and physically crossing the
line were more often experienced by non-
cisgender athletes. Although interna-
tional data are in line with our findings,
this discrepancy in the German sample
is far more distinct when compared with
the findings from Australia (ACT Gov-
ernment, 2014; Demers, 2017) and other
parts of Europe (Hartmann-Tews et al.,
2020; Braumiiller, Menzel, & Hartmann-
Tews, 2020).

In addition to these objective exter-
nal events, non-cisgender individuals are
significantly more affected by proximal
stressors, which are more subjective,
pertain to the internalization of so-
cietal values in general (macro level)
and environment-specific experiences
(meso level), and have behavioral con-
sequences. Non-cisgender athletes were
more likely to feel offended by homo-/
transnegative language and had a higher
share of refraining from sports than
cisgender athletes. Negative experiences
among LGBTQ+ people generate the



perception of not being welcome and
feeling unsafe due to their gender iden-
tity/sexual orientation. These findings
confirm data from a variety of qualitative
studies based on interviews with trans-
gender youth and adults (Devis-Devis
et al.,, 2018; Lopez-Canada et al., 2020).
They also confirm Butler’s (1990) in-
depth theoretical analysis of the gender
order, which elaborated how non-cis-
gender individuals thoroughly challenge
the traditional binary gender order at the
macro level of societies and evoke irri-
tation and aggressive negative reactions
for not being properly gendered.
Within the group of non-cisgender
respondents, those who experienced
homo- and transnegativity were most
often female transgender (assigned male
at birth and underwent a transition to
female), non-binary transgender, and
non-identifying individuals. This find-
ing aligns with Cunningham’s analytical
model and feminist research on discrim-
ination in organized sports in general
and competitive sports in particular
(Krane, 2019). With regard to organized
(competitive) sports, non-cisgender ath-
letes do not fit into the policy of sex
segregation. In a context in which the
values and norms of heteronormativ-
ity are physically expressed through
body-centered performance and bodily
appearance, non-cisgender people in
general—and female transgender, non-
binary, and non-identifying athletes in
particular—challenge the heteronorma-
tive order and sex segregation in sports.
At the same time, the presence of fe-
male transgender athletes in competitive
and high-performance sports has raised
concerns regarding fairness and undue
advantage. As sex segregation in sportsis
based on the assumption of male bodies’
superior physicality, female transgender
athletes are perceived as destabilizing
the level playing field in sports. In turn,
institutional reactions of exclusion or
forced gendering by decreasing female
transgender athletes’ testosterone levels
are attempts to strengthen the binary
system (Lucas-Carr & Krane, 2012).
Therefore, female transgender as well as
non-binary and non-identifying non-
cisgender athletes often face more con-

crete transnegativity than their male
transgender counterparts.

Although cisgender athletes are far
less exposed to negative incidents, the
data also reveal different prevalence
rates within this subgroup. Gay athletes
had a higher share of personal nega-
tive experiences compared with lesbian
or bisexual athletes, and, in addition,
they witnessed homo-/transnegative dis-
courses in their sports significantly more
often. These findings align with research
on hegemonic masculine social struc-
tures in sports, which privilege men and
(expected) heteronormative masculin-
ity (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005), as
seenin the research of MacDonald (2018)
with young ice hockey players. Conse-
quently, our data reveal that a higher
share of cisgender men compared to
cisgender women felt excluded from and
refrained from some sports. Although
there is some research on the growing
acceptance of homosexuality in sports
and changing attitudes towards inclusive
masculinity (Anderson, 2009), our data
indicate a high level of homonegativity
towards gay athletes compared to les-
bian athletes, which is in line with results
found by other scholars (e.g., Smits et al.,
2020).

Conclusion

The empirical evidence from our research
indicates the importance of tackling the
exclusion and discrimination faced by
LGBTQ+ people in sports in general and
organized sport in particular. It thus af-
firms the most recent initiative of the
Sport Ministers Conference (Sportmin-
isterkonferenz, 2020). The value of this
research with regard to the current state
of scholarship is twofold. First, this study
considered multiple identities (in terms
of both sexual orientation and gender
identity) within the umbrella group of
LGBTQ+. The acronym LGBTQ+ has
its strengths as a tool to raise aware-
ness, and it has developed as a reference
point for both activists and politicians.
However, the results of our research con-
firmed critiques of the term, as from an
analytical perspective, it masks impor-
tant distinctions of vulnerability. Thus,
further research should be aware of the
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complexity of diversity and intersectional
identities.

Second, our research considered dif-
ferent sports contexts by reflecting on
the broad scope of sports contexts and
cultures. Adding to the current state
of research is the finding that although
homo-/transnegativity is experienced
across all sports contexts, the use of
homo-/transnegative language is not
equally spread among these different
sports contexts. The results suggest that
organized sports should pay attention
to specific contexts with a particularly
high proportion of homo-/transnegative
language (e.g., competitive and team
sports), as this affected the majority of
respondents in negative, discriminatory,
and devaluating ways. Campaigns to
combat homo-/transnegativity should be
expanded, and antidiscrimination edu-
cation should invest in raising awareness
regarding how homo-/transnegative lan-
guage is not only discrimination but also
a potent means to support and uphold
the heteronormative gender order. As
such, it is a constraint on the individual
development of a healthy self (Fulcher,
2017).

With regard to inclusion of LGBTQ+
individuals and antidiscrimination poli-
cies, organized sports should understand
the importance of raising awareness of
these issues and of having contact per-
sons for antidiscrimination regarding
GSM people. Research on gender-based
violence in sports has documented the
crucial role of institutionalized prac-
tices that give voice to affected persons
and bystanders for the purpose of safe-
guarding the integrity of individuals and
organizations (Hartmann-Tews, 2021).

The authors are aware of the limited
external validity of the sample, as it con-
sisted of self-selected respondents from
a hidden population with unknown so-
ciostructural parameters. Therefore, it
cannot be claimed to be representative
(Meyer & Wilson, 2009). Moreover, as
surveys are derived from theoretical con-
cepts and academic cognitive maps that
reflect current knowledge, qualitative re-
search and interviews with LGBTQ+ ath-
letes and political actors should be used
in future research to complement these
findings.
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