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Abstract
Objective: The goal of this research was to analyze the experiences of
transgender athletes.
Methodology: The current qualitative study is application-oriented and the data
are based on collected documentary information. This research was conducted
using the Sandlowski, Barroso and Willis (2007) 7-step meta-synthesis method
and the common coding technique in qualitative research on 8 articles obtained
through researching scientific databases such as Google Scholar, Elsevier,
ResearchGate, ScienceDirect, and Pubmed. The analysis of concepts and the
results of interviews with professional transgender athletes were also
performed.
Results: The research findings in 4 main themes: individual evolution, gender
identity evolution, gender identity culture and acceptance gender identity, and
17 sub- themes: childhood behavior, being different, mental crisis, naming,
Gender matching process, ldentity disclosure, Identity matching, Consequences
of identity disclosure, Identity concealment, humiliation, transphobia,
awareness, family support, coach and teammate support, recognition and
rejection were identified.
Conclusion: The results of this research show the importance of creating a
culture and creating a supportive environment by the sports community to
accept transgender athletes.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and State of Problem

Physical activity and sports can be considered socially challenging practices for
transgender individuals, given the centrality of the body, gendered structures
such as locker room spaces and competitions, and normative gender ideologies.
Significant issues related to the exclusion and inclusion of transgender people in
sports arise from a lack of awareness and a general understanding of the
nuanced differences in transgender bodies. For trans individuals who are
already experiencing significant social isolation and health disparities, inclusion
in sports can be an important facilitator for enhancing community connection,
self-esteem, and long-term health outcomes. Beyond the potential health and
wellness benefits, increasing access, participation, and positive experiences for
transgender individuals in physical activity and sports is a matter of social
justice. In this research, we aim to analyze the experiences of professional
transgender athletes worldwide.

Methodology

The present qualitative research is applied in terms of its purpose, and the data
were collected based on documentary information. This research was conducted
using the seven-step meta-synthesis method proposed by Sandelowski, Barroso,
and Voils (2007), which includes the following steps:

» Formulating the research question

» Systematically reviewing the theoretical foundations of the research
 Searching for and selecting appropriate texts

 Extracting information from the texts

» Analyzing and synthesizing the findings

* Quality control

* Presenting the findings

First, qualitative studies conducted on the experiences of transgender athletes
that met the criteria for meta-synthesis were collected and examined from
reputable scientific databases, including Google Scholar, Elsevier,
ResearchGate, ScienceDirect, and PubMed, between 2000 and 2022, using
” “gender,”

9% <.

keywords such as “sports experiences,” “transgender experiences,
and “sports experience.” In the next stage, studies that specifically involved
interviews with professional transgender athletes were selected, while studies

that did not meet the mentioned criteria were excluded from the present
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research. In the third stage, each selected study was carefully read with a focus
on details to identify key concepts and themes. Then, in the fourth stage, the
extracted key concepts were placed together, and the relationships between
them were examined. Finally, in the sixth stage, the final meta-synthesis or, in
other words, the final interpretation of the experiences of professional
transgender athletes was presented. To validate the extracted concepts, the
researcher's perspective was compared with that of an expert. In this way, in
addition to the researcher, another researcher independently coded the same text
without being aware of the codes. If the codes of both researchers were closely
aligned, it would indicate a high level of agreement between the coders,
reflecting reliability. The Cohen’s kappa coefficient was used to evaluate the
level of agreement between these two raters. The kappa coefficient ranges from
zero to one, and the closer this value is to one, the higher the agreement. To
calculate the presented kappa agreement coefficient between the two
researchers, SPSS software was used. The calculated value of the coefficient at
a significance level of 0.0001 was 0.752. Given that the significance value is
smaller than 0.05, the assumption of independence of the extracted codes is
rejected.

Results

In this study, the experiences of 11 transgender athletes were examined,
including 7 male-to-female (MTF) and 4 female-to-male (FTM) individuals.
These transgender athletes were active in various sports, including volleyball,
basketball, skating, ice hockey, athletics, mixed martial arts, and netball. After
reviewing previous research and coding the data, 4 main themes and 17 sub-
themes were identified. The identified main themes are personal evolution,
gender identity journey, gender identity culture building, and gender identity
acceptance. The first main theme, personal evolution, consists of the following
sub-themes: childhood actions, being different, mental crisis, being labeled, and
the gender adjustment process. The second main theme, gender identity journey,
includes the sub-themes of identity disclosure, identity adaptation,
consequences of identity announcement, and identity concealment. The third
main theme, gender identity culture building, comprises the sub-themes of
humiliation, transphobia, safe space, and awareness. The final main theme,
gender identity acceptance, consists of the sub-themes of family support,
support from coaches and teammates, recognition, and rejectiontext.
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Discussion and Conclusion

The path of individual evolution can begin at any age, and many people become
aware of their identity differences from childhood. During this period,
behaviors, interests, clothing choices, and even feelings of body dysphoria may
emerge. During puberty, with physical changes and the growth of sexual organs,
feelings of dysphoria may intensify, and social pressures can lead to depression
or even suicide. Language usage is also crucial in this process; as correct
pronouns can affirm or deny one’s gender identity. In sports environments,
gender alignment can be challenging, but the successful experiences of some
transgender athletes demonstrate that acceptance and support can enhance
athletic performance. For example, Kye Allums has spoken about the
improvement in basketball performance after gender alignment. The path of
individual evolution aligns with the findings of Travers & Deri (2011), Kavoura
et al. (2021), Kavoura & Kokkonen (2021), and Renley et al (2022).

Gender identity refers to an individual’s inner sense of their own body, usually
forming in childhood and stabilizing in adolescence. During this process, many
individuals feel the need to reveal their gender identity to those around them.
However, coming out can have negative consequences, especially in sports,
where transgender women are often accused of having a biological advantage.
These concerns may lead some transgender athletes to hide their identity to
avoid accusations and controversy. On the other hand, sports can be a tool for
strengthening gender identity, as being part of a team that aligns with one’s
personal identity can boost self-confidence. Experiences like that of Keelin
Godsey, a hammer throw athlete, illustrate that sports can serve as a positive
force in affirming gender identity. The trajectory of gender identity aligns with
the findings of Lucas-Carr & Krane (2012), Tanimoto & Miwa (2021), Kavoura
et al. (2021), and Kavoura & Kokkonen (2021).

Transphobia refers to intense fear or hatred toward transgender individuals,
leading to their isolation. These individuals often face challenges such as
mockery, insults, and violence in sports activities. Therefore, creating safe
spaces for transgender athletes is essential to allow them to participate in sports
without fear of social rejection or physical harm. Social awareness also plays a
significant role in reducing transphobia and creating safe environments.
Education and raising public knowledge about gender identity can lead to better
acceptance of transgender individuals within the sports community. Promoting
gender identity awareness aligns with the findings of Lucas-Carr & Krane
(2012), Mukherjee (2014), Hargie et al. (2015), Cunningham et al. (2018),
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Caudwell (2020), and Renley et al (2022).

Acceptance of gender identity means providing social support to transgender
individuals in coping with identity challenges. Family support is one of the most
fundamental needs of transgender individuals, helping them navigate personal
crises. Besides family, the support of coaches and teammates in sports
environments is also crucial. The experience of athletes like Brian shows that
receiving support during the transition period can lead to personal growth and
resilience. However, the absence of social support and negative attitudes can
result in an individual being ostracized from the sports community and
experiencing decreased self-confidence. Despite international efforts to
eliminate gender verification tests in sports, the acceptance of transgender
athletes in competitions remains a topic of debate. Gender identity acceptance
aligns with the findings of Itani (2020), Kavoura et al. (2021), and Kavoura &
Kokkonen (2021).

Keywords: Athletes, Sports experiences, Gender, Transgender
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