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 Abstract 

 

As attitudes toward the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer and other (LGBTQ+) 

community are evolving, athletic departments and institutions need to be more progressive in 

relation to inclusion and policy development. From the administrative perspective, this 

qualitative study identified best practices for the inclusion of student-athletes with diverse sexual 

identities. Perceptions and acceptance start from the top of the higher education athletic chain of 

command to develop LGBTQ+ advocacy within athletic departments. Therefore, creating a 

society of acceptance and candid conversations, and including training and educational sessions 

are key for building a culture of inclusivity.  
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Moving Towards Inclusion of Student-Athletes with Diverse Sexual Identities: Perceptions 

of University Administrators 

Athletic departments face a number of challenges but one which is rarely addressed is 

inclusivity. Sports has been defined by sport sociologists as a heterosexist institution where 

lesbian and gay athletes are being stigmatized (Stoelting, 2008). Populations of students which 

have been identified as at-risk populations fall into the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer 

and other (LGBTQ+) community (Doubet, 2003). This population is more susceptible to 

bullying, criticism, and discrimination which can lead to depression, suicide, and imposter 

syndrome (Edwards & Watson, n.d.). This is deserving attention due to the fact that there is an 

increase in active lesbian and gay student-athletes who decide to disclose their sexual identity 

(Stoelting, 2008). Once an athlete discloses their sexual identity, they become more vulnerable to 

discrimination and judgement. While some individuals such as fans, coaches, and teammates are 

accepting of the LBGTQ+ community as more athletes disclose, there are still some who do not 

approve nor accept this population (Krane, 2016). Male dominated sports are areas where the 

LGBTQ+ community is not openly accepted. While there are currently no published decisions 

about the eligibility of transgender students to participate in school athletics as it relates to Title 

IX, the prohibition of sex discrimination can be interpreted as a green light for transgender 

individuals to participate in school athletics with no restrictions (Skinner-Thompson & Turner, 

2013). Athletic departments must ensure all student-athletes are treated equally; however, when 

administrators do not feel that various, diverse populations with unique needs exist within their 

athletic teams, there is hesitation to change their current practices of inclusion. Therefore, the 

purpose of this qualitative study was to explore university administrators' perceptions of equity 
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in sports in relation to inclusion of student-athletes with diverse sexual identities. This study was 

guided by the inquiry into what university administrators perceive as best practices for inclusion 

of student-athletes with diverse sexual identities.  

 

With a shift in the acceptance of the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer and other 

population, it is essential to evaluate biases toward sexual orientation. Maurer-Starks et al. 

(2008) determined, regarding higher education and the sports arena, that certain students with 

diverse sexual orientations have been treated by athletic trainers and athletic directors with 

respect and with an openness to understanding their diverse cultures. They also argued that the 

athletic training profession should never tolerate an environment that does not support a positive 

mental and physical setting, regardless of how student-athletes characterize themselves (Maurer-

Starks et al., 2008). The problem is that many athletic departments are governed by policies and 

procedures that are vague or limited in context. Placement of a transgender athlete on a male or 

female team can become a complex task, especially when the athlete is in a phase of transition. 

Adding to this, when a negative perception is present, an environment that is perceived to be 

positive can become uncomfortable and non-inclusive.  

 

In 2001, the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) developed a program to aid in the 

education and elimination of homophobia that would make athletic environments more 

welcoming and safer for individuals of different sexual orientations. The athletic training 

environment is best known for providing an inclusive and positive atmosphere for student-

athletes with various diversity needs be those racial, cultural, or social (Ensign et al., 2011). Even 

so, there is a need to provide further training to also accommodate student-athletes with diverse 

sexual identities. This is an area that has not been well researched and suggests the need for 

further evaluation. The number of transgender student-athletes is minimal; however, the quantity 

of openly identifiable transgender student-athletes is increasing. A transgender male is defined as 

an individual who was assigned as a female at birth but lives, or identifies, as a male (National 

Center for Transgender Equality, 2016). The first openly transgender NCAA athlete was 

identified in 2005 as a transgender male who competed in women’s hammer throw. In order to 

remain on the women’s team, he did not medically transition (Stark-Mason, 2019). This decision 

also aided with the team maintaining the female status towards sport sponsorship.  

 

While attempting to maintain a positive environment, athletic departments also face challenges 

of meeting sports sponsorships, which could potentially be questioned with the inclusion of a 

trans-female on a women's team. If the student-athlete has not fully transitioned, a trans-female 

on a women’s team would require that the team be classified as a mixed team. A mixed team 

would be included under the same count as male teams, and would decrease the number of 

female sponsored sports ( NCAA Office of Inclusion, 2011). Therefore, universities are 

compelled to follow policies on Title IX as it relates to the diversity of gender inclusion of sports 

in higher education to avoid any infractions. 

 

Method 

 

In this section, we explain the methodology used in this study, starting from the study design. 
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Design 

This research study was designed as a qualitative study which utilized a narrative approach. The 

narrative approach helps us understand how the participants were enabled or constrained by 

social resources and were able to develop interpretations (Creswell & Poth, 2016). This study 

used structured interview questions to gather the data by asking open-ended questions. Following 

the interviews, the responses were transcribed and coded for recurring patterns and themes. The 

utilization of the narrative approach allowed the participants to share their story and expand on 

their experiences with student athletes with diverse sexual identities. It also allowed them the 

ability to provide an evaluation of the inclusion practices which may or may not have occurred at 

their institution. This approach also gave the participants the opportunity to provide the 

resolutions for creating environments of inclusion as well as indicate how their respective 

departments have navigated the challenges to become more inclusive. Participants were also able 

to disclose as little or as much in each question as to protect anonymity of them and their 

institution.  

 

Participants 

Participants in this qualitative study were university administrators who held leadership positions 

in American colleges and universities and were members of the LinkedIn group titled National 

Collegiate Athletic Association. The participants were selected based on their willingness to 

participate in the study and their interest in strengthening the practices of inclusivity at their 

institution so long as they met the requirement of being a university administrator. Once they 

accepted the invitation to participate in the study, communication with the participant was 

completed via email and phone interviews. Participants in this study had between one and 30 

years of experience in their positions across all three divisions of the National Collegiate Athletic 

Association which is indicative of the inclusion of institutions across the country. The 

participants included athletics directors, Title IX coordinators, senior women administrators, and 

commissioners. There were three males and seven females who participated in the study (See 

Table 1).  

 

Data Collection 

The interview protocol was designed to provide an avenue for open discussion to capture the 

perceptions of University Administrators on equity and inequity regarding student-athletes with 

diverse sexual identities. The interview protocol was validated by an expert with experience in 

transformational leadership and a knowledge of Title IX compliance in higher education. The 

expert, Dr. Joseph Silver, has served in numerous leadership positions in several universities 

including Vice-President of Academic Affairs and Provost.  

 

The interview protocol consisted of 11 open-ended questions, including a section for gathering 

demographic information. The expert reviewed the interview protocol and all questions which 

sought closed-ended responses were either deleted or revised to opened-ended responses. To 

increase validity, Husserl’s Concept of Epoche was adapted (Creswell & Poth, 2016). This 

process allowed all researcher biases to be removed by setting aside personal perceptions and 

beliefs and focus more on the experiences, or, for the purpose of this study, the perceptions of the 

participants (Butler, 2016). The researchers also questioned each other throughout the study in an 

effort to remove any bias which may have occurred about the biases and assumptions of the 

experiences of the participant. 
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Table 1 

Demographics of Participants 

Title Number of 

Participants 

Male Female NCAA 

Division 

Years in 

the 

position 

Athletics Director 1 1  2 3 

Associate/Assistant Athletics 

Director for Compliance 

2 1 1 2 (M) 

3 (F) 

8 (M) 

5 (F) 

Associate Athletic Director for 

Student Services 

1  1 1 11 

Senior Woman Administrator 2  2 1, 3 5 (DI) 

1 (DIII) 

Executive Senior Associate 

Athletics Director 

1  1 1 5 

Commissioner 2 1 1 1 (M) 

2 (F) 

30 (M) 

5 (F) 

Title IX Coordinator 1  1 2 2.5 

Note. M = Male, F= Female, DI= Division I, DIII= Division III 

The primary researcher obtained Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval before collecting 

data through open-ended interviews. The researchers emailed approximately 40 invitations to the 

University Administrators who were members of the National Collegiate Athletic Association on 

LinkedIn inviting them to participate in the study. The consent letter was emailed to those 

individuals who agreed to participate. Once the researchers received the consent letters from the 

university administrators, each participant was contacted to schedule the telephone interview. 

Once the interview was scheduled, the researchers emailed the interview questions for the 

convenience of the participant. All interviews were conducted in March 2018, each taking 

approximately 30 minutes, and they were recorded using the digital transcription service, 

NoNotes.  

The university administrators were asked to respond to the open-ended questions, previously 

emailed. The researchers reiterated to each participant that at any time during the interview they 

could refuse to answer or withdraw from the study without any negative consequences. Each 

telephone interview was confidential, and the researchers were the only individuals present in the 

room while the interviews were being conducted. The responses were transcribed, coded, and 

interpreted for recurring patterns and themes. After completion of the interpretation of the textual 

data, the researchers utilized member checking by emailing participants their responses to check 

for accuracy prior to interpretation and analysis.  

Data Analysis 

The researchers utilized three steps to organize and prepare the textual data for interpretation. 

The first step included the process of open coding to identify major categories of information. 
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The researchers read and viewed the textual data to formulate general ideas from the data 

collected in the participant interviews. Next, through axial-coding process (Creswell & Poth, 

2016), the researchers identified a core phenomenon and then created categories around the core 

phenomenon. Lastly, the researchers organized the data by bracketing chunks and writing 

categories in the margins. The data were generated into categories or themes for analysis, created 

into a narrative to describe the themes, and the researchers identified the themes to answer the 

research questions, by way of selective coding (Creswell & Poth, 2016). Through the coding 

process, three major themes were derived. These themes were LGBTQ+ Advocacy, Society of 

Acceptance, and Training, Educational Sessions, and Candid Conversations. In the next section, 

we present the core phenomena which were identified.  

 

Findings 

 

This section includes three key themes which emerged from the interviews, supported by the 

participants’ narratives.  

Theme One: LGBTQ+ Advocacy 

Within this theme, the university administrators talked about the experiences they had with 

student-athletes of diverse sexual identities. Most of the university administrators have had 

various interactions, such as being a former student-athlete with teammates who debated whether 

or not they should disclose their sexual identity. Other university administrators had colleagues 

who may or may not have disclosed their sexual identity, in fear of what those around them 

would think or how they would be treated. These factors have allowed them to be more open-

minded and to build relationships with their current student-athletes. It also let the students know 

they had an advocate in the department.  

 

Talking about experiences with students, University Administrator 1 expressed: 

I have in the past, had students who were struggling with their sexual identity. I have had 

18 to 22-year old's who are trying to figure out things - some who are just experiencing 

sex, some who are still trying to figure out who they are as people, let alone their sexual 

identity... I try to be a friend for my student-athletes no matter what they are going 

through, but those who are questioning or even the ones who have identified as gay, or 

lesbian, or bisexual, whatever the case may be. They know that there is no judgment here 

and I am here to provide whatever service - level of service conversation that they need. 

These words were indicative of support the administrator was offering to student-athletes. As 

student-athletes ponder the decision to disclose their identity, knowing they have someone in 

their corner can help to ease the process. In similar vein, University Administrator 7 stated: 

There have been many student-athletes in the program who identify as Lesbian or gay so 

providing a model and providing a value equity and inclusion for those students. Along 

with providing a safe place where they can come and talk, raise concerns, and ask 

questions, knowing they get supported, providing guidance to coaches and other support 

staff in areas of influence to also practice respect and valuing all people. 

 

Having someone who understands the struggle that is experienced and who speaks up for the 

community is the gateway to inclusion. Specifically, in terms of student advocacy, University 

Administrator 8 indicated: 
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I have been an advocate for students with diverse sexuality. One of the things I see 

especially, with young men of color who might identify as cisgender, gay or transgender, 

they do not really get much support. As a matter of fact, they are probably targeted more 

than other students who might identify them as what their birth order is. So, therefore, I 

see myself as presenting a safe zone and being an advocate for situations so that, those 

students don't feel ostracized or targeted. 

Words of this administrator highlighted the need for wider culture of acceptance, which led to 

the next theme.  

 

Theme Two: Society of Acceptance 

In the interviews, participants also described the climate and culture in the athletic department as 

it related to student-athletes with diverse sexual identities. Although the administrators 

interviewed for this study were more receptive to this population of students, many of their 

colleagues were not as open-minded and struggled with the difficult conversations that come 

with accommodations for student-athletes with diverse sexual identities. Attitudes toward the 

LGBTQ+ community are evolving, and athletic departments need to be more progressive in their 

thoughts about this population. The ability to change seem to vary based on location, the 

viewpoint of the leadership, or the makeup of the department. Speaking about the departmental 

climate and culture, University Administrator 1 said: 

It is not good. We have an Athletic Director (AD) who is an older black male who was 

raised in the era of very much old - a very, very set gender role. So, having a level of 

conversation with the Athletic Director and getting him to understand why it is important 

for us to have training that addresses our issues of LGBTQ+ has been a little difficult. I 

think there has been a little, but we have a very long way to go in terms of from the top-

down thing, every office in this department is going to be an ally. We are going to 

provide training for coaches to be able to have these conversations with student-athletes 

and for student-athletes to feel comfortable talking to everybody in the department about 

their sexual identity and being free and open to being who they are.  

Similarly, University Administrator 8 stated: 

Our athletic director is sort of old school culturally. It is something that he does not 

understand. Our senior woman administrator is a white, lesbian woman and that is more 

like a pack for those lesbian women who are also white. So, it is really difficult when I 

think about the culture of the department because they literally give very limited support 

when it comes to other students who identify with color. Unless students are white 

women who identify as lesbians’, support and the climate in the department looks 

different. 

 

On the other hand, some participants reported different experiences and attitudes of their 

colleagues in the department. In that regard, University Administrator 6 expressed: 

We are inclusive of our student-athletes and staff with diverse sexual identities and we 

are open to meeting their needs and learning about how we can enhance their experience. 

We have many of our staff and coaches who are willing to share their own experiences as 

being in the LGBTQ+ community and I think that is just one way to help our student-

athletes in the community feel more comfortable, open, and welcome within our 

department. 
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This shows that the willingness to listen to other viewpoints is vital to inclusivity. Lack of 

understanding can be problematic to the development of a supportive environment. In the same 

manner, seclusion of a specific group of individuals can evoke similar concerns. As departments 

develop a society of acceptance, being mindful of the purpose and goals which are trying to be 

achieved will guide administrators strategically. University Administrator 10 summarized this by 

stating that: 

...we have to be mindful of our own stereotypes and filters. How we look at folks or 

students’ period. Our job is to create great experiences for them. Being mindful of who 

we get to serve every day, treating them like humans and treating them to our best 

abilities to give them the greatest experience and opportunity to compete in the sport 

which they love. 

Sometimes, this may not come naturally, but will require that individuals be open to discussions 

and learning.  

 

Theme Three: Training, Educational Sessions, and Candid Conversations 

Lastly, participants discussed best practices for improving diversity and inclusion of student-

athletes with diverse sexual identities. Based on the responses from the participants, there were 

various viewpoints regarding what would improve diversity and inclusion. Training, educational 

sessions, and candid conversations were the top suggestions given by the participants. It was also 

suggested that creating diversity and inclusion committees would assist in the implementation of 

change. With regard to training, University Administrator 6 shared: 

All my staff is safe zone trained. We have facilitated Mentors in Violence Prevention 

which is a sexual assault education program and they do have a piece on LGBTQ+ 

inclusion within the program. We also have formed a diversity and inclusion committee 

within our athletics department and one of the things we are trying to do is to promote 

diversity and inclusion highlights, some of the things our coaches did, and the staff is 

doing with regards to diversity and inclusion. 

In this response, the administrator provided several practical suggestions for ensuring gender 

inclusivity. 

 

Specifically, safe zone training is one piece that allows one to create a level of open mindedness. 

There are terms that are provided through this training to allow for effective dialogue. University 

Administrator 7 said: 

Conversation and communication and openness and willingness to talk with people 

practicing what you preach, modeling the values we espouse, letting people know equity 

and inclusion are core values of our department and things we expect to have happened. 

Being open to feedback in case those things are not happening and taking into 

consideration what the people within the department are experiencing on a day-to-day 

basis. 

 

The leadership of an institution impacts the willingness to be transformational in relation to 

diversity and inclusion, and the manner of trainings and education. University Administrator 10 

suggested that without their support, training may not have beneficial outcomes. The 

administrator explained this by saying: 

I think there must be the culture from the top down and from the down up has to be 

shifted, so no matter who you are or what you are, you feel you are in an inclusive and 
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safe community to be who you are. As long as it is respectful against the standards and 

the expectations of competing as an athlete or being a student at that institution. To me, it 

is education first, which is providing training on your campus or within your office about 

sexual orientation or Title IX sexual harassment, is important...The education I think is 

critical, but I think also self-awareness of yourself and understand your own biases 

against other people. So, you can get rid of those biases to do your job and serve the 

people you are supposed to be serving every day and that is student-athletes. 

In this, they summarized the role of administrators in supporting students.  

 

Discussion and Implications 

 

As university administrators seek to make their athletics departments more inclusive, as well as 

to reduce potential Title IX complaints, the best practices identified in this study can aid in their 

efforts. The participants found themselves to be advocates for their friends, colleagues, and for 

student-athletes. The key idea was that everyone must understand the experiences of sexually 

diverse individuals in order to claim advocacy for their rights (Griffin, 2012). Participants felt 

that treating people the same regardless of their sexual identity generates trust across the 

organization. Thus, the first best practice recommendation is that being an advocate will help to 

build relationships and trust among individuals within the LGBTQ+ community and those who 

work with them. However, providing safe spaces is only the beginning to creating an 

environment of diversity and inclusion. Institutions must continue to make advances in advocacy 

not only in the athletic departments but within the institutions as a whole. Momentary changes 

are a start, but there must be continuous efforts put in place across the institution.  

 

Further, Greim (2016) expressed the need for athletics departments to determine the level of 

acceptance within NCAA environments and the accommodations provided. This study revealed a 

positive outlook from the participants; however, based on their experiences, their superiors were 

not equally open minded. Variability of the responses was present. The social environment of the 

entire institution and city regulated the viewpoint of the community. One participant’s perception 

that stood out was to be mindful of those they served daily. They pointed out that all students are 

humans and should have the same great experience and opportunity to compete in the sport of 

their choice. Just as athletic departments have done previously in Title IX efforts to create 

equitable opportunities for female student-athletes, similar efforts can be done for the LGBTQ+ 

community. Therefore, the next best practice is to create a society of acceptance. As 

administrators, having an open mind and accepting athletes for who they regardless of their 

sexual identity will develop an environment of acceptance. Such changes are best implemented 

in a top-down manner, wherein departments should undertake the same acceptance of cultures as 

their leadership. 

Lastly, the participants revealed that providing training to coaches and staff aided in creating 

inclusive environments. The educational sessions may provide a gateway to candid conversations 

through which student-athletes are able to learn and understand each other. These sessions will 

also allow the coaches and staff to have similar conversations as well as mediate similar 

conversations with their teams. Providing these resources to the student-athletes decreases the 

sense of hostility. Barber and Krane (2007) also expressed how LGBTQ+ students feel athletic 

environments are places where they feel least safe. The final best practice is to utilize candid 
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conversations with appropriate language and provide clear and concise information to create 

inclusivity. Athletic departments must have an open mind and be willing to evolve as the world 

around them is evolving. University administrators have a pivotal role in how the climate and 

culture of an athletic department is configured. Utilizing these best practices will enable a shift 

within the department so all students regardless of sexual identities may be able to be themselves 

while playing a sport they love. 
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