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Abstract 
 

Over the past years and months, equality in sports have been a hot topic 
addressed by many sports federations, organizations, and national ministries. 
Class, gender, and race are the main areas covered in such equality programs. 

Equality based on sexual orientation on the other hand is still a taboo in 
some societies and therefore not addressed as much as it should be. However, 
TV documentaries, action plans from governments, news in the media, and 
international sports event, such as the VIII Gay Games, raised awareness in 
2010. 

In order to know if addressing homophobia in sports was still relevant 
nowadays, and if both men and women have different answers to this question, I 
interviewed 58 gay and lesbian athletes during the Gay Games in Cologne, 
Germany, in August 2010. In addition, because sport has been associated from 
the very beginning with masculinity, I was curious to see if it played the role of a 
catalyst when comparing it with discrimination based on sexual orientation 
experienced at work. 

The results show that discrimination in sports still exists, is more 
experienced in masculine sports, and is felt like men are more targeted than 
women. Regarding the work place, it is seen as where there is the most 
discrimination; indeed gay and lesbian athletes have the choice to avoid 
discrimination by joining LGBT sports clubs, but they do not have the same 
option for their work position. 
 
A short overview of my main findings can be found in the following sections. 
 
I will be glad to send the full report by email to anyone who is interested. 
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 Feminine Masculine Neutral 
 

Females 0 50% 25% 
Males 0 67% 17% 
TOTAL 0 63% 20% 
 

Table 2: 
 
 

Type of sport practiced when 
experiencing discrimination in 
sports 

 

 

 Yes No 
 

Females 26% 74% 
Males 23% 77% 
TOTAL 24% 76% 
 

Table 1: 
 
 

Discrimination 
experienced in 
sports 

 
 

 

 LGBT Straight 
 

Females 69% 31% 
Males 95% 5% 
TOTAL 85% 15% 
 

Table 3: 
 

Club 
memberships 

 

 
Main findings 
 
In sports 
 
Discrimination in sports happens 
 
One fourth of the respondents stated they had 
experienced discrimination in sports based on 
their sexual orientation. The majority of them 
faced it a few times; discrimination is not a 
one-time event and does occur several times. 
There is no gender differences regarding 
discrimination experienced at sports, both 
males and females faced it several times. 
 
 
 
Masculine sports are the most targeted 
 
Two third of the respondents 
who practice masculine sports 
(e.g. soccer, football, handball, 
etc.) have experienced 
discrimination when none of 
them practicing feminine sports 
(e.g. dance, gymnastics, ballet, 
etc.) have faced such 
situations. When looking at 
gender differences, males 
practicing masculine sports are more subject to face discrimination. On a social 
level, hegemonic masculinity seems to play an important role regarding the 
sports where there is the most discrimination. 
 
 
Joining LGBT sports clubs is a solution to avoid discrimination 
 
Some participants claimed they belonged to 
one or more sports clubs, some to no clubs. 
For those member of only one club, theirs 
answers clearly show that almost all of them 
belong to an LGBT club. Furthermore, males’ 
membership to LGBT clubs is much more 
important than females’. This adds information 
to the types of sports practiced and by whom 
when experiencing discrimination: masculine 
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 Yes No 
 

Females 48% 58% 
Males 18% 82% 
TOTAL 26% 74% 
 

Table 4: 
 
 

Discrimination 
experienced at 
work 

 
 

 

 In sports At work 
 

Females 15% 85% 
Males 48% 52% 
TOTAL 37% 63% 
 

Table 5: 
 
 

Perception on 
discrimination in 
sports compared to 
at work. 

 
 

sports by male athletes. Hence their choice to join LGBT sports clubs to “protect” 
themselves and to be part of “their” community. 
 
 
 
At work 
 
Discrimination at work is different compared to sports 
 
Even though one fourth of the respondents 
said they had experienced discrimination at 
work, the same as in sports, the experience of 
women and men is quite different. Female 
athletes experience it 50% more at work than 
in sports and male athletes experience it 25% 
more in sports than at work. Indeed, the work 
place is still difficult for women with its “glass 
ceiling” and adding to gender, sexual 
orientation makes it more difficult for them. As 
for gay male athletes, they are challenging the sports and its masculinity and are 
confronted to rejection. 
 
 
 
In sports vs. at work 
 
The work place is perceived with the most discrimination 
 
For the 38 participants having an opinion 
about where to experience discrimination the 
most, both men and women agree it is at the 
work place. However, female respondents 
have a much stronger opinion than males. 
One recurring explanation mentioned by the 
athletes was the fact that there is no LGBT 
work place, therefore it is not possible to 
avoid environment were discrimination can 
occur; since earning money to live is vital, 
leaving a job due to discrimination is not as 
easy as leaving a sports club for another one. 
Note that for males, discrimination is perceived as more experienced at work 
than in sports although they experienced it more in sports (refer to Table 4). 
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 Addressed Not 
addressed 

 

Females 47% 53% 
Males 26% 74% 
TOTAL 33% 67% 
 

Table 6: 
 
 

Addressing 
discrimination in 
sports. 

 
 

 

 Information 
awareness 

Athletes 
coming 

out 

Media 
coverage 

 

Females 42% 25% 33% 
Males 36% 46% 18% 
TOTAL 38% 37% 25% 
 

Table 7: 
 

Main suggestions against 
homophobia in sports. 

 

 

 Very likely Somewhat 
likely Not likely 

 

Females 23% 71% 6% 
Males 20% 68% 12% 
TOTAL 21% 69% 10% 
 

Table 8: 
 

Likelihood for sports organizations 
to take actions against 
homophobia 

 

 
Addressing the discrimination issue in sports 
 
A current issue perceived as not being addressed 
 
For males and females, discrimination in 
sports is an issue that is not being 
addressed. When the difference between 
women stating the issue is being tackled 
or is not is quite small, men’s statement 
is much stronger. This result could be 
linked to the fact that men tend to 
experience more discrimination in sports 
than women do and therefore perceive it 
as a real ongoing problem. 
 
 
Three different ways against homophobia in sports 
 
Female and male 
respondents have different 
suggestions regarding the 
issue of discrimination in 
sports based on sexual 
orientation. Women tend to 
promote information 
awareness to make the 
general public sensitive 
about such problem. On the 
other hand, men agree that 
having professional athletes coming out will help the sports world to be more 
tolerant towards LGBT athletes. 
 
 
Sports organizations are sometimes perceived as not willing to fight 
homophobia 
 
Most of the respondents 
think the sports governing 
bodies will take actions 
against discrimination in 
sports. However, 10% of 
them remain quite 
pessimistic and don’t think 
sports organizations will 
address such issue. 
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Next steps 
 
 

• Are members of LGBT sports clubs representative of the current 
discrimination experienced in sports? 

 
• Is the perception on discrimination not biased and really based on sexual 

orientation? 
 

• Are the current actions taken from sports and international organizations 
having any effects? 

 
• What are the exact conditions for men in masculine sports and for women 

in feminine sports? 
 

• Can good practices from some countries, or sports, be used in others? 
 

• What is the perception of the general population on discrimination in 
sports based on sexual orientation? 

 
• What is the perception of heterosexual athletes on discrimination in sports 

based on sexual orientation? 
 

• What are the resources (e.g. media, support from recognized institutions, 
etc.) currently available to improve the situation? 

 
• What can and needs to be done? 

 
• Etc. 

 
 

Following this study, new questions can be asked to detail even more the 
current status of discrimination in sports for both men and women. New data 
would need to be collected with very specific research questions and well defined 
target groups. Because sport is supposed to be for all, class, gender, race and 
sexual orientation discriminations should not exist any more; actions have started 
to be taken but a lot still needs to be done. 
 
 
 
 
 


