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Abstract 

Research concerning sexual and gender minority inclusion in sport has primarily focused 

on cisgender heterosexual, gay, lesbian, and bisexual participants. Participation in 

organized team sport among non-binary youth, particularly in Canada, is understudied. 

The Understanding Affirming Communities, Relationships and Networks Study surveyed 

6495 15-29-year-olds in Canada, including 2513 non-binary (encompassing 

genderqueer, agender, third gender and trans non-binary) and 1929 cisgender 

respondents. A smaller proportion of non-binary youth (11%) participate in team sport 

compared to cisgender youth (18%) (P<0.05). More non-binary youth (62%) have played 

a sport and then stopped compared to cisgender youth (57%) (P<0.05). The most 

common reason non-binary youth felt unsafe in sport was discriminatory comments, with 

>50% witnessing homophobic, transphobic, and/or sexist comments. To ensure the 

inclusion of non-binary youth in organized team sports, structural and policy changes 

must be made by organizers, administrators, and coaches. 

Keywords:  non-binary gender; team sports; inclusion; sexual and gender minorities 



v 

Acknowledgements 

I am grateful to the thousands of young people who shared their experiences 

through the UnACoRN survey, and to Ren Lo and Marina Khonina, research team 

members who supported the writing of this paper. I would also like to sincerely thank my 

friends, family and research team who supported me during my entire degree.  

 



vi 

Table of Contents 

Declaration of Committee .................................................................................................. ii 
Ethics Statement ............................................................................................................... iii 
Abstract ............................................................................................................................ iv 
Acknowledgements ........................................................................................................... v 
Table of Contents ............................................................................................................. vi 
List of Tables ................................................................................................................... viii 
List of Figures................................................................................................................... ix 

Chapter 1.  Introduction .............................................................................................. 1 
1.1.  Objective and outline ............................................................................................... 1 
1.2.  Gender- and sex-related definitions ........................................................................ 1 
1.3.  Benefits of participation in organized team sports .................................................. 3 
1.4.  Cisnormativity in gendered team sports .................................................................. 4 
1.5.  Cultures of abuse and aggressive masculinity in team sport .................................. 5 
1.6.  Barriers to accessing sport ...................................................................................... 6 
1.7.  References .............................................................................................................. 9 

Chapter 2.  Positionality and paradigm statement ................................................. 13 
2.1.  Positionality statement .......................................................................................... 13 

2.1.1.  Personal positionality ............................................................................... 13 
2.1.2.  Interpersonal positionality ........................................................................ 13 

2.2.  Research paradigm ............................................................................................... 14 
2.3.  References ............................................................................................................ 18 

Chapter 3.  Non-binary youth experiences in organized team sports in Canada 19 
3.1.  Introduction ........................................................................................................... 19 

3.1.1.  What barriers do trans and non-binary youth face to participation in 
organized team sport? ............................................................................. 20 

3.2.  Aims and Research Questions (RQs) ................................................................... 21 
3.3.  Methods ................................................................................................................ 22 

3.3.1.  Sample .................................................................................................... 22 
3.3.2.  Measures – Gender Identity .................................................................... 22 
3.3.3.  Measures – Participation in organized team sport .................................. 23 
3.3.4.  Measures – Structural and interpersonal barriers for youth entering and 

remaining in organized team sport .......................................................... 24 
3.3.5.  Measures – Other sociodemographic characteristics .............................. 25 
3.3.6.  Analyses .................................................................................................. 26 
3.3.7.  Statistical methods .................................................................................. 26 

3.4.  Results .................................................................................................................. 27 
3.4.1.  Demographic characteristics of participants ............................................ 27 
3.4.2.  Participation in organized team sport ...................................................... 30 

3.5.  Discussion ............................................................................................................. 43 
3.6.  Limitations ............................................................................................................. 44 



vii 

3.7.  Conclusion ............................................................................................................ 45 
3.8.  Funding ................................................................................................................. 45 
3.9.  Declaration of interest statement .......................................................................... 46 
3.10.  References ............................................................................................................ 47 

Chapter 4.  Conclusion ............................................................................................. 50 
4.1.  A non-binary gender-affirming future for organized team sports ........................... 50 
4.2.  A larger pattern of gender-based violence in Canadian and American organized 

team sports ........................................................................................................... 51 
4.3.  Conversion therapy parallels in sport .................................................................... 53 
4.4.  Valuing research participants and future research ................................................ 55 
4.5.  Knowledge translation ........................................................................................... 55 
4.6.  Conclusion and policy implications ....................................................................... 56 
4.7.  References ............................................................................................................ 59 

Appendix A.    Chapter 2 Supplementary tables ................................................... 62 

Appendix B.    Chapter 2 Supplementary data table ............................................. 67 
 



viii 

List of Tables 

Table 3.1  Demographics of youth (ages 15-29) survey participants in Canada who 
answered survey questions regarding team sport participation. ............. 27 

Table 3.2  Which organized team sports youth (ages 15-29) have or are playing in 
Canada based on data from the UnACoRN survey. Answers are not 
mutually exclusive. .................................................................................. 32 

Table 3.3  Prevalence of current organized team sport participation among non-
binary, cisgender and transgender youth (ages 15-29) stratified by 
province, race, age, gender expression, household income, education 
and disability based on data from the UnACoRN survey. ....................... 34 

Table 3.4  Reasons and organized sports teams avoided by non-binary youth (ages 
15-29) in Canada due to worries of reactions to their gender or sexuality 
based on data from the UnACoRN survey. ............................................. 36 

Table 3.5  Reasons for leaving organized team sport among non-binary youth (ages 
15-29) due to reactions to their gender identity, expression, or sexuality 
based on data from the UnACoRN survey. ............................................. 37 

Table 3.6  Perceived safety and acceptance in organized team sport among non-
binary youth’s (ages 15-29) in Canada when considering their gender 
identity and sexuality based on data from from the UnACoRN survey. ... 38 

Table 3.7  Potential and current threats to the safety of non-binary youth (ages 15-
29) who have avoided organized team sport in Canada based on data 
from the UnACoRN survey. *Answers are not mutually exclusive .......... 39 

Table 3.8  Forms of pressure to change gender expression to fit in experienced by 
non-binary youth (ages 15-29) who have ever or currently participate in 
organized team sport based on data from the UnACoRN survey. 
*Answers are not mutually exclusive ....................................................... 42 

 



ix 

List of Figures 

Figure 2.1  Continuum of community engagement in research courtesy of Key et al. 
(2019) ...................................................................................................... 16 

Figure 2.2  The continuum of community engagement in research: Involvement and 
activity courtesy of Key et al. (2019) ........................................................ 17 

Figure 3.1  Non-binary, cisgender and binary transgender youths’ participation in 
organized team sports based on data from a Canadian survey. ............. 31 

Figure 3.2  Non-binary youth (ages 15-29) who have witnessed abuse in organized 
team sport based on data from a based on data from the UnACoRN 
survey. ..................................................................................................... 40 

Figure 3.3  Non-binary youth (ages 15-29) who have been the target of abuse in 
organized team sport based on data from a based on data from the 
UnACoRN survey. ................................................................................... 41 

 

 



1 

Chapter 1. Introduction 

1.1. Objective and outline 

The objective of this quantitative thesis study is to investigate the experiences of 

non-binary youth, ages 15-29 years, in organized team sports in Canada. In this first 

chapter, I will introduce the topics of gender, research conducted on gender inclusion 

and sports, the potential harms of exclusionary team sports with regard to gender 

generally, and nonbinary youth specifically. In Chapter 2, I share my positionality and 

paradigm statements. In Chapter 3, I present the main results of my thesis research as a 

stand-alone manuscript to be published in a peer-reviewed journal. Finally, in Chapter 4, 

I reflect on what these findings mean more broadly for non-binary equity in sport and 

society. 

1.2. Gender- and sex-related definitions 

Before outlining the scientific literatures that form the basis of this thesis, I will 

define gender- and sex-related terminology relevant throughout this thesis. Gender is a 

social construct used to represent our self-conceptualization of femininity, masculinity, 

both, or neither. It is used organize people in a way that contributes to a hierarchy of 

privilege and importance (Braumüller et al., 2020). The gender binary refers to the 

categories of man and woman (Matsuno et al., 2021). The gender binary, as a means of 

maintaining systems of power and privilege, has been used to exclude, mistreat, and 

erase those who live outside of the binary (Hunt & Holmes, 2015). In sport, non-binary 

individuals are often forced to compete in gendered categories that align with their sex 

assigned at birth, no matter their comfort level with this gendered categorization 

(Braumüller et al., 2020). In Canada, Eurocentric ideas of gender have been forced upon 

Indigenous populations since colonization as a way to strip Indigenous people of their 

culture and practices and impose what European settlers deemed as a superior way of 

being (Hunt & Holmes, 2015). 

Sex assigned at birth refers to the categorization of female or male (and 

sometimes intersex, where permitted) at birth (Enke, 2012). This classification is made 
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by physicians based on their interpretation of a baby’s genitals. Often, gender and sex 

are conflated, but these two are not interchangeable. 

An individual’s gender identity is personal and relates to their sense of self and is 

therefore defined by the individual themself. Western and contemporary gender 

identities include man, woman, non-binary, third gender, agender, genderqueer and 

gender fluid. Knowing one’s gender identity can be a deeply personal journey; for some, 

it can take time to discover their gender identity, while others may know their gender 

identity from a young age; others still may never question their gender identity (Rafferty, 

2022). Gender expression can be thought of as how one performs their gender (Enke, 

2012). It can include how someone dresses, acts, speaks, and moves.  

Cisgender— “cis” coming from the Latin prefix meaning on the same side—is the 

term used for someone whose sex assigned at birth aligns with their current gender 

identity (Enke, 2012). Cisgender is commonly referred to by its shorthand, cis. 

Transgender (trans) is a term that describes someone whose gender identity differs from 

their sex assigned at birth (Enke, 2012). Non-binary can be used as both an umbrella 

and more specific identity term. Non-binary as an umbrella term encompasses anyone 

whose gender identity does not fall into the binary categories of man and woman 

(Matsuno et al., 2021). In most instances throughout this thesis, I use non-binary with its 

encompassing umbrella-term meaning. A person can notably identify as both trans and 

non-binary or can identify with one (or neither) exclusively.  

Many cultures have more than two genders, including Indigenous communities 

with Two-Spirit roles (Pruden, 2021). Two-Spirit is an organizing tool rather than a 

monolithic identity for those Indigenous to Turtle Island (colonially known as North 

America) (Pruden, 2021). Data and work involving Two-Spirit people is to be led by Two-

Spirit people. Since I am a white settler, Two-Spirit identities are currently outside the 

realm of my expertise and will not be a major focus of this paper. This is also why “2S” is 

not included in my use of the LGBTQ+ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer) 

acronym. However, those who are Two-Spirit and also identify as non-binary, binary 

trans, or cisgender have been included in my analysis.   

Endosexnormativity stems from the idea that one’s sex cannot change and can 

be easily classified as male or female. This idea assumes that body parts are related to 
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one’s sex and deems bodies that differ from this binary sex categorization as inferior 

(Lowik et al., 2021). Cisnormativity builds on endosexnormativity and assumes that all 

bodies can, and should, be classified as either male or female (Lowik et al., 2021). 

Further, it asserts that there is a natural alignment between sex and gender. Gender 

binarism—as with cisnormativity—implies that one’s gender identity must align with their 

sex assigned at birth (i.e., female equals woman and male equals man) and further 

deems nonconforming gender identities as deviant and unnatural, (Krieger, 2019). The 

gender binary is ever present in sport, as teams are divided into men’s/boy’s and 

women’s/girl’s categories. The very existence of someone who does not fit into these 

categories neatly and without disruption challenges the gendered division of sport at its 

core. This paper aims to challenge these normative assumptions and enactments in 

organized team sport.  

1.3. Benefits of participation in organized team sports  

Physical activity in general—i.e., inclusive of team sports1, other forms of sports, 

and non-sport exercise—has been found to positively impact mental health, as well as 

perseverance and engagement in life (Halliday et al. 2019). Perseverance and 

engagement with activities and other people can be very beneficial, especially if 

someone is experiencing isolation in other areas of their life. In team sport, these 

benefits are thought to occur because participants have greater confidence making new 

friends and improved social skills and self-esteem (Eime et al., 2013).   

The mental health benefits from playing on a sports team span many age groups 

(Andersen et al., 2019; Guddal et al., 2019; Tyson et al., 2010). In fact, participating in 

organized team sport2 adds a layer of socialization to one’s life. In comparison to 

individual sport3, team sport has a greater potential to improve psychological health due 

to the creation of friendships, support networks, and having fun with others (Andersen et 

                                                 
1 A team sport is defined in this paper as a sport where participants compete/play in groups of 
two or more.  
2 Organized team sport, in this context, refers to teams that have been organized by a sport body 
or organization (e.g. provincial and national sport associations, university and college sports 
associations, and recreational group organizations). 
3 Individual sport is defined in this paper as a sport where a participant competes individually as 
opposed to as a part of a team.  
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al., 2019). A study of youth under the age of 18 found that team sports participants are 

more likely to play for fun rather than those in individual sports who participate for 

reasons such as weight control, pleasing others, and winning competitions (Pluhar et al., 

2019).  

Team sport, of course, simultaneously presents specific social difficulties and 

barriers that individual sport does not. For example, as social spaces, sports teams may 

reproduce larger societal systems of unearned advantage (or “privilege”) and power, 

thereby pushing out certain subgroups of participants. This exclusion may in turn 

contribute to a general pattern of social isolation. These barriers are particularly 

important to investigate when thinking about non-binary participants.  

1.4. Cisnormativity in gendered team sports 

There is ongoing and highly politicized debate about whether allowing trans 

women to compete in women’s sport categories is fair. The debate surrounds specifically 

whether they have an unfair advantage due to having been assigned male at birth and 

the assumed physiological differences (Buckwald, 2021). A recent study found that 

sports fans are divided when it comes to their opinion regarding the fairness of trans 

women in sport (Cleland et al., 2022). Given that some opinion is based on 

misinformation, the Canadian Centre for Ethics in Sport commissioned a report to 

evaluate scientific literature on trans participation in sport. This report found that, based 

on a review of academic and grey literature, trans women who have undergone 

testosterone suppression do not hold a biological advantage over cisgender women (E-

Alliance, 2022). Bans on trans women in sport are, therefore, cisnormative and unjust.   

However, not all sporting organizations follow the suggestions from the Canadian 

Centre for Ethics in Sport to include trans women, and many have created rules that 

impose strict guidelines for athletes in women’s categories. World Athletics and FINA 

(International Swimming Federation) have recently banned all trans women who have 

gone through male puberty from competing in international events (World Athletics, 

2023). Some sports organizations have created inclusivity statements and polices that 

protect trans women in response to these bans (E-Alliance, 2022). Non-binary athletes 

do not always have the same protections in Canada and are often included or excluded 

on a case-by-case basis (Spencer, 2020). Non-binary participants in team sport—while 
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facing similar obstacles to binary trans participants—have unique needs that must be 

understood, addressed and protected.  

1.5. Cultures of abuse and aggressive masculinity in team 
sport  

Despite the many benefits of participation, the social nature of team sport may 

also present specific social difficulties and barriers that individual sport does not. These 

barriers are particularly important to investigate when thinking about non-binary 

participants because they have needs that are unique to cisgender sexual minorities and 

binary transgender participants. From hazing and sexual abuse to toxic masculinity, 

organized team sport can often constitute a violent and traumatic environment (Hartill, 

2013). Hazing, a “rite of passage” activity for those who have recently joined a team, is 

often done with the goal of humiliating and intimidating the new member (Jeckell et al., 

2018). In recent years, alarms have continued to sound within many sporting 

organizations as athletes report instances of hazing by teammates and cases of sexual 

abuse from coaches and staff (Jeckell et al., 2018; Kirby et al., 2008).  

The cultural backdrop to these cases of abuse includes a pervasive and 

aggressive form of masculine privilege. We currently live in a world where the 

predominantly accepted form of colonial masculinity is one of aggression and 

“toughness,” where signs of “softness” are viewed as feminine and, therefore, weak 

(Travers, 2022). This Eurocentric form of masculinity, normalization of hazing, and other 

abusive bonding behaviours between men, are the root cause of many negative 

experiences in sport (Razack, 2000). This idea of masculinity often leads gay men and 

other sexual and gender minorities (SGM) to avoid joining team sports as they view this 

environment to be unsafe (Robertson, 2003). A mixed methods online survey of SGM 

ages 14 to 23 shows that sport is one of the environments where SGM feel least safe 

(Symons et al., 2014).  

The effects of aggressive masculinity in team sport are compounded by a culture 

of secrecy. When athletes experience abuse, they often do not know whom to trust when 

disclosing this information. They may also fear they will not be believed, be excluded 

from the team, and lose opportunities within sport (Kirby et al., 2008). It may be 

hypothesized that if someone is being isolated within sport, they will not only be 
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excluded from these many benefits, but their mental health may suffer further. In some 

cases, reports of hazing and sexual abuse are known to those running the organization, 

and efforts are made to cover up these instances. For example, even though USA 

swimming has banned nearly 50 coaches for abusive offences (predominantly sexual), 

the organization still faces lawsuits for covering up abuse cases (Hartill, 2013). It has 

been found that Hockey Canada has paid $8.9 million to settle sexual assault claims 

since 1989. Some of this money came from minor hockey league registrations fees, 

unbeknownst by those paying such fees (Burke, 2022). These patterns demonstrate that 

although being physically active and having the opportunity to make friends in sport are 

likely boons to mental health, other interpersonal dynamics within team sport may 

counteract such protective factors and be more detrimental than beneficial to mental 

health. 

1.6. Barriers to accessing sport 

In the context of cultures of aggressive masculinity and unchecked abuse, it is 

perhaps not surprising that trans, non-binary, queer, and woman athletes face numerous 

barriers to participation in sport. One example of these barriers is hormone testing. 

Hormone testing and the theory that testosterone is the most influential factor causing 

competitive advantages for those who were assigned male at birth (Buckwald, 2021) 

must be critiqued as most theories are not based in science. Hormone testing implies 

that sex is binary and can be easily measured (Travers, 2022) and fails to acknowledge 

many external factors that lead to athletic success. The following social and structural 

factors are differentially provided to boys (vs. girls) and therefore suggest that 

testosterone is not a credible sole explanation for potential advantages that those 

assigned male at birth (including trans women) are purported to have:  

1. Access to high-level training, coaching and facilities from a young age (often 

unavailable to girls and women) (Sabiston, 2020). 

2. Parents being more likely to enroll their boys in sport (Zarrett et al., 2019). 

3. Parents’ false presumption that boys would be more proficient than girls in sport. 

4. Girls training differently than boys to appear muscular, but not too muscular and 

therefore “manly” or “butch” (Roberts et al., 2022; Slater & Tiggemann, 2010; 
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Zarrett et al., 2019), ideals stemming from normative beauty standards for 

women.   

When a young boy has access to all these advantages, it is considered fair. 

However, if this boy identifies as non-binary later in life, they have had better training 

outlined above at low levels of sport and may potentially perform better than girls. Only 

then are the advantages this athlete possesses considered unfair.  

In the United States, the future of trans and non-binary youth in sport is 

threatened. New bills creating further barriers for gender minority participation in sport 

are brought to state legislatures each month (Movement Advancement Project, 2023). 

As of March 2023, bills banning trans women from participating on women’s teams have 

been passed and signed in 18 states, with similar bills proposed in numerous other 

states. 

These bills create a dangerous precedent; governing sport bodies at any level, in 

any country, may use these bills as models for excluding or misgendering non-binary 

and trans athletes. In many cases, these bills force athletes to identify with their 

sex/gender assigned at birth, thereby removing non-binary and trans athletes’ agency in 

choosing the gendered team they would like to join. Bans on trans women competing at 

international levels impacts Canadian non-binary athletes as well, as World Rugby, FINA 

and World Athletics have all banned trans women from competing in women’s events 

with their own regulations and stipulations (FINA, 2022; World Athletics, 2023; World 

Rugby, 2021). These bans are applicable to Canadian non-binary people who were 

assigned male at birth, have gone through male puberty and are on hormone 

replacement therapy. These bans can be discouraging for younger athletes who dream 

of competing on the international stage, or who may fear that teams at lower competitive 

levels share the same exclusive policies and therefore wish to no longer participate in 

that sport.  

The study presented in this thesis investigates the barriers non-binary youth in 

Canada are facing when joining and participating in organized team sports. My goal is to 

present findings of these barriers to policy makers, officials, coaches and athletes so that 

they can make changes within teams and organizations to better include and protect 

non-binary participants. Since Canada does not currently have as many bans against 
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gender minorities in team sports, this is an opportune time to put proactive, inclusive 

policies into place.  
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Chapter 2. Positionality and paradigm statement 

2.1. Positionality statement  

Positionality statements outline who a researcher is, their socioeconomic 

privileges, and how their values, privileges and biases came to be (Smith, 2011). I will 

follow Smith’s (2011) model by including personal, interpersonal, contextual, and critical 

sections of my positionality statement, using a writing style inspired by Kari Grain (Grain, 

2022). 

2.1.1. Personal positionality 

I am a white, able-bodied, Jewish, queer (a term to describe a sexuality that is 

not straight and does not imply the gender of anyone), non-binary person—each aspect 

of my identity shapes and influences my work and interests. I experience regular 

misgendering as I have a body that is typically read as a woman. As a grandchild of a 

German Jew who left Germany in the build-up to World War II, I am incredibly grateful to 

work on the unceded, traditional lands of the xʷməθkwəy̓əm (Musqueam), 

Skwxwú7mesh (Squamish), and Səl̓ílwətaɬ (Tsleil-Waututh) Nations, and live on the 

unceded, traditional lands of the Stó:lō Coast Salish peoples.  

2.1.2. Interpersonal positionality 

I grew up in Chilliwack, British Columbia, a predominantly White, Christian, 

conservative city where Jews make up less than one percent of the population (Statistics 

Canada, 2013). Because of the small Jewish population, I have always felt more fearful 

of telling someone I am Jewish than of telling them I am queer. Growing up in a 

progressive family, I thankfully had no familial issues when I came out as queer in 2019 

and friends and family have been exclusively supportive. The same support and 

affirmation has not been available to me when participating in sport. Working in athletics 

for over five years has shown me how gender minority people are excluded and shamed 

in sports. I, too, have had these experiences in sports. For example, I have had a coach 

make it clear to me that they were not interested in having non-cisgender athletes on 
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their team. This experience was proof of barriers to the participation of non-binary 

athletes in sport and serves as a key motivator for my research.  

Despite having experienced these barriers, I also enjoy several advantages given 

my other social positions. As an able-bodied person, I can join any sport and not worry 

about an whether an organization will have adapted equipment for me to be able to 

participate. Some of my family members are highly educated and set the expectation for 

higher education. Because of this expectation, my family always prepared me to attend 

post-secondary education, and I have always had both emotional and financial support. 

With this financial support, I have been able to, by choice, live away from my parent's 

home since I was 18. I had the privilege of discovering my identity on my own time, 

surrounded by supportive people I chose to have in my life. Their presence in my life 

gives me the strength and support to break barriers in academia. Having a network of 

colleagues who are also sexual minorities or allies, provides me support and a sounding 

board when I have issues due to power structures in academia.  

2.2. Research paradigm 

Bright and bold feminist writing inspires me (Doyle, 2020; Gibson, 2019; Given, 

2020; Habib, 2019), as does the work of many other sexual minority leaders and 

advocates. I am progressive in my political views and constantly try to challenge the 

taken for granted assumptions and beliefs I consciously or unconsciously internalized 

while growing up.  

The paradigm I follow in my research is community-engaged research (CER), 

also known as community-based participatory research. CER focuses on creating 

meaningful connections and relationships with a particular community of focus and aims 

to do research with—not on—a community (Leung et al., 2004). My community of focus 

is non-binary youth who have participated in organized team sports in Canada. This 

paradigm allows for the sharing of the power in data and research, helps ensure that 

research will create action and change, and results in higher engagement rates and 

fewer losses to follow-up (Cashman et al., 2008; Leung et al., 2004; Reason & Bradbury, 

2008). Research can fall on any point of the CER spectrum (Figure 2.1 and 2.2). My 

thesis research is best classified as being community informed (left side of the CER 

spectrum), as I have personal insight into this population’s experiences in sports and still 
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qualify in in our study’s definition of “youth”. It does not fit further to the right, e.g., 

community-based participatory, given the time, funding, and personnel constraints of a 

master’s degree.  

I seek to further improve community engagement through the knowledge 

mobilization phase of my thesis work by listening to any feedback I receive from 

community partners and youth I speak to when sharing results. 
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Figure 2.1 Continuum of community engagement in research courtesy of Key et al. (2019) 
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Figure 2.2 The continuum of community engagement in research: Involvement and activity courtesy of Key et al. (2019) 
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Chapter 3. Non-binary youth experiences in 
organized team sports in Canada   

3.1. Introduction  

Participating in team sport has demonstrated positive impacts such as improved 

mental and physical health, social connection and capacity for perseverance and 

engagement in life (Andersen et al., 2019; Guddal et al., 2019; Halliday et al., 2019; 

Tyson et al., 2010). For this reason, youth should be supported in joining team sport at a 

young age, if they desire, both to promote physical wellness and as a possible means to 

support mental health issues later in life (Sabiston et al., 2016). Whether and how these 

positive effects of team sport extend to sexual and gender minority (SGM) youth remains 

uncertain. If sport is unsafe for SGM youth, it can become a site of minority stress, 

potentially negatively impacting their mental health and experiences. Minority stress is 

stress resulting from someone who is an SGM being subjected to hostile and 

inhospitable environments (Brooks, 1981). The recent anti-transgender bills passed in 

the U.S., which force trans and non-binary people to play on teams according to their 

sex assigned at birth, are creating hostile and inhospitable sport environments for 

gender minority participants (Movement Advancement Project, 2023).  

Transgender4 people are those whose sex and gender assigned at birth differ 

from their current gender identity (Wilson & Meyer, 2021). Non-binary people identify 

with a gender that does not align with the binary categories of woman/girl or man/boy 

(Wilson & Meyer, 2021). In this paper, non-binary will be used as both an umbrella term 

(encompassing those who identify as genderqueer, agender, third gender, and trans 

non-binary) and a term for one’s identity.  

The growing trend of creating bans to exclude trans women from sport makes it 

challenging for SGM to join a team. Non-binary people assigned male at birth face 

similar issues as trans women. Some research focusing on non-binary people in sport 

                                                 
4 For the purposes of this research, the term transgender will primarily refer to those who identify 
as trans and a binary gender, reserving the term non-binary to specifically refer to those with non-
binary identities. Transgender and trans will be used interchangeably. Those who are 
transgender and non-binary will be referred to as non-binary. This is not to erase the transness of 
non-binary transgender people, but rather for the simplicity in comparison throughout the text.  
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has found that barriers such as gendered change rooms, dress codes, and binary 

gendered teams are deterrents for participating in sport (Buckwald, 2021; Erikainen et 

al., 2020). More research is needed, particularly in Canada, to understand the 

experiences of this population in organized team sport. 

3.1.1. What barriers do trans and non-binary youth face to 
participation in organized team sport5? 

Barriers to non-binary youth participation in sport are numerous and multifaceted. 

Gender minority students have reported no longer wanting to participate in physical 

education because of having to use gendered changerooms and bathrooms that do not 

reflect their identity, and the policing of gender that results (Davies et al., 2019; Egale, 

2020; Symons et al., 2014).  

Some cisgender athletes and non-athletes feel that trans girls/women and non-

binary people assigned female at birth threaten the fairness of sport due to the 

erroneous, and scientifically disputed, assumption that testosterone provides an unfair 

performance advantage (Erikainen et al., 2020). Testosterone has been deemed by 

some cisnormative commentators to be the hormone of men and manhood. In 

combination with the idea that men are superior to women in sport, these commentators 

argue that anyone who has possessed high levels at testosterone at some point of their 

life must therefore have an advantage over those who have not had such levels. The 

testing of testosterone levels is commonly referred to as “sex testing” and polices the 

women’s category and deems who has transitioned “fully” to being a woman and who is 

still too “manly.” 

Some trans and non-binary people will either not join a sports team because they 

are unsure if they are allowed to participate, or, once in sport, will worry about “passing” 

(appearing cisgender) and fear for their safety (Barras et al., 2021). The questioning of 

fairness may discourage non-binary youth from staying involved in sport at lower-

performance levels, as it becomes an inhospitable environment for nonbinary youth. 

                                                 
5 Organized team sport, in this context, refers to teams that have been organized by a sport body 
or organization (e.g. provincial and national sport associations, university and college sports 
associations, and recreational group organizations). 
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Hormone testing and harmful anti-trans rhetoric set a standard of policing who does and 

does not “belong.” On a similar note, further issues are caused by structural forms of 

sexism that affect girls/women and non-binary people alike. Those who were assigned 

male at birth, or once identified as a boy, may have grown up with very different views of 

and opportunities in sport than young girls. An example of opportunities geared towards 

boys is access to high-level training, coaching and facilities from a young age that are 

often unavailable to girls and women (Sabiston, 2020).   

Previous studies have demonstrated that nonbinary youth experience numerous 

barriers to participation in team sport (Barras et al., 2021; Erikainen et al., 2020; Symons 

et al., 2014). It is currently unknown how many non-binary youth participate in organized 

team sport in Canada, the forms of abuse they face or witness, barriers they face to 

entering sport, and if/how they change their gender expression in sport. These data are 

necessary to help inform gender inclusive and affirming policies.  

3.2. Aims and Research Questions (RQs)  

This quantitative study aims to investigate the experiences of non-binary youth, 

ages 15-29 years, in organized team sport in Canada. Using data from a binational 

(Canada and the US) survey – The UnACoRN Study (Understanding Affirming 

Communities, Relationships and Networks) - the following research questions are 

addressed:  

1. What is the prevalence of participation in organized team sports among non-

binary youth in Canada? 

a. How does this current prevalence of participation estimate for non-binary 

youth compare to cisgender respondents? 

b. How does this current prevalence estimate vary by geography, race, age, 

gender expression, household income and education? 

2. How common are hypothesized structural and interpersonal barriers to 

participation in organized team sports for non-binary youth? 
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3.3. Methods 

3.3.1. Sample  

The UnACoRN Study surveyed youth ages 15-29 years. The goal of UnACoRN 

was to understand a range of settings in which young people find their gender identities 

and sexual orientation identities affirmed and denied. The survey included 14 modules. 

Participants had to be living in Canada or the U.S. and complete a survey in English or 

French. The online survey took approximately 25-30 minutes to complete.  

Recruitment occurred through a wide range of online and offline channels as 

there is no defined sampling frame for SGM populations (Binson et al., 2007; Delgado-

Ron et al., 2022). In this context, the predominant method for reaching SGM populations 

is through non-probability sampling—an approach that can be strengthened in terms of 

representativeness by combining samples from multiple venues (Salway et al., 2019). 

Survey recruitment began on March 16, 2022 and continued until August 15, 2022. 

Recruitment included outreach to community groups, paid advertising on Facebook and 

Instagram, bus ads in two Canadian cities, and outreach to SGM community 

organizations and related social media channels.  

In total, for those who lived in Canada and answered the organized team sports 

participation question, my sample is comprised of 1929 non-binary, 552 binary trans, 

and 2513 cisgender youth. Data from binary trans participants is represented in tables 

below, but I will focus on addressing the gap in the literature regarding non-binary 

participation in organized team sports in this paper. Every question in the survey was 

optional other than a participant’s age, postal code, race, gender, trans experience, sex 

assigned at birth, and sexuality. Therefore, denominators for individual variables 

included in this paper vary. Those who selected “prefer not to answer” or skipped the 

question were removed from the denominators.  

3.3.2. Measures – Gender Identity 

I used a two-step version of gender modality (trans/cis) classification as 

suggested by Bauer and colleagues (2017) and further described by Kronk et al. (2022). 

The survey first asked “What sex/gender were you assigned at birth (i.e., the sex on your 
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original birth certificate)?” with the options of male and female. It then asked “Are you a 

person of trans experience, meaning your gender identity is different from the 

sex/gender you were assigned at birth?” with the options of yes, no, and unsure. 

Participants were also asked “How would you describe your current gender identity? 

Check all that apply” with the options: man, woman, non-binary, genderfluid, 

genderqueer, third gender, agender, detrans/detransitioner, 

unsure/questioning/undecided, and none of the above, I prefer to self-describe my 

gender identity as: [open text].  

Those who are categorized as non-binary includes those who identify as non-

binary, genderqueer, third gender, genderfluid, agender, or selected “yes” to trans 

experience and do not identify with a binary gender. Some non-binary participants 

selected “non-binary” and a binary gender such as “man” or “woman”, and they have 

been included in the non-binary category. Those who are categorized as binary trans are 

defined as those with trans experience, were assigned male or female at birth and now 

identify as the “opposite” gender, exclusively. Cisgender participants are those whose 

current gender identity remains aligned with gender/sex assigned at birth.  

3.3.3. Measures – Participation in organized team sport 

In the survey I asked specifically about organized team sports, and we indicated 

that this did not include artistic physical activities (e.g. figure skating, dance, etc.). 

However, I let participants decide for themselves if what they participate in is a team 

sport. We defined organized team sports for participants as follows: “Now, we’d like to 

shift gears and ask you about some groups, events, and social environments where 

people may have reacted to your gender identity, gender expression, or sexuality. Let's 

start with organized sports. We are especially interested in team sports for this study, so 

we will not be including dance, gymnastics, figure skating or other artistic physical 

activities in this set of questions, though we love that you're doing those!” The primary 

outcome (corresponding to research questions 1a and 1b) was defined based on 

respondents’ answer to the following: “have you ever participated in organized sport?” 

with answer options of “yes, currently,” “yes, in the past,” “no” and “prefer not to answer.” 

Those who selected “prefer not to answer” were excluded from analysis. When 

categorizing participants who have participated in sport, those who selected both “in the 

past” and “currently” were collapsed to be only in the “current” participation group. Those 
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who only selected “in the past” are the “past” group. Those who selected “no” are the 

“never” group.  

For added context of which organized team sports participants are playing or 

have played, I used data from the question “Which sport(s) are you participating in 

currently, or did you participate in in the past? Check all that apply” with the options: 

baseball, basketball, field hockey, football, hockey, lacrosse, rugby, swimming, soccer, 

softball, volleyball, wrestling, and other: [open text]. During analysis, I further divided the 

“other” category based on large numbers of similar written-in answers. These new 

categories included martial arts, track and field/cross country, tennis, and badminton.  

3.3.4. Measures – Structural and interpersonal barriers for youth 
entering and remaining in organized team sport 

There were multiple questions that asked about barriers to youth entering and 

remaining in team sport. The analysis focused on survey respondents’ answers to:  

 “Would any of the following cause you to feel unsafe or not accepted? (choose all 

that apply)” with answer options of: having to choose a gender when becoming a 

member of a sports organization, participating on a binary team (a men's or women's 

team), not being able to switch or go between men’s and women’s teams, change 

rooms and locker room layouts, dress codes (e.g. swimsuits, uniforms), homophobic 

comments, sexist comments, transphobic comments, teammates, coaches, other: 

[open text], and nothing would cause me to feel unsafe/not accepted.  

 “If you were registering for a sport and the only options on the intake form were 

“man” or “woman" or “male” or “female” would you still participate?” which had “yes,” 

“sometimes/it depends,” and “no” as answer options.  

Barriers can present themselves through social means, so another hypothesized 

barrier was abuse. To address this, I used the question “Have you ever witnessed any of 

the following in sport? Choose all that apply” with the options of: homophobic comments, 

sexist comments, transphobic comments, physical harassment (pushing, punching, 

kicking, etc.) because of someone’s sexuality, physical harassment (pushing, punching, 

kicking, etc.) because of someone’s gender, I haven’t witnessed any of the above. A 

similar question about being a target of these forms of abuse was also asked and used 

in this analysis.  
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Another question used to answer research question 2 was “Have you ever left 

sport because of how people reacted to: your gender expression? Your gender identity?” 

These questions had the answer options of “yes,” “no, but I might,” and “no.” On a 

similar note, I used the question “Have you felt the need to change your gender 

expression to fit in with sports teams?” (yes/no). I used the follow up question “How did 

you change your gender expression to fit in?” which had the answer options “acted 

differently,” “spoke differently,” “dressed differently,” and “used a change room I did not 

prefer.” Worrying about how others perceive oneself can also serve as a barrier for 

entering and remaining on a team, so I have included data from the question, “Have you 

ever avoided joining an organized sport because you worried how people would react to 

your gender or sexuality (e.g., that you are not straight)? Check all that apply.” The 

answer options were: Yes, because of my gender identity; Yes, because of my sexuality; 

and no. For context, I have included the sports that participants have avoided. This list of 

options was the same list given when asking which sports survey participants play(ed).   

All of these instances of exclusion mentioned in this section can reduce a 

person’s perception of safety and acceptance in organized team sport, creating further 

barriers to entering and remaining on a team. Therefore, I used: 

 “Considering your gender identity, do you feel that you are/were/would be accepted 

in sport? *By “in sport” we mean during games, practices, competitions, and any 

other times you were around your teams.”  

 “Considering your gender identity, do you feel that you are/were/would be safe in 

sport? 

Both questions had the answer options “unsure,” “not at all,” “very little,” 

“somewhat,” “very much.”                                                                                      

3.3.5. Measures – Other sociodemographic characteristics 

Sexual minority is defined here as anyone who selected a sexuality other than 

heterosexual. For household income, we chose to use perceived family financial security 

as we hypothesized that many youth would not know the monetary income of their 

household (Hammond et al., 2021). We additionally looked at variations of participation 

in organized team sport by the following variables: sexual orientation identity, 
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provinces/territories, urbanicity, racial identity, age, gender expression, and education. 

Urbanicity was defined according to the Statistics Canada’s methods, where rural postal 

codes contain a zero, and urban postal codes do not (Statistics Canada, 2007). For 

statistical power, I have combined those who selected Asian, Black, Hispanic, or Pacific 

Islander as a racial identity and made a new group called person of colour.  

3.3.6. Analyses 

Analyses were primarily descriptive. For primary outcomes (research questions 

1a/b), I present and interpret results for all three gender identity categories. First, I 

estimated the prevalence of youth who currently, previously, or never participated in 

organized team sports. Second, I reported the types of organized team sports youth had 

participated in. Third, I estimated the prevalence of current participation across 

sociodemographic variables.  

For secondary outcomes, I narrow my focus to exclusively present and interpret 

findings from non-binary participants. First, I estimated why non-binary youth have 

avoided organized team sport and which sports they avoided. Next, I estimated how 

many non-binary youth have left organized team sport because of reactions to their 

gender expression, gender identity and sexuality. I then estimated how many non-binary 

youth feel accepted or safe regarding their gender identity and sexuality. After this 

analysis, I estimated the current and potential threats to the safety of non-binary youth 

who have avoided organized team sports. I then estimated the proportions of non-binary 

youth who have witnessed and been the target of abuse in organized team sports. 

Afterwards, I estimated how many non-binary youth have felt the need to change their 

gender expression in organized team sports, followed by how they did so, and at which 

level of sport they changed their gender expression.   

3.3.7. Statistical methods  

R Studio was used to calculate all descriptive statistics (percentages) and 95% 

confidence intervals (CIs). CIs were calculated using the appropriate methods for each 

research question. Chi-square tests were used to compare binary outcomes across 

categories (p<0.05 considered statistically significant). 
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3.4. Results  

3.4.1. Demographic characteristics of participants  

Among survey respondents who live in Canada and answered the survey 

questions regarding organized team sport participation (n= 4994), 38% (n=1929) were 

cisgender, 50% (n= 2513) were non-binary, and 11% (n=552) were binary trans. Our 

sample was representative of youth in Canada with respect to geography 

(province/territory) (Table 3.1) (Delgado-Ron et al., 2022).  

Table 3.1 Demographics of youth (ages 15-29) survey participants in Canada 
who answered survey questions regarding team sport participation. 

  Cisgender % Non-
binary 

% Binary 
trans 

% 

Gender 
identity* 

Total complete 
responses 

1929 38.6 2513 50.3 552 11.1 

 Man 362 18.8 325 12.9 463 83.9 

 Woman 1567 81.2 343 13.6 89 16.1 

 Agender   273 10.9   

 Genderfluid   437 17.4   

 Genderqueer    464 18.5   

 Nonbinary   664 26.4   

 Third gender    29 1.2   

Age, years 15-19 1007 55.7 1444 62.1 370 71.3 

 20-24 415 23.0 545 23.4 99 19.1 

 25-29 385 21.3 338 14.5 50 9.6 

 Total complete 
responses 

1807  2327  519 
 

 Urbanicity Urban 1560 89.7 1987 89.1 425 85.5 

 Rural 180 10.3 243 10.9 72 14.5 

 Total complete 
responses 

1740  2230  497 
 

Provinces 
and territories 

British Columbia 260 13.9 289 13.8 65 13.1 

 Alberta 268 14.3 137 6.5 61 12.3 
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  Cisgender % Non-
binary 

% Binary 
trans 

% 

 Saskatchewan 61 3.3 103 4.9 29 5.8 

 Manitoba 89 4.8 126 6.0 18 3.6 

 Ontario 539 28.9 800 38.2 187 37.6 

 Quebec 510 27.3 453 21.6 85 17.1 

 New Brunswick 47 2.5 56 2.7 18 3.6 

 Nova Scotia 48 2.6 73 3.5 20 4.0 

 P.E.I.  7 0.4 7 0.3 2 0.4 

 Newfoundland 
and Labrador 

34 1.8 47 2.2 10 2.0 

 Yukon, 
Northwest 
Territories and 
Nunavut  

8 0.4 8 0.4 2 0.4 

 Total complete 
responses 

1871  2099  497 
 

Sexual 
orientation 

identity 
Asexual 97 5.2 235 10.1 23 4.3 

 Bisexual 687 37.0 681 29.2 164 30.8 

 Fluid 5 0.3 22 0.9 5 0.9 

 Gay 191 10.3 298 12.8 158 29.6 

 Heterosexual 418 22.5 15 0.6 13 2.4 

 Indigiqueer 1 0.1 0 0.0 1 0.2 

 Lesbian 224  12.1 411 17.6 39  7.3 

 Pansexual  127 6.8 423 18.1 78 14.6 

 Queer 35 1.9 211 9.0 34 6.4 

 Unsure/ 
Questioning 

70 3.8 36 1.5 18 3.4 
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  Cisgender % Non-
binary 

% Binary 
trans 

% 

 Sexual Minority 1437  77.5  2317  99.4  520  97.6 

 Total complete 
responses 

1855  2332  533  

Highest level 
of education** 

Did not finish 
high school 

20 1.4 80 4.5 20 4.9 

 Currently attend 
high school 

572 41.1 842 47.6 224 54.8 

 High school, or 
equivalent  

359 25.8 464 26.2 104 25.4 

 Post-secondary 
school (e.g. 
certificate, 
diploma) 

152 10.9 181 10.2 34 8.3 

 Bachelor’s 
degree 

215 15.4 160 9.0 20 4.9 

 Above a 
bachelor’s 
degree (e.g., 
master’s, 
doctorate) 

74 5.3 43 2.4 7 1.7 

 Total complete 
responses 

1392 
 

1770 
 

409 
 

Racial 
identity* 

Asian 217 12.1 200 8.6 42 8.1 

 Black  70 3.9 68 2.9 16 3.1 

 Hispanic 59 3.3 66 2.8 10 1.9 

 Indigenous 93 5.2 208 8.9 52 10.0 

 Pacific Islander 7 0.4 8 0.3 1 0.2 

 White 1549 86.1 2108 90.2 470 90.6 

 Total complete 
responses 

1799  2337  552  

Household 
Income 

Not enough to 
live/for 
necessities 

51 3.8 85 4.9 13 3.3 

 Just enough to 
live/for 
necessities 

227 16.9 368 21.4 98 24.6 
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  Cisgender % Non-
binary 

% Binary 
trans 

% 

 Enough 430 32.0 568 33.0 155 38.8 

 Only have to 
worry about 
money for fun or 
extras 

412 30.6 525 30.5 109 27.3 

 Never have to 
worry about 
money 

225 16.7 175 10.2 24 6.0 

 Total complete 
responses 1345  1721  399  

Disability 
(self-

identified) 
Yes 220 16.2 670 40.3 116 30.0 

 No 1140 83.8 992 59.7 271 70.0 

 Total complete 
responses 

1360  1662  387  

* Answers are not mutually exclusive  
** For those not currently in high school at time of survey completion   

The mean age of the sample was 19 years. This study’s sample was 

predominately non-heterosexual, with 78% (n= 1511) of cis and 99% (n= 2498) of non-

binary respondents identified as a sexual minority. 47% (n= 842) of non-binary and 41% 

(n= 572) of cisgender participants were in high school at the time of survey completion. 

The majority of respondents identified as white. The average percent of the entire 

sample identifying as an SGM is 92%, with 99% of the non-binary respondents 

identifying as an SGM.  

3.4.2. Participation in organized team sport 

More non-binary youth — 62% (n= 1563, 95% CI 60%- 64%)— have played an 

organized team sport and then stopped, as compared to cisgender youth—57% (n= 

1103, 95% CI 55%-59%) (P<0.001) (Figure 3.1). Similar proportions of non-binary – 27% 

(n= 672, 95% CI 25%-29%) and cisgender youth, 25% (n= 486, 95% CI 23%-27%) 

(P=0.26) have never played an organized team sport. Fewer non-binary (11%, n= 278, 

95% CI 10%-12%) than cisgender youth (18%, n= 340, 95% CI 16%-19%) (P<0.001) are 

currently a part of an organized sports team. Soccer, swimming, and volleyball were the 

most commonly played sports (Table 3.2).  
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Figure 3.1 Non-binary, cisgender and binary transgender youths’ participation 
in organized team sports based on data from a Canadian survey. 

  Note: Answers are mutually exclusive.  
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Table 3.2 Which organized team sports youth (ages 15-29) have or are playing 
in Canada based on data from the UnACoRN survey. Answers are 
not mutually exclusive. 

  Cisgender % Non-
binary 

% Binary 
trans 

% 

Sports Badminton 53 3.7 82 4.5 14 3.5 

 Baseball 162 11.3 209 11.4 45 11.4 

 Basketball 378 26.3 449 24.5 89 22.5 

 Field Hockey 67 4.7 49 2.7 11 2.8 

 Football 77 5.4 67 3.7 25 6.3 

 Hockey 160 11.1 147 8.0 47 11.9 

 Lacrosse 29 2.0 32 1.7 7 1.8 

 Martial Arts 48 3.3 99 5.4 21 5.3 

 Rugby 84 5.8 109 6.0 20 5.1 

 Soccer 649 45.2 853 46.6 187 47.3 

 Softball 132 9.2 200 10.9 34 8.6 

 Swimming 495 34.5 647 35.4 125 31.6 

 Tennis 18 1.3 20 1.1 4 1.0 

 Track and 
Field/Cross Country 

62 4.3 73 4.0 23 5.8 

 Volleyball 415 28.9 519 28.4 105 26.6 

 Wrestling 52 3.6 80 4.4 18 4.6 

 Other 273 19.0 384 21.0 86 21.8 

 Total complete 
responses 1436  1830  395  

 

Across all sociodemographic strata, fewer non-binary youth participate in 

organized team sport as compared with cis youth (Table 3.3). Within each gender 

identity group, there were no statistically significant differences across race and gender 

expression. Among cisgender respondents, statistically significant differences were 

found by province, such that lower proportions of cis youth in Atlantic provinces, 

Quebec, and Ontario were currently participating in organized team sport, as compared 
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with youth in BC. Among cis and non-binary respondents, a statistically significant 

difference was found by age, such that higher proportions of those 15-19 years of age 

currently participate in organized team sport, as compared to those 20-29 years of age. 

Among cis and non-binary respondents, statistically significant differences were found by 

income, such that higher proportions of those with higher levels of relative income 

participate in organized team sport as compared to those with lower levels of income. 

Statistically significant differences were found regarding non-binary youth with a 

disability, as fewer disabled non-binary youth are participating in organized team sport 

than those without a disability. No statistically significant differences were found across 

sub-groups of binary trans youth. 
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Table 3.3 Prevalence of current organized team sport participation among non-binary, cisgender and transgender youth (ages 15-29) stratified by province, race, age, gender expression, 
household income, education and disability based on data from the UnACoRN survey.   

  %(row): current/Current, past, and never participated  
  p-value compares the prevalence estimate for each demographic subgroup to a reference level within each gender strata.  

  Cisgender Non-binary Binary trans 

  Current Current, 
past and 

never 
participated 

% of group 
currently 

participating 
in sport 

p-value Current Current, 
past and 

never 
participated 

% of group 
currently 

participating 
in sport 

p-value Current Current, past 
and never 

participated 

% of group 
currently 

participating 
in sport 

p-value 

Province6 British Columbia 64 260 24.6 - 29 289 10.0 - 10 65 15.4 - 

 Prairies 53 287 18.5 0.100 73 497 14.7 0.078 13 103 12.6 0.782 

 Ontario 73 539 13.5 <0.001 66 800 8.3 0.424 22 187 11.8 0.590 

 Quebec 89 510 17.5 0.024 48 453 10.6 0.904 9 85 10.6 0.530 

 Atlantic Provinces 19 136 14.0 0.019 21 183 11.5 0.732 3 50 6.0 0.201 

Race Indigenous 14 93 15.1 0.559 24 208 11.5 0.956 6 69 8.7 0.680 

 Person of colour 73 353 20.7 0.276 34 340 10.0 0.593 7 52 13.5 0.640 

 White 279 1549 18.0 - 235 2108 11.1 - 51 470 10.9 - 

Age 15-19 243 1007 24.1 - 201 1444 13.9 - 48 370 13.0 - 

 20-24 36 415 8.7 <0.001 34 545 6.2 <0.001 7 99 7.1 0.148 

 25-29 39 385 10.1 <0.001 20 338 5.9 <0.001 2 50 4.0 0.108 

Gender Expression Feminine 265 1567 16.9 - 205 1831 11.2 - 20 199 10.1 - 

 Masculine  170 906 18.8 0.267 222 1979 11.2 1 52 478 10.9 0.856 

 Fluid 104 565 18.4 0.459 210 1870 11.2 1 21 205 10.2 1 

 Androgynous  132 838 15.8 0.502 246 2206 11.2 1 37 378 9.8 1 

Household Income Not enough/just 
enough to live 

24 278 8.6 0.012 24 453 5.3 0.043 10 111 9.0 0.586 

 Enough 66 430 15.3 - 50 568 8.8 - 10 155 6.5 - 

 Only worry about 
money for fun/extras 

82 412 19.9 0.100 65 525 12.4 0.068 13 109 11.9 0.183 

 Never have to worry 
about money  

53 225 23.6 0.013 26 175 14.9 0.030 4 24 16.7 0.099 

Education Currently in high school 149 572 26.0 - 121 842 14.4 - 24 224 10.7 - 

 Did not finish high 
school 

1 20 5.0 0.062 1 80 1.3 0.002 0 20 0.0 0.234 

                                                 
6 The territories were excluded from this analysis due to small cell count.  



35 

  Cisgender Non-binary Binary trans 

  Current Current, 
past and 

never 
participated 

% of group 
currently 

participating 
in sport 

p-value Current Current, 
past and 

never 
participated 

% of group 
currently 

participating 
in sport 

p-value Current Current, past 
and never 

participated 

% of group 
currently 

participating 
in sport 

p-value 

 Completed high school 37 429 8.6 <0.001 20 464 4.3 <0.001 11 104 10.6 1 

 Post-secondary school 44 441 10.0 <0.001 31 384 8.1 0.003 2 61 3.3 0.124 

Disability Yes 28 220 12.7 0.106 48 670 7.2 0.004 11 116 9.5 0.9034 

 No 199 1141 17.4 - 115 992 11.6 ‐ 23 271 8.5 ‐ 
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When asked if they have ever avoided an organized sports team due to worries 

of reactions to their gender or sexuality, 29.6% (n= 742) of non-binary respondents 

indicated they had because of their gender identity. The most commonly avoided sports 

were swimming (38.2%, n= 308) and volleyball (32.1%, n= 259) (Table 3.4).  

Table 3.4 Reasons and organized sports teams avoided by non-binary youth 
(ages 15-29) in Canada due to worries of reactions to their gender or 
sexuality based on data from the UnACoRN survey.  

  Non-binary % 

Avoided sport Yes, because of my gender 
identity 

742 29.6 

 Yes, because of my sexuality 358 14.3 

 No  1587 63.2 

Sports avoided 
(807 responses) 

Baseball 151 18.7 

 Basketball 231 28.6 

 Field hockey 116 14.4 

 Football 174 21.6 

 Hockey 186 23.0 

 Lacrosse 109 13.5 

 Rugby 169 20.9 

 Soccer 211 26.1 

 Softball 124 15.4 

 Swimming 308 38.2 

 Volleyball 259 32.1 

 Wrestling 203 25.2 

 Other 123 15.2 

 

 When asked if they would participate if a registration form only said “man” and 

“woman,” 28% (n= 689) of non-binary respondents selected they would not participate, 

and 46% (n= 1094) selected “sometimes/it depends.” When asked about leaving 
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organized team sport because of reactions to their gender expression, identity, or 

sexuality, more non-binary youth have left sport because of reactions to their gender 

expression and gender identity than sexuality (Table 3.5). Large proportions of non-

binary youth do not feel safe nor accepted regarding their gender identity in organized 

team sport (Table 3.6).  

Table 3.5 Reasons for leaving organized team sport among non-binary youth 
(ages 15-29) due to reactions to their gender identity, expression, or 
sexuality based on data from the UnACoRN survey.  

Left sport because of reactions to:  Responses % 

Gender expression (1668 
responses) 

Yes 192 11.5 

 No, but I might  420 25.2 

 No  1056 63.3 

Gender identity (1657 responses) Yes 207 12.5 

 No, but I might  461 27.8 

 No  989 59.7 

Sexuality (1635 responses) Yes 115 7.0 

 No, but I might  525 32.1 

 No  995 60.9 
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Table 3.6 Perceived safety and acceptance in organized team sport among 
non-binary youth’s (ages 15-29) in Canada when considering their 
gender identity and sexuality based on data from from the UnACoRN 
survey.  

  Responses % 

Feeling accepted considering their 
gender identity (692 responses) 

Unsure 103 14.9 

 Not at all 133 19.2 

 Very little 230 33.2 

 Somewhat 201 29.0 

 Very much 25 3.6 

Feeling safe considering their 
gender identity (693 responses) 

Unsure 104 15.0 

 Not at all 120 17.3 

Very little 173 25.0 

Somewhat  238 34.3 

Very much 58 8.4 

Feeling accepted considering their 
sexuality (330 responses) 

Unsure 40 12.1 

Not at all 58 17.6 

Very little 78 23.6 

Somewhat 126 38.2 

Very much 28 8.5 

Feeling safe considering their 
sexuality (328 responses) 

Unsure 40 12.2 

Not at all 52 15.9 

Very little 68 20.7 

Somewhat 139 42.4 

Very much 29 8.8 
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Hypothesized current and potential threats to safety of those who have avoided 

joining a team were highly prevalent. The top three reasons chosen by non-binary youth 

were transphobic (90.7%, n= 701), homophobic (87.6%, n= 677) and sexist (84.1%, n= 

650) comments (Table 3.7).  

Table 3.7 Potential and current threats to the safety of non-binary youth (ages 
15-29) who have avoided organized team sport in Canada based on 
data from the UnACoRN survey. *Answers are not mutually 
exclusive 

 Responses % 

Transphobic comments 701 90.7 

Homophobic comments 677 87.6 

Sexist comments 650 84.1 

Changerooms and locker room layouts 632 81.8 

Dress codes 619 80.1 

Choosing a gender when joining an 
organization 

558 72.2 

Participating on a binary gendered team 512 66.2 

Coaches 419 54.2 

Teammates 414 53.6 

Not being able to go between gendered 
teams 

216 27.9 

Other 28 3.6 

Total responses 773  

 

For those participating in organized team sport, many have experienced and 

witnessed abuse, with sexist and homophobic comments being the most frequently 

witnessed (Figure 3.2) and experienced categories (Figure 3.3).  
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Figure 3.2 Non-binary youth (ages 15-29) who have witnessed abuse in organized team sport based on data from a 
based on data from the UnACoRN survey.  

  *Answers are not mutually exclusive. 
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Figure 3.3 Non-binary youth (ages 15-29) who have been the target of abuse in organized team sport based on data from 
a based on data from the UnACoRN survey.  

  *Answers are not mutually exclusive. 
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Nearly half (45.0%, n= 720) of non-binary youth who have participated or 

currently participate in organized team sport have changed their gender expression to fit 

in. They have most frequently done so by dressing or acting differently, particularly in 

elementary to high school and recreational teams (Table 3.8).    

Table 3.8 Forms of pressure to change gender expression to fit in experienced 
by non-binary youth (ages 15-29) who have ever or currently 
participate in organized team sport based on data from the 
UnACoRN survey. *Answers are not mutually exclusive 

 Responses % 

Felt need to change their gender 
expression (1601 responses) 

Yes 720 45.0 

 No 881 55.0 

How they changed their gender 
expression (718 responses) 

Dressed differently 557 77.6 

 Acted differently 525 73.1 

 Spoke differently 341 47.5 

 Other 40 5.6 

At what level of sport they 
changed their gender expression 

(715 responses) 
Elementary school 314 43.9 

 High school  401 56.1 

 Junior/Amateur leagues 99 13.8 

 Middle school  285 39.9 

 National 15 2.1 

 Professional 8 1.1 

 Provincial 38 5.3 

 Recreational 339 47.4 

 University or college 
intramurals 

26 3.6 

 University or college varsity 
teams  24 3.4 

 2S/LGBTQ+ teams 4 0.6 

 Other 13 1.8 
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3.5. Discussion  

This study aimed to help understand the experiences of non-binary youth in 

organized team sports in Canada. Consistent with previous studies about barriers faced 

in sport by non-binary and trans people (Barras et al., 2021; Erikainen et al., 2020; 

Symons et al., 2014), our survey demonstrates low participation prevalence, likely 

attributable to named barriers to entering and remaining in organized team sport. Given 

that our sample was 92% SGM, our findings regarding participation in organized team 

sport are much lower than previous, non-SGM focused Canadian studies have found. 

For example, a 2016 literature review, found that 70% of teens ages 13-19 were 

participating in sport (E-Alliance, 2022). This is substantially higher than the 18% we 

found for the cisgender subsample in the UnACoRN study, however, the majority of our 

cis participants were sexual minorities. These groups also face barriers to participation in 

team sport (relative to cisgender heterosexual peers) (Doull et al., 2018); for example 

the Trevor Project found that nearly 70% of queer American youth ages 13-24 had never 

participated in sport (The Trevor Project, 2021). Collectively, these findings show the 

need for more studies of SGM youth in organized team sport.   

When looking at participation across sociodemographic subgroups (Table 3.3), 

our findings are largely consistent with previous research. For example, previous 

research has shown that participation in sport decreases with age and increases with 

higher family incomes (Canadian Fitness and Lifestyle Research Institute, 2022; E-

Alliance, 2022). E-Alliance (2022) found that those who identify as a visible minority 

participated in sport slightly less than the national average (25.2% vs 26.7%). I did not 

find any statistically significant differences in team sport participation across racial 

identity groups, though we may have lacked statistical power (Table 3.3). I hypothesized 

that those with a feminine gender expression would participate in organized team sport 

less compared to other gender expressions. Our findings do not support this hypothesis 

and, rather, suggest that participation is more greatly influenced by gender identity.  

Our findings regarding abuse, such as witnessing and being the target of 

homophobic, transphobic, and sexist comments, as well as physical abuse for one’s 

gender, align with previous statistics on abuse in sport, particularly involving SGM 

people (Denison & Kitchen, 2015; Hargreaves & Anderson, 2014; Úbeda-Colomer et al., 

2020). Denison and Kitchen (2015) found that eight to 15% of sexual minorities in sport, 
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internationally, have witnessed physical harassment-based homophobia. This is similar 

to my findings of gender-based violence, as over one in six (17%) non-binary youth in 

sport have witnessed someone being physically harassed because of their gender. It is 

common for participants to face abuse from teammates and coaches (Denison & 

Kitchen, 2015). I found that, on average, one in two non-binary youth who have avoided 

joining an organized team sport have done so because of teammates and coaches. I 

hypothesize that non-binary youth are witnessing higher proportions of abuse because 

they can recognize what is abusive due to their lived experiences. Cisgender, 

heterosexual athletes may deem offensive comments, for example, as “part of the 

game.”  

I found that more than one in five youth “might” leave sport due to reactions to 

their gender expression and sexuality. I also found that four in five non-binary youth who 

have avoided joining an organized team sport, have done so due to changeroom/locker 

room layouts and dress codes. These finding shows the potential that protective and 

inclusive policies hold. Facilities should create gender neutral spaces for people to 

change. If this is not possible, there should be clear signage stating that anyone who 

enters the changeroom deserves safety and respect, and harassment of any kind will not 

be tolerated. Participants on teams should be allowed to wear the gendered uniform of 

their choice. Organizations can also strive to de-gender their uniforms. With 72% of this 

cohort avoiding sport because of having to choose a gender when joining a team, forms 

should include “non-binary” and allow these participants to play on the gendered team of 

their choice. If policies ensure the safety of gender minorities, organized team sports 

may retain or be able to welcome new non-binary participants.  

3.6. Limitations  

This data sample consists of those living in Canada at the time of the survey, but 

we do not know if all of their sporting experiences occurred in Canada or the province in 

which they live. Qualitative research is also needed in this area to provide context in 

many instances where a multiple-choice answer is not sufficient. For example, I do not 

know if participants had told their team(s) that they were non-binary. If they were out to 

their team, I do not know the extent to which their team(s) knew (e.g., perhaps only a 

few teammates knew). I also do not know if any evolution of acceptance has occurred on 

someone’s team. For example, a respondent may have reported that they had negative 
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experiences on a team, but that is not to say that the team has made no progress 

towards accepting gender minorities and that all experiences by this participant have 

been negative.  

Given that our survey was online, we may have missed youth who did not have 

access to a form of technology to safely take our survey. Our advertising was 

predominately through Meta (i.e., Facebook, Instagram) so we may have also missed 

youth who do not use social media. Even though we ran advertising specifically for 

heterosexual youth, our sample is heavily comprised of SGM. Comparisons between 

non-binary and cis youth therefore may not reflect as large differences in organized team 

sport participation as if more of the cis youth were heterosexual and boys/men, as the 

majority were girls/women. We also may have lacked statistical power to detect some 

real and important differences, for example, across socio-demographic sub-groups of 

trans binary youth. Finally, we conducted primarily descriptive analyses given the lack of 

data to inform and describe non-binary youths’ experiences in organized team sport; 

however, some of the comparisons we made (especially between gender identity 

categories) may be explained by other variables that should be explored in future 

multivariable analyses. 

3.7. Conclusion 

This study’s results show low current participation in organized team sports for 

both cis (predominantly sexual minority) and non-binary youth, with even higher 

proportions having never participated. Non-binary youth are facing many barriers when 

entering and participating in organized team sport, resulting in many avoiding joining a 

team. Many do not feel safe nor accepted in organized team sport and are witnessing 

and experiencing abuse at higher proportions than cis youth. Gender inclusive and 

affirming policies are needed in order to ensure the safety of non-binary youth in 

organized team sports in Canada.  
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Chapter 4. Conclusion  

4.1. A non-binary gender-affirming future for organized 
team sports 

In this concluding chapter I will offer suggestions for organized team sport policy 

change to affirm and thereby increase inclusion of youth with non-binary gender 

identities. After making these recommendations I will expand the scope to consider 

related cisheterosexist attitudes occurring in team sport to understand how the barriers 

and issues uncovered in my thesis relate to a larger culture of gender-based violence in 

team sport in Canada and the US. I reflect on how my study parallels larger 

contemporary patterns of discrimination against LGBTQ+ youth in society. I will conclude 

with suggestions for future research and a knowledge translation plan.  

Results from my thesis (e.g., Table 3.7) point to barriers for non-binary youth 

participation in organized team sports at interpersonal (e.g., transphobic, homophobic, 

sexist comments from other athletes) and structural (e.g., gendered teams, locker 

rooms, dress codes) levels. Policy reform is needed across both levels. Policies need to 

ensure that sports teams provide access to gender neutral changerooms. Ideally, all 

changerooms could be gender neutral and provide access to single stall changing 

spaces. When this is not possible due to financial or spatial constraints, organizations 

need to explain to all users that people can choose the changeroom that best suits their 

needs and that harassment of any kind will not be tolerated. Schools, recreation centres 

and other sports spaces should create single stall changing spaces in gendered 

changerooms. Policies need to state unequivocally—not merely suggest—that all 

participants can wear the gendered uniform of their choice.  

Registration forms should reflect diverse gendered options, including “non-

binary.” With the creation of a variety of gendered options on forms, teams must be 

prepared and willing to include and value all genders on their team. Inclusion does not 

end once someone has an appropriate option on a form. Non-binary athletes should also 

be allowed to participate on the gendered team of their choice. At young ages, 

particularly in elementary school, teams should be co-ed, meaning all genders can be 

included in one team. If there are too many kids for only one team, teams can be divided 

by level of desired competitive-ness. This form of division can help ensure that those 
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who want to participate in sport for fun, can indeed have fun, and those who are 

competitive can compete with others with the same desires.  

Addressing interpersonal barriers is also urgently needed, as evidenced by the 

fact that >80% of non-binary youth athletes cite transphobic, sexist, and/or homophobic 

comments as a deterrent to joining sports teams. “Zero tolerance” policies surrounding 

discriminatory and abusive language and actions need to be adopted by all teams. 

There needs to be punishments for those who make hurtful comments during games or 

practices, such as a game suspension. Education programs may also be needed to 

address why discriminatory comments are hurtful or are indeed discriminatory. Ideally, 

the team, coaches and staff would receive training and education on how to include all 

identities and learn about language that is exclusive. Egale and the Canadian Centre for 

Ethics in Sport have made suggestions for policy changes within organizations, 

however, these are only suggestions and organizations can choose not to implement 

any policy change (Birch-Jones & Cumming, 2016; Egale, 2020). Action needs to be 

taken to ensure that all organizations adopt the inclusive policies suggested from this 

study along with Egale and the Canadian Centre for Ethics in Sport.  

Instead of unjustly creating bans for non-binary and trans women athletes, 

sporting bodies and organizations should implement these multi-level holistic 

approaches (e.g., policies, education) to create more opportunities and inclusive 

practices in sport for women, non-binary, and transgender athletes at a young age. 

Education for coaches and staff on ways to create inclusive and safe spaces for all 

genders will help non-binary youth enter and remain in organized team sport, should 

they so choose. Ultimately, there is no one solution that can fully include and affirm non-

binary youth athletes; the results of this thesis indicate that a comprehensive approach is 

needed.  

4.2. A larger pattern of gender-based violence in Canadian 
and American organized team sports 

In interpreting the particular barriers faced by non-binary youth athletes in this 

thesis study, I found it important to reflect on broader contemporary trends in Canadian 

and American team sport, to understand how gendered and, in some cases, misogynist 

cultures that affect non-binary athletes are hurting many others. Canadian sports 
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organizations are in a period of reckoning, with recent discoveries of long-buried and 

disturbing truths. The abuse in Canadian sport has been described as “worse than it 

seems,” which is difficult to imagine after reading articles and studies already published 

(Aziz, 2022; Hall, 2023). One particularly significant revelation is the large number of 

sexual assault allegations against coaches and staff coming to light across all levels of 

sport. Hockey Canada has not been the only organization in the hot seat (Burke, 2022). 

Gymnastics Canada has been criticized for not addressing the “toxic culture and 

rampant child abuse entrenched in Canadian gymnastics” (Strashin & Lori, 2023). 

Canada Soccer has been accused of not treating the women’s national team equally and 

is facing allegations of sexual abuse in its soccer programs (The Canadian Press, 2023). 

Schneider and Misener (2023) point out that the root cause of all of this abuse and how 

long it has taken some of the abusers to face consequences is due to the unquestioned 

power and control that those in charge of major sports organizations posses.  

As of April 2023, there has been pushback regarding participation in Pride Nights 

in the NHL (National Hockey League), with many citing religious beliefs as their reason. 

Gary Bettman, the commissioner of the NHL, has called the negative attention the 

league has received a “distraction.” He has downplayed the number of players who have 

chosen not to participate by referring to them as a “handful of players,” when it has 

ranged from single players to entire teams that have refused to wear a pride jersey 

(Dubow, 2023; Nivison, 2023; Woods, 2023). He has hinted that the league may no 

longer hold Pride Nights because of this purported distraction. Homophobia is not a new 

phenomenon in sport. Pushback against a night of inclusivity and pride is not a reason to 

cancel such an initiative, but rather, all the more reason to continue.    

No sport is unique in the maltreatment of athletes, and our study’s results 

regarding gender-based violence show that this is particularly true regarding those 

identifying as SGM. Growing rhetoric against trans and non-binary sport participation in 

Canada (Pells, 2023) highlights the importance of the data collected for this study—a 

previously under-researched area.  

Athletes on Canadian national teams petitioned for Sport Canada to pull its 

funding for a survey they commissioned that was biased against trans athletes, referring 

to trans women as “biological males,” thus denying their womanhood. Ironically, this 

survey’s advertised purpose was to evaluate inclusion in sport (The Canadian Press, 
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2022). The very creation of a survey with transphobic language and notions has serious 

and dangerous repercussions for those not only in the sporting community. 

Disinformation websites then take hold of these examples of transphobic attitudes and 

language and use them to continue to push their own transphobic ideas (Blade, 2023; 

Bonokoski, 2023; Canadian Gender Report, 2020). These instances show the need for 

approaches such as the one I have taken in my thesis research.  

4.3. Conversion therapy parallels in sport  

Recent homophobic and transphobic instances in sport have been linked to 

negative religious beliefs about SGM. For instance, James Reimer cited religious 

reasons as to why he would not wear a pride jersey during the San Jose Shark’s Pride 

Night (Dubow, 2023). LGBTQ+ athletes at Brigham Young University Utah, a school 

sponsored by the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, have been targets of 

insults and homophobic slurs because any same-sex relations are against the school’s 

honour code (Peter, 2023).  

Organized team sport is only one of many environments within which SGM 

receive negative messaging and abuse. Another place where SGM people receive this 

anti-SGM information is in instances of so-called “conversion therapy practices” or 

sexual orientation and gender expression and identity change efforts. Conversion 

therapy practices refers to sustained and organized methods of suppressing 

2S/LGBTQ+ identities (Salway et al., 2021). Conversion therapy practices are often, but 

not always, religiously motivated (Salway et al., 2021). Sexual orientation and gender 

expression and identity change efforts are at the root of conversion therapy practices 

and constitute a strong pressure for young people to endorse cisgender and 

heterosexual identities and expressions, according to societal expectations. It is subtler, 

though occurs more frequently than conversion therapy practices (Salway et al., 2021; 

The Trans PULSE Canada Team, 2019). Many instances of sexual orientation and 

gender expression and identity change efforts and conversion therapy practices are 

present in sport.  

One instance of sexual orientation and gender expression and identity change 

efforts that occurs during conversion therapy practices is forcing non-binary people to 

identify with their sex assigned at birth (Salway et al., 2021). In sport, participants are 
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forced to choose to play on a binary gendered team—most often in alignment with their 

sex assigned at birth—and face harassment if they do not conform to this 

heteronormative practice. Forcing a participant to play on a team based on a sex 

assigned at birth removes all agency from the person and denies their known sense of 

self and gender. Once on a team, there is no guarantee that coaches and teammates 

will respect non-binary athletes’ gender, nor agree that they should be on the team of 

their choice, especially if this team does not align with their sex assigned at birth. As we 

see in our results, teammates and coaches can become source of abuse.  

During conversion therapy practices, clients are frequently coerced to dress in a 

way that aligns with an expected gender expression based on their sex assigned at birth 

(Salway et al., 2021). In sport, regulations force participants to wear gendered uniforms 

according to the team they play for, regardless of their comfort level in the attire. The 

Canadian Centre for Ethics in Sport recommends that teams allow staff and athletes to 

wear a uniform that aligns with their gender expression, but this is not mandatory (Birch-

Jones & Cumming, 2016). Participants must also commonly use a binary gendered 

changeroom. These areas are becoming increasingly hostile and dangerous for gender 

minorities because due to the gender policing that takes place in these rooms.  

Conversion therapy practices are banned in Canada through Bill C-4 (Aiello, 

2022). The Liberal government has called this bill “among the most comprehensive” bills 

in the world addressing conversion therapy practices (Aiello, 2022) and while this bill 

bans the formal practice, it does not stop efforts to suppress one’s gender identity in 

informal settings that are not fully recognized as conversion therapy practices. These 

instances are still occurring in healthcare, therapy and counselling, sex education, and 

sports by encouraging people to suppress their true identities and conform to 

heteronormative practices. I argue that the wide variety of ways in which sports currently 

discriminate against 2S/LGBTQ+ team members have strong parallels to conversion 

therapy practices, in terms of how they reflect societal cisheteronormative assumptions 

and their effect on 2S/LGBTQ+ people who are seeking a place to belong, as their whole 

selves.  
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4.4. Valuing research participants and future research 

While research has blossomed around homophobia in sport, research around 

transphobia targeting non-binary participants is still catching up. Sometimes, research 

involving discrimination in sport explicitly leaves out trans and non-binary participants 

(Doull et al., 2018). To most effectively address the needs of non-binary youth in sport, 

we must create research questions and data analysis plans with intention. While binary 

trans and non-binary individuals face some of the same barriers, those who are non-

binary have unique experiences that must be specifically addressed and valued. Our 

research participants are taking time out of their day to complete our studies. We cannot 

forget who is behind these data and compensate and appreciate our participants 

accordingly. It is not always pleasant for participants to relive their experiences when 

answering these surveys, and the data must be valued and returned to the community 

through knowledge translation efforts.  

Future research should be qualitative and aim to address many of the limitations 

outlined in the previous chapter. As many of my participants are younger than 20 years 

of age, it would be useful to hear the experiences of those who are older. Future 

research should take a strengths-based approach, aiming to find ways that non-binary 

youth are thriving in sport and identify ways that teams and organizations are 

successfully including gender minorities in sport. These methods of inclusion can then 

be modelled by other teams. An aspect of sport that my research did not cover was the 

experiences of gender minority coaches and staff. This research also did not investigate 

the experiences of cisgender coaches and staff who are expected to be inclusive of all 

genders. It would be useful to explore ways that coaches and staff feel under educated 

in regard to creating safe and inclusive environments. Future research with gender 

minorities should continue to be led by gender minority researchers and community 

members to create trust with participants and opportunities for gender minorities in 

academia/research.  

4.5. Knowledge translation   

Taking into consideration the number of anti-trans bills being passed in the US, 

time is of the essence in creating protective policies in Canada. I have partnered with 

Trans Connect, a health and community program supporting transgender, Two-Spirit, 
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intersex, and gender diverse people in the East and West Kootenay regions of British 

Columbia. Together we will hold two youth group sessions to share my findings and hear 

what young people want to see changed in sport. We suspect that the needs of non-

binary youth in rural areas will be similar to those in larger cities. With the feedback from 

these sessions, we will create a report of best practices for policy makers, coaches, and 

teachers to implement in their sporting environments. We will pair this report with a 

social media campaign to be shared across Canada.  

4.6. Conclusion and policy implications  

This study found that non-binary youth participate in organized team sport at 

lower proportions than cisgender youth. They experience many barriers to entering 

organized team sport such as discriminatory comments, gendered uniforms and 

gendered changerooms. Many non-binary youth have felt the need to change their 

gender expression while participating in sports, or have avoided joining a team due to 

worrying about reactions to their gender identity or expression.  

The results show policy makers and the public the changes in attitudes and 

policies that are needed in order to ensure the safety of SGM in sport. While I have 

considered distinct structural and interpersonal barriers to entering and remaining in 

organized team sport, these multiple forms of barriers do not function in silos. I therefore 

recommend five urgent policy reforms and education for all levels of sport: 

1. Athletes are to be allowed to wear the gendered uniform of their choice. I found 

that of non-binary youth who have avoided joining an organized team sport, 80% 

have done so because of dress codes. Ideally, organizations will consult with 

athletes and uniform designers to create gender neutral uniforms for all to wear.  

2. Coaches, teachers, and athletes must set the inclusive tone and make it known 

that rules for inclusion will be followed, and those who break these rules will face 

consequences. I found that of non-binary youth who have avoided joining an 

organized team sport, >80% have done so because of discriminatory comments. 

Over 50% of non-binary youth in sport have witnessed discriminatory comments, 

and around 25% have been the target of such comments. If someone hears such 

a comment, they need to say something. Organizations cannot allow athletes to 
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pick on someone who is choosing to live as their authentic self. If coaches and 

teachers help foster a welcoming and safe environment, participants will most 

likely follow their lead. Education is key for coaches and teachers to create safe 

and affirming environments for all genders, and this education is possible in two 

forms. One requires teachers receiving better education about sexual and gender 

minorities for when they want to teach about these topics. This could occur 

through professional development days. Coaches need to take courses to 

maintain their coaching certification, so gender and sexual identity training needs 

to become a module that coaches must complete. Another educational option is 

schools having outside consultants or educators coming into schools to teach 

about sex and gender, ensuring students receive a proper education.   

3. Organizations and recreation centres need to create gender neutral spaces for 

people to change. Eighty-two percent of non-binary youth who have avoided 

joining an organized team sport, have done so because of gendered 

changerooms. If creating a gender neutral space is not possible, facilities can put 

up a sign that recognizes that while the space may be labelled for a specific 

gender, this space does not tolerate harassment and those who enter it deserve 

safety and respect. 

4. Organizations need to ensure that their forms are gender inclusive. Seventy-two 

percent of non-binary youth who have avoided joining an organized team sport, 

have done so because they would need to choose a gender when joining an 

organization. If participants need to select their gender on a form, make sure they 

have appropriate options. Organizations should enquire about gender, not sex, 

and have girl, boy, and non-binary on the form.  

5. Sports organizations need to make sure teams are inclusive for all. It is likely that 

there will not be enough non-binary people to make a team, let alone an entire 

league, so teams need to signal to prospective participants that their teams are 

inclusive. For example, if there is a program specifically for girls, it should be said 

that transgender girls and non-binary people are welcome as well. 
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 Inclusive policies will help set the tone for how members of the sports 

community are to act, and those who value the needs of gender minorities in sport will 

follow these policies and ensure other do as well.  

In its current form, organized team sports serve, at times, as analogous to a 

violent form of conversion therapy practices for non-binary participants. Without policies 

in place to protect non-binary youth, allowing them to participate on the team of their 

choice, wear the uniform of their choice, and have access to gender neutral or inclusive 

changerooms, sport will continue to exclude many non-binary youth, ultimately unjustly 

denying them the opportunity to achieve social, mental, and physical well-being currently 

afforded to cisgender youth.   
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Appendix A.  
 
Chapter 2 Supplementary tables  

Table A.1 Gender and sexuality - Questions from UnACoRN survey 

Question Answer Options 

1. What sex/gender were you assigned at birth 
(i.e., the sex on your original birth certificate)? 

a) Male 
b) Female 

2. Are you a person of trans experience, 
meaning your gender identity is different from 
the sex/gender you were assigned at birth? 

a) Yes 
b) No 
c) Not sure 

3. How would you describe your current 
gender identity? Check all that apply 

a) Man 
b) Woman 
c) Non-binary 
d) Genderfluid 
e) Genderqueer 
f) Third Gender 
g) Agender 
h) Detrans/Detransitioner  
i) Unsure/questioning/undecided 
h) None of the above. I prefer to self-describe my 
gender identity as: 

4. How would you describe your gender 
expression or presentation? By "gender 
expression" we mean how you dress, act and 
speak. [Unsure, not at all, very little, 
somewhat, very much; prefer not to answer] 
[Scale response] 

a) Feminine  
b) Masculine  
c) Androgynous (e.g., presenting/dressing both 
femininely and masculinely at the same time.)  
d) Fluidity between expressions  

5. How would you describe your sexuality? 
Check all that apply 

a) Gay 
b) Lesbian 
c) Bisexual 
d) Pansexual 
e) Asexual 
f) Queer 
g) Indigiqueer 
h) Heterosexual/straight 
i) Fluid  
j) Unsure/questioning/undecided 
k) None of the above. I would prefer to self-describe 
my sexuality as: 
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Table A.2 Demographics – Questions from UnACoRN survey 

Question Answer Options 

1. How old are you? Open ended 

2. What country do you live in? a) Canada 
b) United States of America 

If 2a: 3. What are the first three (3) 
characters of your postal code? 

Open ended 

3) What race(s) would you identify yourself 
as? Check all that apply. 

a) Indigenous 
b) Asian 
c) Black 
d) White 
e) Hispanic 
e) Pacific Islander 
f) Don’t know 
g) I prefer to describe my race 
as_______________________ 
h) Prefer not to answer 

4. Do you identify as? a) First Nations 
b) Métis 
c) Inuk 
d) Indigenous to areas outside of Turtle Island (for 
example: e) Aboriginal, Torres Strait, etc.)  
f) None 
g) Prefer not to answer  

5. How much money does your household 
have?  

a) Not enough to to live/for necessities 
b) Just enough to live/for necessities 
c) Enough 
d) We only have to worry about money for fun or 
extras  
e) We never have to worry about money 
f) Prefer not to answer  

6. What is the highest level of education 
you have completed? 

a) Currently attending high school (in-progress)  
b) Did not finish high school 
c) High school, or equivalent 
d) Post-secondary school (e.g. certificate, diploma)  
e) Bachelor’s degree 
f) Above a bachelor’s degree (e.g., masters, doctorate)  
g) Something else: ______ 
h) Prefer not to answer  
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Table A.3 Sports - Questions from UnACoRN survey 

Description from survey: We are especially interested in team sports for this study, so 
we will not be including dance, gymnastics, figure skating or other artistic physical 
activities in this set of questions, though we love that you’re doing those!  

Questions Answer Options 

All - 1. Have you ever participated in 
organized sport? 

a) Yes, currently 
b) Yes, in the past 
c) No 
d) Prefer not to answer  

If 1 a or b: 
2. Which sport(s) are you participating in 
currently, or did you participate in in the 
past? Check all that apply. 

a) Baseball  
b) Basketball 
c) Field hockey 
d) Football  
e) Hockey 
f) Lacrosse 
g) Rugby 
h) Swimming 
i) Soccer 
j) Softball 
k) Volleyball  
l) Wrestling  
m) Other:  
n) Prefer not to answer  

ALL 
3. Have you ever avoided joining an 
organized sport because you worried how 
people would react to your gender or 
sexuality (e.g., that you are not straight)? 
Check all that apply. 

a) Yes, because of my gender identity 
b) Yes, because of my sexuality 
c) No 
d) Prefer not to answer  

if 3 a or b: 
4. Which sport(s) did you avoid? (Check all 
that apply) 

Same list as Q2 

For non-binary or other gender diverse 
people:  
5. If you were registering for a sport and 
the only options on the intake form were 
“man” or “woman" or “male” or “female” 
would you still participate?  

a) Yes 
b) Sometimes/it depends 
c) No  
d) Prefer not to answer  

If 3 a  
6. Considering your gender identity, do you 
feel that you are/were/would be accepted in 
sport? *By “in sport” we mean during 
games, practices, competitions, and any 
other times you were around your teams. 

a) Unsure 
b) Not at all  
c) Very Little  
d) Somewhat                                                                       
e) Very much                                                                      
f) Prefer not to answer 
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7. Considering your gender identity, do you 
feel that you are/were/would be safe in 
sport?  *By “in sport” we mean during 
games, practices, competitions, and any 
other times you were around your teams.  

a) Unsure 
b) Not at all  
c) Very Little  
d) Somewhat                                                                       
e) Very much                                                                      
f) Prefer not to answer 

If “not at all” or “very little” to 6 or 7, OR if 
3a or b,  
OR If 1a or b: 
8. Would any of the following cause you to 
feel unsafe or not accepted? (choose all 
that apply) 

a) Having to choose a gender when becoming a 
member of a sports organization 
b) Participating on a binary team (a men's or women's 
team) 
c) Not being able to switch or go between men’s and 
women’s teams.                                                                  
d) Change rooms and locker room layouts  
e) Dress codes (eg. swimsuits, uniforms) 
f) Homophobic comments  
g) Sexist comments 
h) Transphobic comments  
i) Teammates 
j) Coaches  
k) Other:  
l) Nothing would cause me to feel unsafe/not accepted.  
m) Prefer not to answer   

If 1 = a or b: 
9. Have you ever left sport because of how 
people reacted to:  
Your gender expression?  

a) Yes 
b) No, but I might 
c) No 
d) Prefer not to answer  

your gender identity?  a) Yes 
b) No, but I might 
c) No 
d) Prefer not to answer  

10. Have you felt the need to change your 
gender expression to fit in with sports 
teams? 

a) Yes 
b) No 
c) Prefer not to answer  

If yes to 10, answer 11-13: 
11. How did you change your gender 
expression to fit in? 

a) Acted differently  
b) Spoke differently  
c) Dressed differently  
d) Used a change room I did not prefer 
e) Other:  
f) Prefer not to answer  
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12. At what level/in what organization did 
this occur? Select all that apply. Recall that 
this survey is anonymous and the 
organization will in no way know your 
selections. 

a) Elementary school teams 
b) High school teams 
c) Junior/amateur leagues (e.g. Junior hockey, League1 
Ontario) 
d) Middle school/Junior high teams  
e) National (e.g., Team Canada) 
f) Professional 
g) Provincial/state teams (e.g. Team BC, Team Ontario) 
h) Recreational teams, organizations and clubs 
i) University or college varsity teams 
j) University or college intramurals 
k) 2S/LGBTQIA+ sport club or organization 
l) Other, please specify:  
m) Prefer not to answer  

13. In what sport did this occur? (choose 
all that apply) 

Same list as Q2 

For SGM who chose 1 = a or b: 
14. Have you ever left sport because of 
people's reactions to, or comments about, 
your sexuality? 

a) Yes 
b) No, but I might 
c) No 
d) Prefer not to answer  

For all who chose 1 a or b: 
15. Have you ever witnessed any of the 
following in sport? Choose all that apply 

a) Homophobic comments 
b) Sexist comments  
c) Transphobic comments 
d) Physical harassment (pushing, punching, kicking, 
etc) because of someone’s sexuality 
e) Physical harassment (pushing, punching, kicking, 
etc) because of someone’s gender 
f) I haven’t witnessed any of the above 
g) Prefer not to answer  

16. Have you ever been the target of any of 
the following? Choose all that apply 

a) Homophobic comments 
b) Sexist comments  
c) Transphobic comments 
d) Physical harassment (pushing, punching, kicking, 
etc) because of my sexuality 
e) Physical harassment (pushing, punching, kicking, 
etc) because of my gender 
f) I haven’t been the target of any of these 
g) Prefer not to answer  
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Appendix B.  
 
Chapter 2 Supplementary data table  

Table B.1 Youth (ages 15-29) who have experienced or witnessed abuse in 
organized team sport in Canada based on data from a Canadian 
survey. *Answers are not mutually exclusive 

  Cisgender % Non-
binary 

% Binary 
trans 

% 

Witnessed… Sexist comments 810 60.7 1126 67.1 231 63.1 

 Homophobic 
comments 

719 53.9 1039 62.0 238 65.0 

 Transphobic 
comments 

431 32.3 880 52.5 209 57.1 

 Physical harassment 
(pushing, punching, 
kicking, etc.) 
because of 
someone’s sexuality 

115 8.6 277 16.5 67 18.3 

 Physical harassment 
because of 
someone’s gender 

102 7.6 290 17.3 67 18.3 

 I haven’t witnessed 
any of the above 

406 30.4 399 23.8 82 22.4 

 Total respondents 1335  1677  366  

Was the 
target of… 

Sexist comments 366 28.0 630 38.2 102 28.3 

 Homophobic 
comments  

181 13.8 457 27.7 96 26.7 

 Transphobic 
comments 

6 0.5 285 17.3 128 35.6 

 Physical harassment 
because of my 
sexuality 

30 2.3 95 5.8 27 7.5 

 Physical harassment 
because of my 
gender 

34 2.6 97 5.9 32 8.9 

 I haven’t been the 
target of any of the 
above 

819 62.6 807 48.9 174 48.3 

 Total respondents  1309  1651  360  

 


