
 

Many sports are tightening transgender
policies. Can inclusion co-exist with fairness,
physical safety and integrity?
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The inclusion of trans women athletes—women who were assigned male
at birth—is one of the most controversial issues in world sports.

International and national governing bodies, sports teams and athletes
themselves are grappling with how to balance trans inclusion with safety
and fairness for cisgender women.

The term "cisgender" (pronounced "sis-gender") refers to people whose
gender identity and expression matches the biological sex with which
they were born.

In 2021, the International Olympic Committee produced a "framework
on fairness, inclusion and non-discrimination on the basis of gender
identity and sex variations." It includes 10 principles to guide sporting
bodies to create or revise transgender inclusion policies relevant to their
sporting needs or types of competition.

Recently, though, international sports organizations for rugby, cricket,
cycling, athletics, netball and swimming have tightened their rules,
making trans women ineligible to compete in elite women's
competitions.

But why are these new rules in place and why do they only apply to trans
women, but not to trans men?

New research by me and my colleagues might help explain.

The key is testosterone

Testosterone is a hormone that helps develop male reproductive organs
and increases muscle and bone mass.
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https://newsroom.uw.edu/blog/expert-science-wont-resolve-debates-about-trans-athletes
https://phys.org/tags/sports+teams/
https://www.theguardian.com/sport/article/2024/jun/12/transgender-swimmer-lia-thomas-out-of-olympics-after-losing-legal-battle-swimming
https://www.theguardian.com/sport/article/2024/jun/12/transgender-swimmer-lia-thomas-out-of-olympics-after-losing-legal-battle-swimming
https://phys.org/tags/women/
https://olympics.com/ioc/news/ioc-releases-framework-on-fairness-inclusion-and-non-discrimination-on-the-basis-of-gender-identity-and-sex-variations
https://olympics.com/ioc/news/ioc-releases-framework-on-fairness-inclusion-and-non-discrimination-on-the-basis-of-gender-identity-and-sex-variations
https://olympics.com/ioc/news/ioc-releases-framework-on-fairness-inclusion-and-non-discrimination-on-the-basis-of-gender-identity-and-sex-variations
https://www.context.news/socioeconomic-inclusion/which-sports-will-allow-trans-athletes-at-the-paris-olympics
https://cgscholar.com/bookstore/works/womens-sport-and-transgender-inclusion?category_id=cgrn&path=cgrn%2F282%2F288


 

On average, adult males have about seven to eight times more
testosterone than adult females.

Boys generally have better motor skills, strength and muscle
development from an early age. They consistently outperform girls in
ball skills, running and jumping.

  
 

  

After puberty, males typically have larger bones, more muscle mass with
greater strength and power, stronger ligaments and tendons and larger
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https://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/323085#typical-levels
https://us.humankinetics.com/blogs/excerpt/reasons-for-gender-differences-in-youth-sport
https://us.humankinetics.com/blogs/excerpt/reasons-for-gender-differences-in-youth-sport


 

hearts and lungs than females.

The gap in sports performance and physical abilities favoring males 
widens markedly with maturity.

When trans women transition, they take hormone blockers to lower their
testosterone levels and appear more feminine.

To compete with cisgender women in many sports, trans women athletes
have to keep their testosterone levels below 10 nanomoles per liter
(nmol/L) for a certain period—for example, U.S. Volleyball specifies 12
months prior to competition.

In some sports, the limit is now even lower at 2.5nmol/L, for example
with World Rowing.

However, the advantages gained from male puberty cannot be
completely erased, giving trans women a physiological edge over
cisgender women.

Trans men in male sports do not have this performance advantage. Even
with hormonal therapy to increase testosterone, they can rarely compete
with the physical prowess of cisgender males, so they do not pose a
threat to male sporting wins or records in many events.

Consequently, very few trans men have participated in elite male sports.

Can inclusion be fair and physically safe for women?

Science suggests that for events that rely on speed, strength or power, it
is not fair to cisgender women to include trans women competitors.

The male-female gap in current world records for many athletic and
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https://macdonaldlaurier.ca/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Dec2021_Faster_higher_stronger_Pike_Hilton_Howe_PAPER_FWeb.pdf
https://phys.org/tags/physical+abilities/
https://cgscholar.com/bookstore/works/womens-sport-and-transgender-inclusion?category_id=cgrn&path=cgrn%2F282%2F288
https://phys.org/tags/testosterone+levels/
https://usavolleyball.org/about/gender-guidelines/
https://worldrowing.com/2023/03/15/world-rowing-adopts-tighter-rules-for-transgender-women-athletes/
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s40279-020-01389-3
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s40279-020-01389-3
https://cgscholar.com/bookstore/works/womens-sport-and-transgender-inclusion?category_id=cgrn&path=cgrn%2F282%2F288


 

aquatic events is 4–16% in favor of males.
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For example, in the 100m butterfly, champion US swimmer Missy
Franklin is nine seconds slower than her male counterpart Ryan Lochte,
even though they are matched for height and arm span.

In weightlifting, the male world record is 30% higher than the female
record for the same body weight. In the 100m sprint, about 10,000 males
have a personal best time faster than the current female Olympic
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https://macdonaldlaurier.ca/files/pdf/Dec2021_Fair_game_Pike_Hilton_Howe_PAPER_FWeb.pdf
https://macdonaldlaurier.ca/files/pdf/Dec2021_Fair_game_Pike_Hilton_Howe_PAPER_FWeb.pdf


 

champion, Elaine Thompson.

Therefore, if a trans woman competes in female events, she might set
records that cisgender women can never match.

This means there may be fewer opportunities for cisgender women
athletes to be selected in a team, to represent their country
internationally, or to emulate feats of female role models.

Our research has identified 53 trans women athletes winning podium
places in 18 different sports in national or international championships
worldwide. This figure is likely an underestimation due to privacy rights.

Physical safety may also be an issue

In sports where size, speed, power and force matter, smaller and weaker
bodies are at a higher risk of injury. This is especially true in collision
sports like rugby, or combat sports like boxing and martial arts.

In 2020, World Rugby was the first governing body worldwide to restrict
trans women based on safety concerns.

Following suit, England's Rugby Football Union, World Athletics, World
Aquatics and the Union Cycliste International determined that only trans
women who haven't gone through male puberty may compete, to ensure
fairness and safety.

In April this year, World Netball announced that trans women couldn't
compete in international competitions for the same reasons.

However, some Australian codes, such as women's cricket, permit trans
participation at the elite level.
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https://cgscholar.com/bookstore/works/womens-sport-and-transgender-inclusion?category_id=cgrn&path=cgrn%2F282%2F288
https://phys.org/tags/different+sports/
https://www.world.rugby/the-game/player-welfare/guidelines/transgender
https://www.world.rugby/the-game/player-welfare/guidelines/transgender
https://www.englandrugby.com/about-rfu/rfu-policies/gender-participation
https://www.theguardian.com/sport/2023/mar/23/world-athletics-council-excludes-transgender-women-from-female-events
https://resources.fina.org/fina/document/2022/06/19/525de003-51f4-47d3-8d5a-716dac5f77c7/FINA-INCLUSION-POLICY-AND-APPENDICES-FINAL-.pdf
https://resources.fina.org/fina/document/2022/06/19/525de003-51f4-47d3-8d5a-716dac5f77c7/FINA-INCLUSION-POLICY-AND-APPENDICES-FINAL-.pdf
https://www.uci.org/transgender-athletes/4c14yVCbPNB8bpZJaMpQCI
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2024-04-10/world-netball-bans-transgender-players-international-competition/103691310
https://www.reuters.com/sports/cricket/australia-sticks-its-guns-inclusion-transgender-players-2023-12-17/


 

Other sports, such as the International Basketball Federation and soccer's
governing body, FIFA, are yet to publish their guidelines.

What about integrity?

Recently, Sebastian Coe, former Olympian and president of World
Athletics, defended World Athletics's science-based ban on trans women
in elite female athletics by stating "(cisgender females) have to believe
they are capable of going from the playground to podium with some
protection." He added, "If it's a judgment between inclusion and
fairness, we will always fall down on the side of fairness."

Those who side with Coe argue the integrity of many women's events
will be diminished if the outcome can be influenced by the biological
advantage of a trans woman.

What's the solution?

For sports where physical advantages such as physique, strength or
power don't matter (such as equestrianism), the athlete's biology isn't as
important. Therefore, trans men and women can safely and fairly
compete against cisgender competitors.

But for most sports, female athletes should be able to compete on a level
playing field.

One idea is to create an "open" category for all comers: trans- and
cisgender men and women. World Aquatics, the International Cycling
Union and British Triathlon have all introduced this model.

This could be a way to include everyone while still protecting the
integrity of women's sports.
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https://www.thetimes.com/uk/society/article/lord-coe-defends-trans-ban-in-elite-sports-3w7qdsd7g
https://www.worldaquatics.com/news/3636298/world-aquatics-debuts-open-category-at-berlin-swimming-world-cup-2023#:~:text=The%20forthcoming%20World%20Aquatics%20Swimming,all%20sex%20and%20gender%20identities
https://apnews.com/article/cycling-female-transgender-athletes-ban-df45fe58ef1e4402c3996b57a0471df7#:~:text=The%20UCI%20said%20its%20men%27s,will%20be%20admitted%20without%20restriction.%E2%80%9D
https://apnews.com/article/cycling-female-transgender-athletes-ban-df45fe58ef1e4402c3996b57a0471df7#:~:text=The%20UCI%20said%20its%20men%27s,will%20be%20admitted%20without%20restriction.%E2%80%9D
https://www.theguardian.com/sport/2022/jul/06/british-triathlon-creates-open-category-for-transgender-athletes-to-compete-at-all-levels


 

Maybe this is the answer.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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