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Abstract
Research suggests that sexual and gender minority (e.g., lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer and questioning; LGBTQ+) 
youth report avoiding physical activity settings (e.g., physical education class, locker rooms, and sport fields) due to feel-
ing both unsafe and uncomfortable. These feelings and experiences might deter LGBTQ+ youth from achieving well-
documented physical, cognitive, and social-emotional benefits that are often associated with physical activity and sport 
involvement. A 20-year (1998–2018) content analysis methodology was employed to obtain a more detailed understanding 
of LGBTQ+ youth’s participation and engagement in physical activity and sport. Minimal literature was obtained (n = 13 
studies), along with an overall pattern that sexual minority youth engage in less physical activity than other populations of 
students. This disparity was more conclusive for sexual minority males then sexual minority females. One study was inclusive 
of transgender youth and suggested that transgender youth participated in sport to a similar degree as their cisgender peers; 
though overall, transgender youth felt less safe in typically gender-segregated spaces such as bathrooms and locker rooms. 
This review shines light on discrepancies of engagement and feelings of safety in the physical activity and sport context 
among LGBTQ+ youth. This review further delineates methodological characteristics of the yielded studies as a means to 
comprehensively review this body of literature.
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Introduction

While physical activity is associated with a host of positive 
outcomes for young people (e.g., Ahn and Fedewa 2011; 
The United States Department of Health and Human Ser-
vices [USDHHS], 2018) and public health guidelines posit 
that youth ages 6–17 engage in 60 min of physical activity 
per day (USDHHS 2018), sexual and gender minority (e.g., 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer and questioning; 
LGBTQ+) youth specifically avoid athletic spaces (e.g., 
physical education class, locker rooms, and sport fields) due 
to feeling unsafe or uncomfortable (e.g., Kosciw et al. 2018). 

Such feelings and experiences might be attributed to the 
emphasis of traditional gender roles (Clarke 2012) as well 
as the embeddedness of hegemonic masculinity (Anderson 
2002) within such contexts.

With the goal of advancing this field, Greenspan et al. 
(2017) employed a nine-journal content analysis of LGBTQ 
youth’s experiences in school-based athletics. The authors 
focused their review on journals serving specific disciplines 
including school psychology, school counseling, and physi-
cal education. However, no relevant literature was uncov-
ered. The authors suggested that a more comprehensive con-
tent analysis would likely be a more generative approach to 
further exploring physical activity among LGBTQ+ popula-
tions. Thus, the impetus for this current study was to engage 
in a broader content analysis of LGBTQ youth’s experiences 
in physical activity and sport.
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Physical Activity

Physical activity is associated with various physical health 
(e.g., sustainment of healthy weight; and increased heart 
health, muscle strength, and bone strength) and cognitive 
(e.g., executive functioning, attention, and memory) ben-
efits (USDHHS 2018). Scholarship further suggests that 
physical activity can reduce symptoms of anxiety, depres-
sion, and emotional distress (Ahn and Fedewa 2011). 
Specifically, Biddle and colleagues (2018) posit that there 
remains promising experimental data supporting exercise 
and particular mental health outcomes (depression, cog-
nition, and self-esteem), with a causal association well-
developed for cognitive outcomes.

Contemporary research has pointed to engagement in 
sport and physical activity as a vehicle to support posi-
tive youth development (Cronin and Allen 2018; Holt 
2016). Positive Youth Development theory suggests that 
youth possess inner strengths that interact with assets in 
their environments to promote their healthy development 
even in the face of stressors (Larsen 2000). Through this 
application of Positive Youth Development to sport and 
exercise involvement, Holt (2016) presented research that 
indicated that participation in exercise and sport among 
youth has been linked to increased connections to school, 
better academic performance, more frequent educational 
support, and more successful outcomes in adulthood, such 
as employment and educational attainment. Adolescence is 
an important context to ground a review of participation in 
physical activity and sport because adolescents experience 
rapid changes in their parent relationships, cognitive abili-
ties, and navigate multiple emerging identities (Steinberg 
and Morris 2001). Typically, in adolescence, youth begin 
to disclose their identities to others (Lerner and Galambos 
1998), and in light of the prejudicial and discriminatory 
athletic context, disclosures of LGBTQ+ status may thwart 
physical activity and sport participation.

LGBTQ+ Youth in the Physical Activity and Sport 
Context

LGBTQ+ youth and adolescents’ participation in sport and 
physical activity has been linked to the disproportionate 
share of burden in bullying reported by these vulnerable 
young people (Gill et al. 2010; Kosciw et al. 2018). Schol-
ars have also found that physical education student–teach-
ers uphold a greater amount of prejudice toward sexual 
minority individuals as compared to their non-physical 
education student–teacher peers (O’brien et al. 2013). It is 
further evident that sexual minority youth report dispari-
ties in physical activity and sport involvement compared 

to their heterosexual counterparts (Calzo et al. 2014; Doull 
et al. 2018; Kann et al. 2016), sometimes to avoid con-
ventional norms of masculinity manifested through sports 
(Kivel and Kleiber 2000), and are harassed and excluded 
from participation due to their sexual orientation (Gill 
et al. 2010). The landscape of athleticism upholds hyper-
masculine ideals that are embedded into the sport culture 
(Anderson 2002).

Research further suggests that transgender youth expe-
rience discomfort and do not feel safe in physical edu-
cation class as compared to their cisgender counterparts 
(Kosciw et al. 2018). This finding is contextualized by 
Griffin and Carroll (2010):

When a school or athletic organization denies 
transgender students the ability to participate in 
sports because of their gender identity or expression, 
that condones, reinforces and affirms their social sta-
tus as outsiders or misfits who deserve the hostility 
they experience from peers (p. 19).

Also, of note, transgender and gender nonconforming 
youth experience challenges pertaining to wearing gen-
der-prescribed sport gear, navigating the aggression that 
occurs within athletic locations, and witnessing prejudicial 
behaviors that occur within locker rooms and bathrooms 
(Travers 2016). Gender inclusive sports and spaces are 
generally viewed more favorably than gender segregated 
sports (Travers 2016).

In light of the share of burden experienced by 
LGBTQ+ young people, this brings forth a critical public 
health concern. It is important to glean a comprehensive 
understanding of LGBTQ+ youth’s engagement in physi-
cal activity (e.g., amount of physical activity participation, 
disparities in participation among subpopulations within 
the LGBTQ+ community, notable experiences in this set-
ting) and factors that deter or facilitate their participation. 
On one hand, there is clear evidence that participation in 
physical activity is beneficial for the development of most 
young people; on the other hand, it is vexing that these 
same activities oftentimes put LGBTQ+ youth at more risk 
for compromised health and academic experiences (Gill 
et al. 2010; Kosciw et al. 2018).

Greenspan et  al. (2017) employed a content analy-
sis to investigate the school-based athletic experiences 
of LGBTQ+ youth as documented within select peer-
reviewed journals in fields related to counseling, psychol-
ogy, and physical education. No relevant literature was 
obtained from their study. This current study enhances 
and further expands on Greenspan et al. (2017) work by 
engaging in an open journal content analysis focused on 
LGBTQ+ youth’s experiences and participation in physi-
cal activity and sport, broadly (not just school focused).
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Current Study

This study employs an open journal content analysis of six 
research databases to explore contemporary investigations 
into LGBTQ+ youth’s involvement in physical activity. 
Research questions for this current investigation included: 
(a) What are the general demographics included in the 
study? (i.e., gender identity, sexual orientation, ethnoracial 
identity, age/grade, socio-economic status, and location); 
(b) How is the construct of engagement in physical activity 
or sport measured?; (c) What specific sources of data are 
utilized?; (d) Are measures standardized for LGBTQ+ popu-
lations? (e) What research designs and analytic procedures 
are employed?; and (f) What are the general aggregated 
findings?

Methods

A content analysis methodology was conducted to develop 
a comprehensive understanding of the breadth, content, and 
rigor of empirical studies pertaining to LGBTQ+ youth’s 
engagement in physical activity and sport. A content analy-
sis is a methodology to reduce large data into smaller units 
that reveal patterns, trends, and frequencies through consist-
ent coding processes (Stemler 2001).

A systematic retrieval and coding process (see Fig. 1) was 
utilized. Article inclusion criteria included: (1) empirical 

research studies; (2) studies published between the date 
ranges of years of October 1998 and October 2018; (3) 
school-aged LGBTQ+ youth in the population samples; 
and (4) studies that upheld an explicit a focus on engage-
ment in physical activity and/or sport. Excluded works were 
book chapters, systematic reviews, retrospective studies, best 
practice suggestions, conceptual papers, and work published 
outside of the 1998–2018 date range. These works were 
excluded as a means to explore current empirical studies 
that include data with the potential to inform community 
and school-based interventions.

The three authors of this study collaborated on the article 
search and retrieval process. Author 1 conducted an abstract 
search within academic journals indexed within the Psy-
cINFO, PubMED, Academic Search Premier, ERIC, Sport-
DISCUSS, and LGBTLIFE databases using the following 
search protocol:

“lesbian” or “gay” or “bisexual” or “transgender” or 
“queer” or “sexual orientation” or

“sexual minority” or “gender expression” or “lgb*” or 
“glb*”AND “physical education”

or “physical activity” or “sport*” or “athletic*” or “exer-
cise” AND “youth*” or “child*”

or “adolescen*”
Utilizing these broad search terms brings forth risks of 

type-I errors. However, in light of a previous content analy-
sis on this topic (i.e., Greenspan et al. 2017), which gleaned 
no relevant studies, the research team strove to ensure that 

Fig. 1   Systematic article retrieval and coding process
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they assessed the breadth of this scholarship to obtain appro-
priate results.

At the first stage of the search, 91 unique articles were 
obtained. Duplicate articles were removed either automati-
cally (via database technology) or manually. No additional 
studies were included from this method.

Author 1 read through abstracts of all obtained articles 
(N = 91). The research team excluded articles that did not 
relate to the topic area of the study (n = 46; 50%) Of note, 
one related article was gleaned from researchgate.com (i.e., 
Kulick et al. 2018) and another within the database search 
that was published ahead of print (i.e., Jiang et al. 2018); this 
resulted in a total of 47 articles for initial coding. Based on 
scholarship from Neuendorf (2016), a codebook was created 
to guide and inform analyses. The codebook included: (a) 
date of publication and journal; (b) sample demographics; 
(c) measures of sexual orientation; (d) measures of gender 
identity; (e) type of physical activity; (f) modalities of data 
analysis; (g) types of variables; (h) type of data (i.e. primary 
or secondary data-set); (i) mode of data collection; and (j) 
reported findings (Figs. 2, 3).

As a measure of reliability, the research team engaged 
in four rounds of consensus coding. To engage in this pro-
cess, the first author assigned approximately five articles 
for all research team members to individually code. After 
coding, similarities and differences between coding were 
discussed and the codebook was adjusted accordingly 
in order to improve accuracy. A Fleiss’ Kappa score was 
calculated, an adaptation of Cohen’s Kappa to use when 

analyzing inter-rater reliability from three or more raters 
(McHugh 2012). A score of 0.60–0.79 indicates a moderate 
level of agreement with 35%-63% of reliable data, a score 
of 0.80–0.90 indicates a strong level of agreement with 
64%–81% of reliable data. A score that is > 0.90 indicates 
almost perfect agreement with 82%–100% of reliable data 
(McHugh 2012).

For the third round, a Fleiss’ Kappa of 0.628 was 
obtained. Discrepancies were then discussed, and the code-
book was adjusted accordingly. For the fourth round, a 
Fleiss’ kappa score of 0.826 was obtained, demonstrating 
effective agreement. Following, each author was assigned 
approximately 15 articles to independently code. The 
included articles and subsequent codes were consolidated 
into a database.

Results

Of the 91 articles identified within the initial search, 13 ulti-
mately met inclusion criteria. The false positives brought 
forth from this search were due to the broad search criteria 
which was purposefully implemented to ensure an inclusive 
sample. The coded data from the 13 studies (see Table 1; 
i.e., Beach et al. 2018; Calzo et al. 2014; Doull et al. 2018; 
Jiang et al. 2018; Kann et al. 2011, 2016; Kulick et al. 2018; 
Mereish and Poteat 2015; Rosario et al. 2014; Toomey and 
Russell 2013; Veliz et al. 2016; Yoon and So 2013; Zipp 
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Fig. 2   Gender Identity Demographics per study. Percentages were calculated for the Kann et al. (2011) study based on reported state percent-
ages. The Kulick et al. (2018) study asked about cisgender male and cisgender female identity, specifically
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2011) were analyzed to determine frequencies and patterns 
pertaining to variables of interest.

Demographics

LGBTQ+ identity. All studies included lesbian, gay, and 
bisexual youth. More than half (n = 8) of the studies included 
students that were unsure of or questioning their sexuality. 
One of the studies (i.e., Kulick et al. 2018) focused on gen-
der identities other than male or female, and specifically 
collected demographic data on a variety of gender identities. 
However, for analyses, gender minority identities were all 
categorized as transgender.

Age. There was a vast range in sample size from approx-
imately 11,000 to over 290,000 participants. The sexual 
minority population within these samples ranged from 
202 to over 68,000 participants. The only transgender sub-
sample that was assessed was made up of 86 students (i.e., 
Kulick et al. 2018).

Ethnoracial identity. Eight of the studies reported 
results that somewhat represented the racial distributions of 
the United States (Beach et al. 2018; Jiang et al. 2018; Kann 
et al. 2016, 2011; Kulick et al. 2018; Rosario et al. 2014; 
Toomey and Russell 2013; Veliz et al. 2016; Zipp 2011). 
Two of these studies were skewed toward a predominantly 
white sample (Calzo et al. 2014; Mereish and Poteat 2015). 

Two of these studies did not note this information (Doull 
et al. 2018; Yoon and So 2013).

Age. The age ranges in the study were generally homoge-
neous, with zero studies focused on elementary aged youth 
and six studies focusing on predominantly middle school 
aged youth through high school aged youth (e.g., Rosario 
et al. 2014; Toomey and Russell 2013; Yoon and So 2013; 
Zipp 2011; Calzo et al. 2014; Doull et al. 2018). Of note, 
Rosario et  al. (2014), Toomey and Russell (2013), and 
Calzo et al. (2014) included youth older than 18. The seven 
remaining studies focused on predominantly high school 
aged youth (Beach et al. 2018; Jiang et al. 2018; Kann et al. 
2016, 2011; Kulick et al. 2018; Mereish and Poteat 2015; 
Veliz et al. 2016). Mereish and Poteat (2015) included youth 
whose ages were less than or equal to 13 (0.2%; n = 28) and 
older than 18 (11%; n = 1517).

Socio-economic status. Eleven of the studies did not 
include socio-economic status measures. Of the two studies 
that did include such measures, one reported a generally 
middle-high socioeconomic status (82.7% of the sample did 
not receive free or reduced lunch; Mereish and Poteat 2015) 
and the other study reported parental education status (for 
which parents reported an average of 13.9 years of educa-
tion; Toomey and Russell 2013).

Location. The majority (n = 11; 84.6%) of the study 
samples were based in the United States. Two of the stud-
ies analyzed data that were collected outside of the United 
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Fig. 3   Sexual Minority Status Demographics per study. The Calzo 
et  al. (2014) data are depicted for 16–17  year old sub-sample. The 
Doull et al. (2018) data are from the year 2013 data collection. The 
Mereish and Poteat (2015) study notes differences between males 
and females. However, descriptive data between groups are not pub-

lished in the paper). The Rosario et  al. (2014) study notes differ-
ences between males and females. However, descriptive data between 
groups are not published in the paper The Kann et  al. (2011) study 
obtained percentage by analyzing the median of multi-year data
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States, with one in South Korea (i.e., Yoon and So 2013) 
and the other in Canada (i.e., Doull et al. 2018). Three of 
the studies focused on a sample within a region of a state/
county/district (i.e., Mereish and Poteat 2015; Jiang et al. 
2018; Kulick et al. 2018), while the remaining ten studies 
used a multi-regional or a national sample.

Date range. Data from the 13 identified studies were 
analyzed between 1994 and 2015. Data collected in the 
1990s (Calzo et al. 2014; Doull et al. 2018; Toomey and 
Russell 2013; Zipp 2011) brought forth similar findings 
to data collected in the remaining studies from the 2000s 
in that there are discrepancies in the type (i.e., Doull et al. 
2018; Toomey and Russell 2013; Zipp 2011) and fre-
quency (Beach et al. 2018; Calzo et al. 2014; Doull et al. 
2018; Jiang et al. 2018) of sport involvement or physical 
activity for lesbian, gay, and bisesxual (LGB) adolescents, 
as compared to their non-LGB peers.

Constructs. As depicted within Table 1, studies gen-
erally focused on physical activity constructs related the 
frequency of physical activity (i.e., time spent engaging 
in moderate to vigorous physical activity), sport team 
participation (i.e., frequency engaging in a team sport), 
a combination of these two constructs, and the type of 
sport that youth engage in. Four studies centered com-
ponents of their results on the school context, focused on 
engagement in extra-curricular activities (Toomey and 
Russell 2013), engagement in physical education (Kann 
et al. 2016, 2011), or feelings of safety within sport spaces 
such as locker rooms and facilities (Kulick et al. 2018).

Sources of Data. All of the studies in this sample ana-
lyzed secondary datasets including The Youth Risk Behav-
ior Survey (n = 6; Beach et al. 2018; Jiang et al. 2018; 
Kann et al. 2016, 2011; Rosario et al. 2014; Veliz et al. 
2016), The National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent 
Health to Young Adulthood (Add Health; n = 2; Toomey 
and Russell 2013; Zipp 2011), The Korean Youth Risk 
Behavior Survey (n = 1; Yoon and So 2013), US Grow-
ing Up Today (n = 1; Calzo et al. 2014), McCreary Soci-
ety’s British Columbia Adolescent Health Survey (n = 1; 
Doull et al. 2018), Dane County Youth Assessment (n = 1; 
Mereish and Poteat 2015), and a survey designed using an 
action research methodology including adapted sub-scales 
from related surveys (n = 1; Kulick et al. 2018).

Standardized Measures for LGBTQ+ Popula-
tions. Measures utilized in these studies were generally 
intended to gather demographic information, measure 
physical activity and/or sport involvement, or measure 
body mass index (BMI). Kulick et  al. (2018) used an 
action research methodology with LGBTQ+ youth lead-
ers and further adapted LGBTQ survey measures such as 
the GLSEN National School Climate Survey. None of the 
other studies employed measures that were validated for 
LGBTQ+ populations.

There were various ways of measuring sexual identity 
including focusing on identity (n = 4; Beach et al. 2018; 
Kulick et al. 2018; Mereish and Poteat 2015; Veliz et al. 
2016) and sexual behavior (n = 1; Yoon and So 2013) attrac-
tion (n = 2; Toomey and Russell 2013; Calzo et al. 2014). 
The measurement of sexual behavior included, “Select all 
of the following items that you have experienced... [1] ‘none 
of these,’ [2] ‘kissing and fondling someone of the opposite 
sex,’ [3] ‘sexual intercourse with someone of the opposite 
sex,’ [4] ‘kissing and fondling someone of the same sex,’ 
[5] ‘sexual intercourse with someone of the same sex,’...” 
(Yoon and So 2013, p. 1348). The item about sexual attrac-
tion asked, “Have you ever had a romantic attraction to a 
female?” (Toomey and Russell 2013, pg. 308). A question 
about identity asked, “‘Which of the following best describes 
you?’... ‘straight/heterosexual,’ ‘gay or lesbian,’ ‘bisexual,’ 
and ‘questioning my sexual orientation’ (Mereish and Poteat 
2015, p. 1842). The remaining articles employed a com-
bination of identity/behavior/attraction to demographically 
analyze the sexual minority sample. Furthermore, Calzo 
et al. (2014) analyzed participants’ gender nonconforming 
behaviors as children in which participants responded to the 
statement “When I was a child in pretend play I took the 
role of…1 = always boys/men… “5 = always girls/women” 
(Calzo et al. 2014, p. 20).

Research Designs and Analytic Procedures. Methodo-
logically, studies were pooled multi-year samples (n = 6; 
Beach et al. 2018; Doull et al. 2018; Jiang et al. 2018; Veliz 
et al. 2016; Rosario et al. 2014; Kann et al. 2011), longitu-
dinal (n = 1; Toomey and Russell 2013), a combination of 
pooled/multi-year sampling and longitudinal designs (n = 1; 
Calzo et al. 2014), and cross sectional (n = 5; Kann et al. 
2016; Kulick et al. 2018; Mereish and Poteat 2015; Yoon 
and So 2013; Zipp 2011). Analytically, all of the studies 
employed quantitative methodologies and reported descrip-
tive statistics. While these studies employed a variety of 
analytical procedures, it is important to highlight that they 
typically employed regression (n = 10; Beach et al. 2018; 
Calzo et al. 2014; Doull et al. 2018; Jiang et al. 2018; Kulick 
et al. 2018; Mereish and Poteat 2015; Rosario et al. 2014; 
Toomey and Russell 2013; Veliz et al. 2016; Zipp 2011). 
Other analytical procedures included multiple group path 
analysis (n = 1; Toomey and Russell 2013) T-tests (n = 2; 
Kann et al. 2016, 2011), and ANOVA (n = 1; Yoon and So 
2013).

Aggregated Findings. Results demonstrated a general 
pattern that LGB youth engaged in less physical activity 
and sport involvement than their non-LGB peers (Beach 
et al. 2018; Calzo et al. 2014; Doull et al. 2018; Jiang et al. 
2018; Kann et al. 2011, 2016; Kulick et al. 2018; Mereish 
and Poteat 2015; Rosario et al. 2014; Toomey and Russell 
2013; Yoon and So 2013; Zipp 2011). Specifically, within 
these studies, researchers generally found that formal sport 
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participation decreases for gay and bisexual males, but not 
for lesbian females (Doull et al. 2018). Relatedly, some work 
(Yoon & So) suggests that sexual minority females engage in 
more physical activity than their heterosexual peers.

Doull et  al. (2018) suggest that over a 15-year span 
(1993–2015) there were notable declines in formal sport par-
ticipation for gay and bisexual males and in informal sport 
participation in all sexual minority groups other than gay 
males. In contrast there was an increase in formal sport par-
ticipation among just lesbian females and a notable increase 
of participation of gay males in dance and exercise classes. 
Converging results revealed by Beach et al. (2018) suggest 
that gay, bisexual, and unsure males engage in less physi-
cal activity than their heterosexual male counterparts. These 
researchers further posit that bisexual and unsure females 
engage in less physical activity than lesbian and heterosexual 
females. Calzo et al.’s (2014) study, however, suggests that 
sexual minority or “mostly heterosexual” females engaged 
in less physical activity than their heterosexual peers. These 
authors further posit that while both sexual minority males 
and females reported more gender non-conforming behav-
iors as children, females with higher gender non-conforming 
scores engaged in more physical activity between the ages of 
12–22 while an inverse result was found for sexual minority 
males; those with higher gender non-conforming behaviors 
as children were less likely to engage in physical activity 
between the ages of 12–22. Of note, when authors controlled 
for gender non-conformity, there remained no differences 
in physical activity engagement between sexual minority 
and heterosexual males. For females, however, gender non-
conformity did not impact differences in physical activity 
engagement between sexual minority and heterosexuals.

Zipp (2011) reported that while sexual minority and het-
erosexual males and females participated in athletic activi-
ties to a similar degree (only minimal significant differences 
were found), as they transitioned into high school there were 
decreases in sport participation for sexual minority males as 
compared to their heterosexual peers (noted specifically for 
soccer and wrestling) and increases in sport participation for 
sexual minority females (noted specifically for swimming, 
volleyball, and football) as compared to their heterosexual 
peers.

Kulick et al.’s (2018) study was the only to systematically 
examine the experiences of both sexual minority youth and 
transgender youth within the athletic context. They found 
that sexual minority youth were less likely to engage in sport 
and felt less comfortable in gender-segregated spaces than 
their heterosexual peers. There were no significant differ-
ences between participation rates of transgender and cis-
gender students in sports. However, transgender students felt 
less safe in gender-segregated spaces than their cisgender 
peers. Predictors of feeling unsafe within gender segregated 
spaces included hearing LGBTQ prejudiced language. The 

school context was positively associated with feelings of 
safety for athletic programming (i.e., a positive school con-
text employment of policies and practices specifically geared 
to support and affirm LGBTQ+ students).

Sexual minority athletes had a higher likelihood of using 
substances (cigarettes, alcohol/binge drinking, and mari-
juana) in comparison to their heterosexual athlete and non-
athlete peers, although there was no significant difference 
in substance use between sexual minority athletes and their 
sexual minority non-athlete peers (Veliz et al. 2016).

Discussion

LGBTQ+ youth avoid sport and physical activity set-
tings due to feelings of discomfort (Kosciw et al. 2018) 
and researchers posit that hegemonic masculinity (Ander-
son 2002) and traditional gender roles (Clarke 2012) are 
upheld in such settings. Indeed, this brings forth a public 
health issue in light of the noted physical, cognitive, and 
social-emotional benefits of physical activity and sport (Ahn 
and Fedewa 2011; Holt 2016; The United States Depart-
ment of Health and Human Services 2018). This content 
analysis investigated the experiences and engagement of 
LGBTQ+ youth within physical activity and sport contexts. 
The reviewed studies were specifically analyzed in terms of 
demographics, measurement, physical activity constructs, 
research design, analytic procedures, and key findings.

The findings of this content analysis suggest that 
LGBTQ+ youth ages 13–18 engage in less physical activity 
than their heterosexual peers and both sexual and gender 
minority students feel less safe in gender segregated athletic-
related facilities (locker rooms, bathrooms) than their het-
erosexual and cisgender peers. Specifically, sexual minority 
males were less likely to engage in team sports (Beach et al. 
2018; Calzo et al. 2014; Doull et al. 2018; Kann et al. 2016; 
Mereish and Poteat 2015; Toomey and Russell 2013) and 
physical activity (Mereish and Poteat 2015; Rosario et al. 
2014; Yoon and So 2013) compared to heterosexual males. 
Studies that examined female participants were mixed; some 
scholarship suggested that females engaged in less physical 
activity (Beach et al. 2018) and less team sport participation 
(Kann et al. 2016) compared to their heterosexual peers, 
while other scholarship suggested that females engaged in 
more physical activity (Yoon and So 2013) and more for-
mal sport participation (Doull et al. 2018) compared to their 
heterosexual peers.

These findings are in line with discrepancies in athletic 
participation found among gay male adults, particularly in 
regard to sport teams that embody traditional masculinity 
(Elling and Janssens 2009; Kroshus and Davoren 2016). 
There is ample data to suggest that the prejudicial nature of 
these spaces can serve as a deterrent for athletic participation 
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for gay males in particular, as this population appears to be 
targeted harshly (Baiocco et al. 2018; Gill et al. 2006; Roper 
and Halloran 2007). Clarke (2012) expands on the notion of 
hegemonic masculinity in school-based athletic spaces that 
likely contributes to a prejudicial environment:

Schools in general, and PE departments in particular, are 
sites for moral and social regulation wherein gender and 
gender roles are produced against a dominant heterosexual-
ity and a marginalized, often vilified, homosexuality. These 
gender roles and relations are constructed along narrow, 
highly demarcated lines which are exemplified through 
normative and stereotyped expectations about what it is to 
become male or female. (p. 90)

Sexual minority female participation in physical activ-
ity is less clear. Some research suggests that sexual minor-
ity females engage in more physical activity (Yoon and So 
2013), about the same amount of physical activity (Rosario 
et al. 2014), or more formal sport participation (Doull et al. 
2018) than their heterosexual peers. Specifically, lesbian 
youth were also shown to participate in more physical activ-
ity than their bisexual and “not sure” peers (Beach et al. 
2018). Subsequently, lesbians are often perceived as more 
masculine than their heterosexual female or gay male peers, 
and therefore as more competent in athletics (Bush et al. 
2012). This may help to explain the somewhat mixed results 
of the current investigation regarding female’s participation 
in physical activity.

The physical activity experiences of transgender youth 
are not well-documented—there remains a dearth of litera-
ture on this topic. Just one study focused on transgender 
students’ (Kulick et al. 2018) experiences, which highlights 
that these students feel less safe utilizing gender segregated 
spaces (e.g., locker rooms, bathrooms). These students were 
more likely to engage in sports than cisgender females, 
though less likely than cisgender peers.

The racial ethnic make-up of the populations studied in 
the reviewed studies were skewed toward a White popula-
tion; two were completed outside of the United States (one in 
Canada and one in South Korea); most of the studies did not 
report on the socio-economic status of the sample. Socio-
economic status data may demonstrate that access or lack 
thereof relates to engagement in physical activity.

All 13 studies employed secondary data analysis 
and only 1 study used measurements that were vali-
dated for LGBTQ+ youth, and subsequently focused on 
LGBTQ+ experiences (Kulick et al. 2018). Tripathy (2013) 
cautioned that though the use of previously gathered data 
can be more efficient in terms of use of resources and are 
often more representative of large populations, it is impor-
tant to keep in mind that the primary data was collected to 
meet a different set of objectives. Engaging in data min-
ing can bring forth concerns regarding the appropriateness 
of applying new research questions and coding of the data. 

In fact, in each of the investigations, the primary datasets 
were not intended to directly explore the experiences of 
LGBTQ+ youth in sport and physical activity; therefore, 
secondary analysis could only engage in a more superficial 
level of inquiry from the data that was available (e.g., par-
ticipation rates, physical descriptors, and preferred physical 
activities as compared to non-LGB youth), and not on the 
unique personal and social factors of LGBTQ+ youth that 
might lead to these discrepancies. Furthermore, the number 
of students identifying as LGBTQ+ was rarely clear, the 
specific number of students had to be manually calculated. 
Population-specific factors within the athletic arena such as 
concern of changing in front of others, gender separation in 
sports, and noteworthy allies were not addressed.

Only one of the studies (Kulick et al. 2018) incorpo-
rated instruments that had been previously normed with 
LGBTQ+ youth populations per best practice recommen-
dations (Griffith et al. 2017), and only one survey (Kulick 
et al. 2018) included demographic items that would allow 
researchers to explore transgender youth as a unique popula-
tion. While this study did allow participants to indicate vari-
ous gender identities, they were aggregated into a transgen-
der category for analysis.

The methods in which youth were coded as LGB were 
inconsistent, and in some instances, problematic. For exam-
ple, in some of the identified studies, youth were coded as 
LGB based on survey questions on behavior, though many 
adolescents may have not yet had a sexual experience, and 
a single same-sex encounter would put an individual in the 
category as LGB. Similarly, in other studies that used attrac-
tion as their basis for coding, students who had ever felt any 
level of same-sex attraction were coded as LGB. Both of 
these practices call into question the validity of the data, 
as surely some proportion of the individuals coded as LGB 
would actually identify as heterosexual. Self-identification 
as a measure is also problematic as youth may be aware 
of stigma associated with these labels, especially if there 
are any concerns as to the anonymity of the survey. Attrac-
tion tends to be the most accurate form of measurement in 
adolescent populations when presented as a spectrum rather 
than as a binary question (e.g., “People are different in their 
sexual attraction to other people. Which best describes your 
feelings? Are you: (a) only attracted to females?; (b) mostly 
attracted to females? (c) equally attracted to females and 
males?; (d) mostly attracted to males?; (e) only attracted to 
males?; or (f) not sure?”), and best practices recommenda-
tions include using a combination of attraction and either 
behavior or identity questions (Badgett and Goldberg 2009).

The results of this study indicate a wealth of future 
research directions. Investigations are needed to more 
directly discover and describe factors that promote and 
impede LGBTQ+ youth physical activity and sport engage-
ment across school and community settings. Engaging in 
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such an exploration can more directly point to what vari-
ables directly impact engagement and participation. This 
could allow for the development interventions and initia-
tives to support feelings of safety and participation among 
LGBTQ+ youth. These empirically supported interventions 
and initiatives could then be tested for efficacy using experi-
mental or quasi-experimental methods. Both qualitative and 
quantitative methods may be of use in gleaning student voice 
while also considering casual relationships among variables.

It is of further critical need for the engagement patterns in 
sport and physical activity among transgender, non-binary, 
and gender nonconforming youth are included within the 
research base. Just one of the 13 identified studies included 
transgender youth within the sample (Kulick et al. 2018), 
although the physical activity and sport experiences of 
specific gender diverse sub-populations (e.g., transgen-
der males, transgender females, transgender females) is 
unknown.

In general, transgender and gender nonconforming youth 
experience even greater disparities in schools when com-
pared to LGB youth (Kosciw et al. 2018), which more than 
likely extends to physical activity settings. Furthermore, 
while just recently the United States Department of Educa-
tion and the United States Department of Justice Division 
confirmed that that Title IV civil rights protections extend to 
transgender youth (Lhamon and Gupta 2016), this guidance 
has since been rescinded by the change in leadership (Battle 
and Wheeler 2017). Thus, researchers are key stakeholders 
in disseminating best practice information that can impact 
local policy.

While the literature on sexual minority males in physi-
cal activity and sport seems to converge, it is more mixed 
for lesbian and bisexual sexual minorities. Thus, increased 
exploration on this population of students is needed so 
the field can form a more cohesive understanding of their 
engagement in physical activity and sport.

Researchers are further encouraged to collect data per-
taining to LGBTQ+ elementary aged youth within sport 
and physical activity contexts. This can serve to provide an 
understanding as to when negative experiences in these set-
tings might begin. Further, collecting longitudinal data could 
elicit patterns in physical activity and sport engagement 
and disengagement throughout development. This might 
show where in development there are notable increases or 
decrease in engagement which could then allow for research-
ers to investigate those underlying factors.

Researchers also are called upon to develop and evaluate 
the feasibility and efficacy of school and community initiatives 
and interventions to support LGBTQ+ youth in athletics. Fur-
thermore, validated local needs assessments focused on best 
practices to support LGBTQ+ youth could provide school and 
community settings with an understanding of ways in which 
they can foster more affirming and equitable athletic contexts. 

With the creation of such work, a body of literature can be 
substantiated to then develop evidence-based best practice 
modules for promoting affirming school athletic contexts to 
support LGBTQ+ youth.

Essentially, the field is in need of research that directly 
explores why there are discrepancies between LGBTQ+ youth 
and their heterosexual, cisgender peers in physical activity set-
tings. This is the type of data that can more effectively lead 
to the development of needed interventions and changes in 
environments to increase the safety, inclusion, and comfort 
of LGBTQ+ youth leading to higher participation in athletic 
activities. Until then, those with an interest in improving these 
conditions are left to make inferences about what is needed in 
the absence of this data.

Conclusion

Research has found physical activity and sport participation is 
related to a variety of positive social-emotional and life skills 
as well as physical health and mental health benefits. Unfortu-
nately, this investigation revealed that LGBTQ+ youth partici-
pated at low levels and in some cases reported discomfort with 
participation. This gap in LGBTQ+ participation suggests that 
coaches, counselors, and teachers should intentionally work 
to make physical activity and sport environments inclusive 
and open to LGBTQ+ youth’s involvement. Because adoles-
cence, in particular, is a developmental period where young 
people explore academic and extracurricular interests that will 
shape their adulthood experiences, stakeholders can intention-
ally focus on contexts for physical education and sport that 
involve adolescents. Last, this research suggests a need for 
scholars who study the physical activity and sport involvement 
of young people to intentionally include LGBTQ+-specific 
measures, which at the very least should include the diversity 
of sexual and gender identities of young people.
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