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ABSTRACT 

BRITTNEY MARIE HARDIN 

INTERCOLLEGIATE ATHLETIC DEPARTMENT STAFF MEMBERS’ LIVED  

EXPERIENCES WITH POLICY IMPLEMENTATION FOR TRANS STUDENT ATHLETES  

 

Under the direction of JANE WEST, Ed.D. 

The number of trans students choosing to participate in intercollegiate sports is increasing. 

However, most NCAA members across its three divisions remain unsure of how to implement 

inclusive policies for trans student athletes to participate in intercollegiate athletics. While 

current research highlights inclusive policies for trans students in the academic sector of 

institutions of higher education, little to no research exists that addresses how leaders in athletic 

departments systematically construct, implement, educate, and embed inclusive policies for trans 

student athletes in the athletic sector. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to gain a greater 

understanding and awareness of how leaders in intercollegiate athletics entrench themselves in 

developing and enacting inclusive policies for trans student athletes to participate in 

intercollegiate athletics at their respective institutions. 

Utilizing Kotter’s (1995) eight-step model of leading change as the theoretical 

framework, this qualitative research emphasized the voiced experiences of 10 participants who 

held a range of position titles and experience within selective NCAA divisions of intercollegiate 

athletics in various regions of the United States. Data collection for this study consisted of 10 

semi-structured interviews and the collection of pertinent web-based documents or documents 

shared by participants. Data analysis focused on an interpretative phenomenological analysis 

approach to better understand participants’ personal and social experiences with creating and 
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implementing inclusive policies for trans student athletes to participate in intercollegiate athletics 

at their respective institutions.  

Data analysis led to the finding that participants’ campus environment and continuous 

application of identified actionable steps were influential in the process of creating, 

implementing, and embedding their respective inclusive policies for trans student athletes to 

participate in intercollegiate athletics. The experiences of the participants were found to be 

transferrable to institutions seeking to develop inclusive policies for trans student athletes. 

However, further research should explore diverse perspectives, rather than single member 

experiences, from campus committees who are responsible for enacting such inclusive policies. 

Additionally, further research should explore the experiences of trans student athletes directly 

affected by these inclusive policies. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

Change is an unceasing process for institutions of higher education. Leaders continuously 

face challenges to evolve and adapt to social and cultural needs of the student body, faculty, and 

staff. These constituencies embody varying socioeconomic statuses, genders, races, sexual 

orientations, learning abilities, and gender identities (National Center for Education Statistics 

[NCES], 2018). For clarity, the term staff in this study refers to members employed in the 

athletic department of intercollegiate athletics and leader refers to those staff members who 

embody leadership roles for student athletes. Leaders who are embedded in the academic and 

athletic structures of institutions of higher education include, but are not limited to, athletic 

directors, associate athletic directors, directors of compliance, assistant directors of compliance, 

senior women’s advisors, head athletic trainers, assistant athletic trainers, Title XI coordinators, 

coaches, and coaching staff. These leaders serve as mentors and educators and hold the 

responsibility of maintaining the well-being and safety of their respective student athletes within 

the academic setting and during competitive play. Furthermore, each of these leaders plays a 

critical role in acknowledging, accommodating, and implementing safe practices that influence 

inclusion and respect for individual student athletes, as well as the group needs of the institution 

(Garvey et al., 2017; Goldberg & Kuvalanka, 2018; Rankin & Reason, 2008; Renn, 2017). While 

research on athletic department staff members’ experiences with policy implementation is 

limited (Bowden & McCauley, 2016; McCauley, 2014), successful recognition and inclusion of 

diverse student bodies, such as trans students, can meet the acceptance threshold if leaders 
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embedded in the athletic structure of intercollegiate athletics fully commit to adopting, 

implementing, and assessing policies of inclusion (Cunningham & Pickett, 2018). 

Trans students attending institutions of higher education often encounter personal and 

physical barriers, precluding them from full immersion in the academic and athletic campus 

community, thereby creating negative impacts on physical, emotional, and social aspects of 

individual health (Nakkeeran & Nakkeeran, 2018; Stoewen, 2017). Because of the traditional 

Western gender binary norms and mores, trans students frequently experience alienating campus 

environments characterized by stereotypes, microaggressions, and prejudice from peers, faculty, 

and staff (Beemyn, 2016; Goldberg, 2018; Rankin et al., 2010; Seelman et al., 2016; Seelman, 

2014b). Inadequate or absent supportive policies for dismantling these barriers in the academic 

and athletic structure compromise trans students’ well-being and perception of support and 

leadership in their respective institutions (Goldberg, 2018; Goodrich, 2012; Nicolazzo, 2016; 

Renn, 2017; Seelman, 2016).  

Conversely, increased acknowledgment, education, and successful implementation of 

inclusive policies for trans students in the academic and athletic structure can improve trans 

students’ welfare and social mobility in institutions of higher education (Jones et al., 2018; Shin, 

2017). However, many institutions of higher education lack the resources or understanding of 

how to successfully implement inclusion policies for trans students in either of these structures, 

specifically the athletic sector of higher education (Rankin & Beemyn, 2012; Seelman, 2014b). 

Because of this, collegiate trans students purposefully avoid participating in activities that 

enhance personal health, such as physical exercise and competitive sport (Jones et al., 2018; 

MacKinnon, 2017; Morris & Van Raalte, 2016). Therefore, this research examined current 
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athletic department staff members’ experiences in implementation, dissemination, and 

assessment of inclusion policies for trans student athletes. Furthermore, this research explored 

how these experiences can provide a practical framework for creating and implementing a 

forward-thinking and adaptive process towards inclusive policies for trans student athletes at 

their respective institutions.  

Background of the Problem 

Although the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) has established bylaws 

for cultural diversity and gender, the NCAA has yet to establish bylaws for trans student athlete 

participation (Gill, 2014; NCAA, 2019a, 2019b, 2019c; NCAA Office of Inclusion, 2011; 

Rankin & Merson, 2012). Due to limited documentation procedures and the privacy rights of 

students in institutions of higher education, trans participation in athletics is difficult to quantify 

(Beemyn, 2003, 2005; Dugan et al., 2012; Goldberg & Kuvalanka, 2018). However, trans 

enrollment in institutions of higher education and participation in intercollegiate athletics 

continues to increase (Beemyn & Rankin, 2016; Buzuvis, 2011; Flores et al., 2016; NCAA 

Office of Inclusion, 2011; Renn, 2017; Seelman, 2016; Ziegler & Huntley, 2013). Many trans 

athletes’ fear of openly identifying as trans stems from the lack of departmental policy and 

preparedness to accommodate them (Griffin & Carroll, 2010a; Jones et al., 2016, 2017). 

Reflecting on the experience, one student articulated: 

I was really worried about coming out as transgender to anyone else because I knew there 

weren’t any policies. I was so afraid that my school would ban me from my sport, and 

that was the only thing I had at the time. I finally decided to come out my senior year of 
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college because I was going down a slippery slope, and I didn’t think I could pull myself 

out if I didn’t come out (Griffin & Carroll, 2010a, p. 1) 

Trans Student Athletes Participating in Intercollegiate Athletics 

While many athletes, such as Renée Richards, Keelin Godsey, and Chris Mosier, identify 

as trans and advocate for transgender rights at the Olympic level, trans athletes are also gaining 

ground at the intercollegiate level of competition (Gray et al., 2018). It is, however, important to 

note that the experience of one trans athlete does not encompass the experience of all trans 

athletes. Arguably the first trans athlete in intercollegiate athletics was Keelin Goodsey, Division 

III male trans student athlete for Bates College women’s track and field team (NCAA Office of 

Inclusion, 2011). Due to the nonexistence of NCAA policy for trans athletes and his fear of being 

completely banned by the NCAA from participating in track and field, Goodsey competed as a 

female for the first three years of his college career, utilizing his 2005 senior year to publicly 

identify as a trans male athlete (NCAA Office of Inclusion, 2011). Because of the NCAA’s lack 

of policy, its members determined eligibility of trans student athletes by natal sex categorization 

(NCAA Office of Inclusion, 2011). This meant that despite Goodsey identifying as male, NCAA 

eligibility requirements prevented him from medical transition (i.e., hormonal replacement or sex 

reassignment surgery) if he had desired. Furthermore, this barred Goodsey from competing on 

the men’s team. Similarly, Kye Alums, Division I student athlete for George Washington 

University women’s basketball team, became one of the first openly trans male student athletes 

to participate on a female basketball team in 2010 (Gray et al., 2018; Steinmetz, 2014). Similar 

to Goodsey, NCAA eligibility requirements restricted Alums’s ability, if warranted, to medically 
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transition during his time as a student athlete at George Washington University (Steinmetz, 

2014).  

The lived experiences of these student athletes further highlight the need to remove 

barriers that denounce students’ identities and alienates students from participating in 

intercollegiate sporting events. Providing inclusive environments for diverse student populations, 

such as trans student athletes in intercollegiate athletics, begins with education and construction 

of nondiscriminatory policies that are specific to the institution and equitable for all students 

attending those institutions.  

Emergence of NCAA Inclusion of Trans Student Athletes  

Because of the increase in media attention, as well as the visible increase in sport 

participation of trans athletes in the Olympic, intercollegiate, and high school level, the 

National Center for Lesbian Rights Sports Project and the Women’s Sports Foundation 

initiative “It Takes a Team!” convened as a national think tank known as the “Equal 

Opportunities for Transgender Student Athletes” (Griffin & Carroll, 2010a). Participants 

of this think tank included members of the NCAA and the National High School 

Federation, trans student athletes, and a range of experts on various disciplines of trans 

issues (Griffin & Carroll, 2010a). With the remit of developing a report for high school 

and intercollegiate administrators to analyze implementation procedures for uniform and 

equitable inclusion policies for trans student athletes participating in high school and 

intercollegiate athletics, the think tank issued its report, On the Team: Equal Opportunity 

for Transgender Student-Athletes, in October 2010 (Griffin & Carroll, 2010a.) 
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Because of increased interest and participation of trans students in intercollegiate 

athletics, the NCAA then convened on a new policy for trans student athletes. Following 

the “On the Team: Equal Opportunity for Transgender Student-Athletes” report in 2010, 

the NCAA sought to clarify participation standards at the intercollegiate level, as well as 

provide suggested best practices for leaders and student athletes to incorporate inclusive 

environments for trans student athletes (NCAA Office of Inclusion, 2011). After the 

approval of these suggested best practices, the NCCA issued an electronic resource book 

in 2011 entitled NCAA Inclusion of Transgender Student Athletes, which was intended to 

“provide guidance to NCAA athletic programs about how to ensure transgender student 

athletes fair, respectful, and legal access to intercollegiate sports teams based on current 

medical and legal knowledge” (NCAA Office of Inclusion, 2011, p. 2). These suggested 

practices comprised a three-part overview of (a) terminology, (b) hormonal regulations 

and participation, and (c) actionable items leaders and student athletes could take to 

include transgender student athletes. Significantly, the NCAA failed to include the 

guidelines for trans student athlete participation in their bylaws; therefore, the guidelines 

became merely suggestions for athletic department leaders to follow. Furthermore, based 

upon the institution’s individual missions and visions, athletic department staff leaders 

remain solely responsible for trans student athlete policy implementation, dissemination, 

and departmental repercussions of disunion of their respective institutional policy 

(Elfman, 2013).  

While the NCAA’s suggested best practices were initially commended for their efforts 

towards creating a forward-thinking resource for member institutions, proper policy 
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implementation guidelines continue to be debated among NCAA member institutions (Brookens, 

2011; Mahoney et al., 2015; Ziegler & Huntley, 2013). Even though the current NCAA policy 

has created a foundation for athletic departments to begin implementation of trans inclusion 

policies, internal barriers of anxiety and fear and external barriers such as microaggressions and 

discriminatory policies continue to be ignored (Brookens, 2011; Buzuvis, 2011; Cunningham, 

2015; Cunningham & Picket, 2018; Jones et al., 2017; Lucas-Carr & Krane, 2011).  

Conversely, Skinner-Thompson and Turner (2013) contended that athletic departments 

increasingly adhere to current NCAA suggested best practices and implement policies and 

procedures that provide trans students opportunities to participate on intercollegiate teams that 

coincide with their gender identity. Despite this assertion, the NCAA Office of Inclusion (2011) 

found that most athletic departments without policies remain uncertain regarding appropriate 

incorporation of trans student athletes within existing organized sports. According to 

Transathlete.com (2019), only 20 out of the roughly 1,200 institutions of higher education that 

are members of the NCAA, ranging from Division I to Division III, have documented policies 

for trans student athletes.  

Successes and Gaps in Implementation  

Since the release of the NCAA Inclusion of Transgender Student Athletes electronic 

resource book, student athletes have medically transitioned and fully participated in their chosen 

sport based upon both the NCAA guidelines and its institutions’ policies. Taylor Edelmann, who 

identifies as male and previously competed on Purchase College of New York women’s 

volleyball team, completed his medical transition by 2012, gaining eligibility from the NCAA to 

compete with the male volleyball team of Purchase College (DeFrancesco, 2013). One of the 
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most recent openly trans student athletes, Schuyler Bailar, originally recruited for Harvard’s 

women’s swim team, announced he identified as a trans male in 2015 (Klein, 2016; Strauss, 

2015). Similar to Edelmann, Bailar fully joined the men’s swim team by abiding by Harvard and 

the NCAA’s suggested eligibility requirements for trans student athletes (Klein, 2016; Strauss, 

2015). Because policies existed, stories like these have further reiterated the need for leaders in 

athletic departments to be both knowledgeable in policies for accommodating trans student 

athletes and competent in creating systematic change for those policies. Furthermore, acceptance 

and social integration of higher education academic and athletic leaders are significant predictive 

factors for academic retention and completion of diverse or marginalized students (Torres & 

Solberg, 2001). 

While these particular trans athletes successfully participated in the gendered team with 

which they identified, others are not as successful because many campuses struggle to 

implement, educate about, and disseminate their own policies as well as the NCAA’s suggested 

practices (Buzuvis, 2011; NCAA Office of Inclusion, 2011). Because of this, trans students 

interested in participating in campus activities, such as intercollegiate athletics, suffer from 

severe social isolation exacerbated by exclusionary practices of campus and athletic department 

leaders. Studies demonstrate that these students have significantly higher rates of depression 

(Lytle et al., 2016), alcohol and drug use (Tupler et al., 2017), discrimination (Oswalt & Lederer, 

2017), and attempted suicides (Seelman, 2016). Yet, it is important to note that meaningful social 

inclusion and supportive policies of trans students’ higher education academic and athletic 

structures have been found to lessen psychological distress, increase overall health and well-
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being, and increase retention (Armstrong & Oomen-Early, 2009; Baumeister & Leary, 1995; 

Beemyn et al., 2005; Gayles et al., 2018; Johnson, 2012). 

Leadership and Policy Implementation in Athletics  

Student demographics continue to evolve, becoming representative of much broader and 

more diverse backgrounds. This diversity stems from more varied socioeconomic statuses, races, 

sexual orientations, and gender identities (NCES, 2018). This change brings challenges for 

leaders as they strive to provide safe campus environments that continue to value the needs of 

their transforming student population and provide equal access to academic and extracurricular 

activities, such as intercollegiate athletics (Carroll, 2017). 

Won and Chelladurai (2015) defined intercollegiate athletics as sports “played at the 

intercollegiate level for which eligibility requirements for participation by a student athlete are 

established by a national association, in this case the NCAA, for the promotion and regulation of 

intercollegiate athletics” (p. 2). Intercollegiate athletics have become an integral part of many 

colleges and universities’ business enterprises. In fact, Comeaux and colleagues (2015) stated,  

With the tremendous expansion of the business enterprise, that is college athletics, 

stakeholders in athletic affairs; including athletic directors, compliance officers, and 

practitioners who support athletes, now serve in public roles that require trustworthy, 

competent, forward thinking, and accountable leaders. (p. 360) 

For leaders in intercollegiate athletics, the challenge of successfully and safely accommodating 

the needs, even basic needs, of trans students in the athletic structure of higher education 

continues to be a disconcerting process (Jones et al., 2017; Jones et al., 2018; Renn, 2015, 2017).  
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Many leaders in intercollegiate athletics find themselves grossly unprepared to meet the 

needs of trans students (Carroll, 2017; NCAA Office of Inclusion, 2011). Rather than 

implementing policies in advance to ensure safety and inclusivity of this student population, 

leaders often find themselves scrambling for ways to accommodate the needs of these students 

only when the need is at their doorstep (Beemyn & Rankin, 2011; Griffin & Carroll, 2010b; 

Jones et al., 2017; Jones et al., 2018). Carroll (2017) further argued,   

Few high schools or intercollegiate athletic programmes, administrators, or coaches are 

prepared to fairly, systematically and effectively facilitate a transgender student’s interest 

in participating in a sport. The majority of school sport programmes have no policy 

governing the inclusion of transgender student athletes. In fact, most school athletic 

programmes are unprepared to address even basic accommodations such as knowing 

pronouns or names to use when referring to a transgender student, where a transgender 

student should change clothes for practice or competition, or what bathroom or shower 

that student should use. (p. 143) 

It is imperative that leaders embedded in the athletic structure of higher education recognize the 

need for implementing inclusive policies for trans student athletes at their respective institutions 

(Carroll, 2017). While some athletic programs have yet to have trans student participants in the 

athletic structure, being systematically prepared to accommodate and provide equitable and 

effective policies for trans students who are interested in competing in intercollegiate athletics is 

necessary in providing social justice for this student population (Pérez-Samaniego et al., 2019).  

 For the purpose of this study, the primary focus encompassed the lived experiences of 

leaders in member NCAA programs, across all three division of athletics, Divisions I, II, and III, 
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in creating, disseminating, and assessing current trans student athlete policies of their respective 

athletic departments. Building upon Kotter’s (1995) 8-step approach to organizational change, 

this study explored how these leaders adopted, implemented, and disseminated their policies to 

internal and external constituencies of the athletic department. Policy implementation occurs at 

many levels, and constituency buy-in can be challenging. Because leaders in the athletic 

structure oversee policy creation, implementation, and assessment, examination of current 

policies for trans student athletes was the core of this research.  

 The study of policy implementation has the potential to provide intercollegiate athletic 

leaders a framework for designing a system for policy implementation at their respective 

institutions. When athletic department leaders see that constituency buy-in is achievable, athletic 

department leaders can adapt and mold their vision and mission to institute an adaptive and 

progressive implementation process for their respective athletic department. According to Burton 

and Peachey (2013), servant leadership style continues to become more prominent in higher 

education. Servant leadership is important because it builds upon ethical and individual 

relationships that transcend the company toward a shared, positive goal. Kotter (1995) contended 

that, in order for an organization to ingrain change, leaders must abide by eight practical 

approaches to build a powerful coalition that embodies the organizational change. This process 

was the core of understanding and evaluating current athletic departments phases of 

implementing policy and structural change in each leader’s respective athletic department.  

Statement of the Problem 

The number of trans students choosing to participate in intercollegiate sports is increasing 

(Ziegler & Huntley, 2013). Even so, most NCAA members, across all three divisions of the 
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NCAA, remain unsure of how to implement policies within their athletic departments 

appropriately (NCAA Office of Inclusion, 2011). With the rise of victimization (Goldman, 2018; 

Oswalt & Lederer, 2017; Reisner et al., 2015; Seelman, 2016; Stolzenberg & Hughes, 2017) and 

psychological distress (Goldberg et al., 2019; Greathouse et al., 2018; James et al., 2016; 

Seelman, 2016) of trans students, the obligation of leaders to implement inclusive policies in 

each aspect of higher education, including intercollegiate athletics, is pivotal in systematically 

changing the lives of trans students. While current research highlights a number of policies and 

procedures that have been implemented for trans students in the academic sector of institutions 

of higher education (Beemyn, 2015; Beemyn et al., 2005; Garvey et al., 2017; Pusch, 2005; 

Rankin & Beemyn, 2012; Renn, 2010, 2015, 2017; Stolzenberg & Hughes, 2017; Tupler et al., 

2017), the overall understanding of proper implementation of trans policies in intercollegiate 

athletics is unclear (Jones et al., 2017; Jones et al., 2018; NCAA Office of Inclusion, 2011). 

Research rarely, if at all, identifies how leaders in athletic departments systematically adopt, 

implement, educate, and maintain these policies in the athletic structure (McCauley, 2014). 

Because physical exercise, such as intercollegiate athletics, plays such a critical role in overall 

health and well-being, leaders retain an obligation and therefore, an opportunity to be intentional 

in providing inclusive policies for trans student athletes (Renn, 2017). Thus, this study examined 

current athletic staff implementation procedures of trans student athlete policy in intercollegiate 

athletics to identify the extent to which the implementation and practice of these policies can 

provide a fundamental, progressive, and forward-thinking framework for other athletic staff 

members in NCAA athletic departments who are seeking ways to implement inclusive policies 

for their respective athletic departments. 
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Purpose of the Study 

Qualitative data provided a greater insight into the lived experiences of athletic 

department leaders of member NCAA Divisions I, II, and III in regard to adopting, 

implementing, disseminating, and assessing inclusive policies for trans student athletes at their 

respective institutions. Students attending institutions of higher education are “actively 

experimenting with and consolidating a sense of identity: who they are, what they can do well, 

what is important to them, how they want others to see them, and so forth” (King & Kitchener, 

1994, p. 203). Trans students encounter a multitude of internal and external barriers that prevent 

them from engaging in social college events and activities that can enhance their overall well-

being (Goldberg, 2018; Nicolazzo, 2016; Renn, 2017; Seelman, 2016). 

Because institutions of higher education provide an educational experience that allows 

students to acknowledge and explore their authentic, personal, and professional identity, 

institutional leaders have the obligation to identify exclusive practices and implement inclusive 

policies that garner exposure to and understanding of diverse or marginalized populations 

(Carroll, 2017). Leaders of higher education are continually trying to find ways to facilitate 

recruitment and retention of diverse student populations. In order to determine what is needed for 

institutions to accommodate diverse student populations, in this case trans student athletes, it is 

necessary to explore current intercollegiate athletic staff members and their successes, failures, 

and learning curves in implementing policies for trans student athletes (Carroll, 2017). A vast 

amount of empirical research has analyzed the quality and quantity of trans student experiences 

in institutions of higher education (Bilodeau, 2005, 2009; Effrig et al., 2011; McKinney, 2005; 

Pusch, 2005; Rankin et al., 2010; Seelman, 2014a, 2014b; Stolzenberg & Hughes, 2017). 
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However, limited research on leader experiences with implementing inclusive policies for trans 

student athletes in intercollegiate athletics exists (Bowden & McCauley, 2016; McCauley, 2014). 

Although Bowden and McCauley (2016) and McCauley (2014) analyzed the relationship 

between leadership frames and the presence of the NCAA’s trans inclusion policies in member 

NCAA institutions, Bowden and McCauley (2016) and McCauley (2014) did not illustrate how 

policies were adopted, implemented, disseminated, and analyzed.  

Building upon previous research, the purpose of this qualitative research was to gain a 

greater understanding of the challenges and opportunities of leaders embedded in athletic 

departments to enact inclusion of trans student athletes in their department and overall athletic 

structure. I explored the lived experiences of athletic staff members exposed to developing, 

implementing, and disseminating current trans student athlete policies. This study was framed 

around gaining a greater understanding and awareness of how leaders entrench themselves in 

creating and instilling change for marginalized student athletes within the walls of athletics.  

Significance of the Study 

Trans students are members of institutions of higher educations. With this membership, 

trans students should receive equitable opportunities that are better presented to their peers, such 

as opportunities to participate in intercollegiate athletics. In review of the literature, much 

research focused on discrimination, victimization, and the social and emotional struggles of trans 

students in the academic sector of higher education (Goldberg et al., 2019; Goldman, 2018; 

Greathouse et al., 2018; James et al., 2016; Oswalt & Lederer, 2017; Reisner et al., 2015; 

Seelman, 2016; Stolzenberg & Hughes, 2017). Additionally, the literature illustrated how 

physical exercise, such as participating in intercollegiate athletics, can provide impactful benefits 
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by lessening psychological distress and improving overall health and well-being of trans students 

(Biddle & Mutrie, 2007; Erickson et al., 2011; Mandolesi et al., 2018; Pedrinolla et al., 2017; 

World Health Organization [WHO], 2018). However, barriers to physical exercise and sport 

participation, such as absence of inclusive policies, still exist for this student population 

(Goldberg, 2018; Jones et al., 2016, 2017; Jones et al., 2018; Morris & Van Raalte, 2016; NCAA 

Office of Inclusion, 2011). While an abundance of research exists regarding barriers for trans 

students in academics, limited research was found regarding athletic department leaders’ barriers 

in policy implementation in intercollegiate athletics. Most recently, Bowden and McCauley 

(2016) and McCauley (2014) used correlation research to determine the relationship between 

athletic director leadership frames and the present inclusive policies at NCAA institutions. 

Similar to other empirical studies, studies conducted by Bowden and McCauley (2016) and 

McCauley (2014) did not illustrate how NCAA member institutions implement inclusive policies 

for trans student athletes within their respective athletic departments. However, Bowden and 

McCauley (2016) and McCauley (2014) indicated that further research on implementation 

procedures of inclusive policies for trans student athletes in intercollegiate athletics is necessary. 

This study focused on the lived experiences of member NCAA leaders in instilling 

change towards inclusion of trans student athletes in their respective athletic departments. This 

research study provides great insight and a foundational framework for intercollegiate athletic 

departments of varying NCAA divisions and higher education leaders seeking inclusive policies 

for their athletic department. Furthermore, inclusive policies of trans student athletes provide 

educational opportunities for staff and student athletes, as well as a safe and compassionate sport 

climate for each member involved in the sporting context (Lucas-Carr & Krane, 2011).  
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Research Questions 

I utilized an interpretative phenomenological analysis approach (Smith et al., 2009) to 

explore various athletic department staff members’ lived experiences with implementing current 

policies of accommodation for trans student athletes in intercollegiate athletics. This study 

originated from one central research question: What are athletic department staff members’ 

experiences with enacting policies for trans student athlete participation in intercollegiate 

athletics? Utilizing Kotter’s (1995) theory of change, I generated the following secondary 

questions:  

1. How do intercollegiate athletic department staff members prepare to implement 

policies for trans student athlete participation? 

2. What processes are involved in creating policies for trans student athlete 

participation? 

3. How do intercollegiate athletic department staff members implement policies for 

trans student athlete participation? 

4. What areas of challenge or resistance occur during the preparation for and 

implementation of policies for trans student athlete participation? 

Theoretical Framework 

Multiple constituencies in institutions of higher education, specifically academic and 

athletic leaders embedded in the academic and athletic structure, must continuously adapt to the 

changing needs of its student body. Leaders in the athletic sector of higher education have an 

obligation to develop and maintain policies that ensure inclusion and embody positive campus 

life experiences of their students, including trans students (Renn, 2017). This study utilized the 
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work of Kotter’s (1995) theory of change as a framework for exploring how staff members of 

intercollegiate athletic departments of Divisions I, II, and III construct, educate, distribute, and 

evaluate inclusive policies for trans student athletes in their respective athletic departments.  

Cultivated from Lewin’s (1947a, 1947b) three-step model of change, Kotter’s (1995) 

theory of change asserts that successful adaptation and implementation of change takes 

consistent leadership and time. This type of leadership embodies leaders who can successfully 

communicate and guide others towards a desired change (Kotter, 1995). Kotter (1995) assessed 

eight practical approaches for organizational leaders to operate in a systematic way to seize 

constituency buy-in, as well as spur and ingrain change within the organization. Kotter’s (1995) 

eight steps towards change include the following: “establishing a sense of urgency, forming a 

powerful guiding coalition, creating a vision, communicating the vision, empowering other to act 

on the vision, planning for and creating short-term wins, consolidating improvements and 

producing still more change, institutionalizing new approaches” (p. 61).  

However, Kotter (1995) noted that, with most operations of change in organizational 

structure or policy, resistance to change is inevitable. Therefore, efficient leadership and a 

powerful coalition are mandatory to achieve change. Kotter (1995) emphasized,  

The combination of cultures that resist change and managers who have not been taught 

how to create change is lethal. . . Sources of complacency are rarely attacked adequately 

because urgency is not an issue for people who have been asked all their lives merely to 

maintain the current system like a softly humming Swiss watch. A powerful enough 

guiding coalition with sufficient leadership is not created by people who have been taught 

to think in terms of hierarch and management. (p. 29)  
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Research by Lewin (1947a, 1947b), Peters and Waterman (1982), Kanter et al. (1992), 

and Kotter (1995) identified the importance of linking change with organizational leadership and 

systematic buy-in. Such analytical interpretations of change by each of these theorists often 

occurred among the organizational structure of business. In this study, change theory served as a 

framework to understand challenges and successes of current athletic department experiences 

with policy implementation for trans students. Chapter 2 further explores Kotter’s theory, and the 

connection it serves as a vehicle to comprehensively understand the process of and athletic 

department staff members’ lived experiences with policy implementation for trans student 

athletes in intercollegiate athletics.  

Assumptions 

I assumed that both conducting interviews and attaining supportive documentation that 

was pertinent to the research study would result in a more holistic understanding of the data 

collected. Given that participants agreed to participate in this qualitative study and volunteered 

their time to participate, I assumed that participants were truthful and forthcoming of their lived 

experiences during their interview. I also assumed that participants who were willing to 

participate in this study also had a shared desire to collaborate and share their own lived 

experiences with policy implementation that would further educate other allied staff members in 

intercollegiate athletics seeking the “how to” for implementing policies for trans student athlete 

participation. While this qualitative study pertained to athletic staff members in intercollegiate 

athletics, I also assumed that faculty and staff members outside of the athletic sector of higher 

education would also benefit from these lived experiences of the research participants. 
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Delimitations  

This IPA approach sought to delve deeper into athletic staff members’ real-life 

experiences and behavioral actions, attitudes, and motivations required to implement policies for 

trans student athlete participation within an organized athletic department in higher education. 

Rather than focusing on barriers that preclude trans student athletes from perceptions of trans 

student athletes participating in intercollegiate athletics, this study focused on how athletic staff 

members implemented policies to assist in accommodating trans student athletes in the athletic 

sector of higher education. While trans student athlete participation is the cause for implementing 

nondiscriminatory policies for participation in intercollegiate athletics, I did not include the 

perspectives of trans student athletes within this study. I focused on the vocalized experiences 

and actions of staff members to accommodate this population of student athletes, not the lived 

experiences of trans student athletes.  

An abundance of policies for athletic staff members to implement, evaluate, and abide by 

exists. Due to the nature of this study, I only addressed policies for trans student athletes. 

Furthermore, policy creation and implementation involve an array of interactions among a 

variety of stakeholders connected or embedded in institutions of higher education. While each 

stakeholder serves a vital role in policy creation and implementation, I only explored the lived 

experiences of athletic staff members who were previously or currently involved in policy 

implementation for trans student athletes.  

Limitations 

Participant selection, experiences, and employment for this qualitative research study 

were instrumental to understanding the dynamics and intrinsic process of policy implementation 
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for trans student athletes in intercollegiate athletics. Although I took numerous measures to 

maintain credibility and trustworthiness, limitations to the data collection still exist. Due to the 

nature of this study, the first limitation is potential staff hesitancy to release information 

regarding their athletic department policy for trans student athlete participation or lack of policy 

implementation. To prepare for staff hesitancy, I was intentional in being transparent as possible 

to ensure the benevolence behind inquiring for athletic departments to share their experiences 

with policy implementation for trans student athlete participation. The limited amount of trans 

student athletes participating or inquiring to participate in intercollegiate athletics could also lead 

to a deficiency of athletic department staff members’ lived experiences with policy 

implementation of trans student athletes in intercollegiate athletics.  

Because policies are unique to institutional needs, recruiting different participants for this 

research study generated different results. While the sample size of this study was small, it is 

important to note that the data received from this qualitative research is not generalizable nor 

representative of all NCAA athletic departments with inclusive policies for trans student athletes. 

It was my intent to use snowball sampling to help increase the sample size for this study. Finally, 

the institutions’ ability to release or openly discuss sensitive information regarding participation 

of a minority student may be limited and of legal concern. To prepare for this concern, I was 

deliberate in communicating how I would maintain the participants’ anonymity. Despite each of 

these areas of limitations and delimitations, the results of this study have the potential to provide 

an indispensable insight into the process of implementing nondiscriminatory policies for trans 

student athletes in the athletic department sector of higher education. 
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Definitions of Terms 

 While some terms may be common knowledge, the following definitions serve to 

familiarize all readers with the utilization of the terms within the context of this study. 

Biological or natal sex is culturally determined by examining external 

reproductive organs to assign male or female at birth (American Psychological 

Association [APA], 2015). Medically, biological or natal sex encompasses external and 

internal reproductive organs, hormonal and chromosomal composition, as well as 

secondary sex characteristics (APA, 2015; Goldstein et al., 2017; Stryker, 2017).  

Cisgender is a term that signifies congruence of a person’s biological sex with their 

gender identity (Goldstein et al., 2017). 

Gender is defined by social and culturally constructed concepts that identify a 

person as being a man or woman (Goldstein et al., 2017; Morris & Van Raalte, 2016; 

Stryker, 2017). 

Gender expression is external affirmations of gender that coincide with societal views of 

being masculine or feminine (APA, 2015; Stryker, 2017). Affirmations are typically expressed 

through, but not limited to, clothing, mannerisms, names, and pronouns (APA, 2015; Stryker, 

2017). 

Gender identity is the personal conception of oneself that distinguishes between being 

female, male, or neither (NCAA Office of Inclusion, 2011; Stryker, 2017; Wagman, 2009). 

Gender variance or gender nonconforming refers to individuals who do not conform to 

gender binary societal norms of being masculine or feminine (Stryker, 2017). 
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The National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) is a member-led organization 

governing three divisions of athletics, divisions I, II, or III (NCAA Office of Inclusion, 2011).  

Transgender or Trans is the umbrella term used to describe people in Western culture 

who express gender behaviors or gender identities that do not align with their assigned biological 

sex (NCAA Office of Inclusion, 2011; Goldstein et al., 2017; Meerwijk & Sevelius, 2017; 

Stryker, 2017).  

Transman refers to individuals who were assigned female at birth and have undergone 

gender affirming hormonal treatment or surgeries to become male (female-to-male or FTM) 

(APA, 2011).  

Transwomen refers to individuals who were assigned male at birth and have undergone 

gender affirming hormonal treatment or surgeries to become female (male-to-female or MTF) 

(APA, 2011).  

Summary 

Leaders embedded in academic and athletic structures of institutions of higher education 

drive change towards safe and inclusive campus environments. In order to understand the lived 

experiences of these leaders in the athletic sector of higher education, I conducted interviews to 

reflect upon the demands, successes, and failures of implementing inclusive policies for trans 

student athletes in athletic departments of various NCAA divisions. As mentioned previously, 

“Stakeholders in athletic affairs including—athletic directors, compliance officers, and 

practitioners who support athletes—now serve in public roles that require trustworthy, 

competent, forward thinking, and accountable leaders” (Comeaux et al., 2015, p. 360). This 

research is essential for providing forward-thinking leaders immersed in the athletic department 
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with an accountable framework of how to construct, educate, distribute, and evaluate inclusive 

policies for their respective athletic departments.  

Participating in intercollegiate sports can enhance a student’s sense of belongingness and 

campus social experiences (Becker & Luthar, 2007; Daniels & Leaper, 2006; Finch & Clopton, 

2017; Rankin et al., 2016). This in turn increases the likelihood of retention of students 

participating in intercollegiate sports (Goldberg et al., 2019; Hausmann et al., 2007). Most 

importantly, participation in physical exercise, such as intercollegiate sports, can lessen 

psychological distress and increase overall health and well-being (Gayles et al., 2018; Johnson, 

2012). Chapter 2 further explores each of these areas and additional areas of literature that are 

pertinent to this study. Chapter 3 provides the research framework of this study outlining the 

methodology and research design. This study can assist in providing a framework for other 

NCAA staff members in intercollegiate athletic departments who are seeking to provide 

education and implement inclusive policies for trans student athletes in their respective athletic 

departments. Chapter 4 provides the results of this study and highlights themes identified from 

the data gathered from interviews with participants relating their lived experiences. Finally, 

Chapter 5 connects the findings of the research study with the study’s research questions, 

addresses implications, and offers recommendations for future research. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

The purpose of this study was to gain a greater understanding of intercollegiate athletic 

department staff members’ experiences with creating and implementing policies for trans student 

athlete participation in intercollegiate athletics. The chapter begins with a review of the hardships 

that trans students encounter on the academic side of higher education and how participation in 

intercollegiate athletics can reduce the impact of these encounters, thus, enhancing campus life 

connectedness and social integration. The second section demonstrates that physical exercise is a 

critical component of student health maintenance, physical and mental, and also emphasizes the 

importance for all students to have access to avenues of physical exercise. Following this, the 

third section identifies barriers to physical exercise for trans students and illustrates how those 

barriers can heighten psychological distress of the student or feelings of social isolation. The 

fourth section identifies policies for trans inclusion in sport, specifically at the competitive, 

intercollegiate level, and highlights areas in which leadership influences organizational policy 

implementation. The chapter ends by outlining Lewin (1947a, 1947b) and Kotter’s (1995) views 

of change theory to further understand and link the process of policy implementation, 

dissemination, and review of current athletic programs inclusion policies so that additional 

institutions can reflect on previous experiences of athletic staff and provide a fundamental, 

progressive, and forward-thinking implementation process for inclusive policies of trans student 

athletes at their respective institutions.  



 

25 

Trans Students in Higher Education 

An asset in developing the social image and culture of American universities, 

intercollegiate athletics increase students’ perception of belongingness and enhance campus 

social experiences (Becker & Luthar, 2007; Daniels & Leaper, 2006; Finch & Clopton, 2017; 

Rankin et al., 2016). Student attainment of a distinctive sense of belongingness to an institution 

correlates to vital institutional outcomes pertaining to student retention and academic success 

(Goldberg et al., 2019; Hausmann et al., 2007; Hoffman et al., 2002; Hurtado & Carter, 1997). 

Students’ perceived sense of belongingness can be indicative of positive feelings of 

connectedness or negative feelings of isolation from the campus community (Beemyn et al., 

2005; Gayles et al., 2018; Johnson, 2012), and student participation in academic and athletic 

activities enhances positive feelings of connectedness and campus social integration (Astin, 

1993; Becker & Luthar, 2007; Beemyn et al., 2005; Gayles et al., 2018; Hoffman et al. 2002; 

Tinto, 1987). Gender binary student athletes, then, are largely socially accepted and viewed as 

influential images of the institution (Becker & Luthar, 2007). Unlike trans student athletes, 

gender binary student athletes predictably experience a higher degree of social acceptance from 

peers, faculty, staff, and the community than do trans student athletes (Armstrong & Oomen-

Early, 2009; Daniels & Leaper, 2006; Talbot, 2001).  

Conversely, students who identify as trans often struggle with discrimination, 

victimization, and social isolation in higher education, including intercollegiate athletics 

(Bilodeau, 2009; Effrig et al., 2011; Goldberg et al., 2019; Greathouse et al., 2018; James et al., 

2016; Rankin et al., 2010; Seelman, 2016). Most recently, Greathouse et al. (2018) conducted 

one of the largest quantitative analyses of queer-spectrum and trans-spectrum college students’ 
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campus experiences and perspectives of campus learning environments. Greathouse et al. (2018) 

filtered queer-spectrum and trans-spectrum student responses from 10 large-scale data sets 

retrieved from 918 four-year institutions. The researchers then analyzed roughly 66,000 queer-

spectrum students’ and roughly 6,600 trans-spectrum students’ responses from the national data 

sets and concluded that, compared to 15.8% of non-trans first-year students, 32.4% of trans-

spectrum incoming freshman felt habitually isolated from campus life (Greathouse et al., 2018).  

Additionally, trans students often suffer from negative campus climates, such as peer 

victimization, harassment, and discrimination, that entice a culture of marginalization and limit 

positive educational outcomes (Goldblum et al., 2012; Grant et al., 2011; Rankin et al., 2016; 

Rankin et al., 2010; Testa et al., 2012). Greathouse et al.’s (2018) analysis further indicated that 

52.7% of trans-spectrum college freshmen, in comparison to 23.4% of non-trans freshmen, felt 

unsafe after one year of being on campus. Moreover, 52.3% of trans-spectrum students who felt 

excluded from campus life took a one-term break compared to 26.8% of their non-

trans counterparts (Greathouse et al., 2018). In conjunction to exposure to negative campus 

climates, trans students typically endure academic difficulties that present with additional 

negative mental health components such as poor self-esteem and suicidal ideation (Effrig et al., 

2011; Goldberg, 2018; Goldblum et al., 2012; Greathouse et al., 2018, Rankin et al., 2010). Yet 

again, Greathouse et al.’s (2018) analysis echoed the findings of negative campus climates 

experienced by trans students and indicated that three out of four trans-spectrum college students 

felt overwhelmingly lonely, and one out of two trans-spectrum students felt a vast sense of 

depression that affected their ability to function in the year prior to the study. Seelman (2016) 

reported that, compared to cisgender peers, trans college students have a 46.5% higher rate of 
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attempted suicide. In 2017 alone, one out of four trans-spectrum college students from the 

Greathouse et al. (2018) analysis considered suicide. 

Construction of self and identity development play an intricate role in a person’s 

psychological well-being and social experiences (Daniels & Leaper, 2006; Quintanar et al., 

2019). Dependent on cultural norms, identity development can be a complex process for 

minority populations, especially those who identify as trans (Gagne et al., 1997; Hafford-

Letchfield et al., 2017; Pusch, 2005). Students subject to marginalization because of their gender 

identity are often isolated and confined to identifying with similar groups of people (White-

Hughto et al., 2015). Unlike cisgender peers, trans students tend to have limited avenues of peer 

connectedness on campus, particularly support groups or extracurricular activities such as 

participation in intercollegiate athletics (Beemyn et al., 2005). As an asset in developing peer 

connectedness and self-esteem, intercollegiate athletics recognition and inclusion of trans student 

athletes can enhance trans students’ sense of self-worth and campus social integration (Astin, 

1993; Beemyn et al., 2005; Daniels & Leaper, 2006; Gray et al., 2018; Finch & Clopton, 2017; 

Gayles et al., 2018; Hoffman et al., 2002; Tinto, 1987).  

Discrimination in Higher Education 

According to the NCES (2018), undergraduate enrollment for four-year institutions 

averaged around 20 million and 6.7 million for two-year institutions. These 26.7 million students 

attending postsecondary education vary in socioeconomic status, race, learning abilities, physical 

disabilities, sexual orientations, and gender identities. Quantifying students who identify as trans 

in institutions of higher education proves challenging due to limited data collection and 

measurement techniques in admissions, particularly of trans students, and restricts total 
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enrollment percentages of diverse student body attendance (Beemyn, 2003, 2005; Dugan et al., 

2012; Goldberg & Kuvalanka, 2018). While exact statistics of trans student enrollment at the 

postsecondary level are limited, visibility of trans students on campus has increased, and 

enrollment of trans students is expected to rise each year (Beemyn, 2003, 2005; Bilodeau, 2005; 

Dugan et al., 2012; Evans et al., 2010; Flores et al., 2016; McKinney, 2005; Rankin & Beemyn, 

2012; Renn, 2017; Seelman, 2016).  

In fact, the “National Trans Discrimination Survey” (Grant et al., 2011) of roughly 6,400 

trans and gender nonconforming students across the United States revealed that approximately 

73% of these students reported expressing their trans identity or gender nonconforming identity 

between the ages of 18 and 24. Furthermore, 40% of these respondents reported presenting their 

identities, trans or gender nonconforming, for the first time or as a continuum from high school, 

in postsecondary education (Grant et al., 2011). Limited documentation of student identity 

prevents institutions of higher education from acknowledging and accommodating the needs of 

diverse students, such as implementation of nondiscriminatory policies and campus resources 

(Goldberg & Kuvalanka, 2018; Rankin & Beemyn, 2012). Failure to do so effectively discounts 

the needs of diverse populations and reinforces environments of hostility and marginalization 

that, in turn, lead to reduced academic success and negative psychosocial outcomes (Goldberg, 

2018; Goldberg & Kuvalanka, 2018; Rankin & Beemyn, 2012). 

Discrimination Against Trans Students  

Campus climate encompasses standards of practice and “behaviors of faculty, staff, 

administrators and students, as well as institutional policies” (Garvey et al., 2017, p. 63) that 

influence inclusion and respect for individual and group needs. Progressive, diverse, and 
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inclusive campus climates are directly related to academic success and retention of marginalized 

student populations (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Conversely, oppressive campus climates 

impede campus life connectedness and academic engagement of marginalized student 

populations (Bazarsky et al., 2015). Campus climate, progressive or oppressive, determines 

students’ level of comfort in exploring aspects of their identity (Beemyn, 2003; Garvey & 

Inkelas, 2012). For most trans students, independence from unsupportive family, immersion in 

open campus environments, exposure to faculty and staff who are well informed of gender 

identities, and campus supportive services aid in providing a safe space for gender exploration on 

campus. Combined, these factors increase retention of otherwise marginalized students and 

improve persistence towards degree completion (Garvey & Inkelas, 2012; Garvey et al., 2017; 

Renn, 2017).  

However, from facility design to policies for campus activities and athletic participation 

to supportive services, institutions of higher education, by design and tradition, accommodate the 

needs of cisgender students (Beemyn et al. 2005; Bilodeau, 2005, 2009; Goldberg, 2018; 

Grossman & D’Augelli, 2006; McKinney, 2005; Nicolazzo, 2016; Pusch, 2005). Because of this, 

institutions of higher education are largely unprepared to accommodate trans students on campus 

and within campus activities, such as athletics (Beemyn, 2003, 2005; Nicolazzo, 2016; Rankin & 

Beemyn, 2012). Sex-segregated facilities, particularly bathrooms, locker rooms, and residence 

halls, as well as limited inclusion policies for campus activities, such as intramurals and athletic 

events, further marginalize trans students from the campus community (Beemyn, 2005; Beemyn 

et al., 2005; Goodrich, 2012). Moreover, accessibility to supportive services, such as counseling 

and healthcare services; nondiscriminatory policies, like trans inclusive policies for academics 
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and athletics; and trans educational opportunities for faculty, staff, and students are scarce at the 

postsecondary level of education (Beemyn, 2015; Grossman & D’Augelli, 2006; McKinney, 

2005). Inadequate or absent supportive services and nondiscriminatory policies in higher 

education, for both academics and athletics, affect trans students’ perception of campus support 

and overall well-being (Goldberg, 2018; Nicolazzo, 2016; Renn, 2017; Seelman, 2016).  

Social Struggles of Trans Students  

Recognition and acceptance of gender identity have a positive impact on five main 

dimensions of personal health: physical, intellectual, emotional, social, and spiritual (Nakkeeran 

& Nakkeeran, 2018; Stoewen, 2017). Smyth et al. (2019) argued that social identification 

influences academic learning, yet many colleges and universities lack the necessary resources to 

accommodate the needs of trans students (Rankin & Beemyn, 2012; Seelman, 2014b). Because 

of this, trans students, especially trans women, have struggled to maintain their personal health 

while attending postsecondary institutions. Trans women of color, both in higher education and 

the general population, face particularly serious challenges of discrimination and personal health 

maintenance (Effrig et al., 2011; Grant et al., 2011; James et al., 2016; Oswalt & Lederer, 2017; 

Stolzenberg & Hughes, 2017; Tupler et al., 2017).  

Compounded with alienating campus environments, limited supportive service, and 

discriminatory policies, chronic distress to social and emotional health adversely impacts 

academic success and retention of trans students (Goldberg, 2018; Tupler et al., 2017). Twice as 

likely as their cisgender peers to be victimized and experience psychological distress, trans 

students routinely experience greater levels of discrimination, marginalization, sexual 

harassment, and verbal and physical abuse compared to cisgender lesbian, gay, bisexual students 
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and cisgender heterosexual students (Bilodeau, 2009; Dugan et al., 2012; Goldberg, 2018; James 

et al., 2016; Oswalt & Lederer, 2017; Rankin et al. 2010; Seelman, 2014a, 2014b; Seelman et al., 

2016; Singh et al., 2013).  

In conjunction with peer victimization, trans students encounter prejudice, embedded 

stereotypes, and lack of acknowledgment by faculty, staff, and campus leaders (Beemyn, 2016; 

Goldberg et al., 2020). Exposure to such alienating factors discourages trans students from 

engaging in class and participating in campus activities, such as athletics (Goldberg et al., 2020). 

As noted by Stolzenberg and Hughes (2017), approximately 35% of trans students attending 

institutions of higher education reported markedly higher rates of exposure to harassment and 

bullying by faculty, staff, and peers. Repetitive incidents of victimization without institutional 

acknowledgment and intervention increase trans students’ perceptions of campus injustice and 

enhanced negative perceptions towards effective leadership abilities of faculty and staff 

(Beemyn, 2016; Bilodeau, 2005; Goldberg, 2018; Goldberg et al., 2019; Goldberg & Kuvalanka, 

2018; Goldberg et al., 2020; Seelman, 2016). Because of this, trans students routinely fear for 

their safety on campus and often consider permanently withdrawing from postsecondary school 

systems (James et al., 2016).  

Emotional Struggles of Trans Students  

Systemic discrimination in institutions of higher education compromise the mental and 

physical health of gender minority students (Goldberg, 2018). Exposure to, or anticipation of, 

multifaceted stressors such as peer victimization and campus environments of marginalization 

increases psychological distress of trans students (Effrig et al., 2011; Goldberg, 2018). 

According to Stolzenberg and Hughes’s (2017) disaggregated data analysis of the 2015 
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Cooperative Institutional Research Program Freshmen Survey, over 50% of incoming college 

freshman students report their emotional health above average, roughly 90% in comparison to 

peers, whereas over 50% of incoming college freshman who identify as trans report their 

emotional health as being significantly low, below 10% in comparison to peers. 

Cisnormativity in higher education, such as restrictive physical structures and alienating 

policies, create chronic stress for gender minority populations (Bilodeau, 2005; Goldberg, 2018). 

Trans students report higher rates of psychological distress such as anxiety, depression, and 

suicidal ideation compared to cisgender peers (Goldman, 2018; Oswalt & Lederer, 2017; Reisner 

et al., 2015; Seelman, 2016; Stolzenberg & Hughes, 2017). Depression is one of the major 

contributing factors to trans students’ poor emotional health (Stolzenberg & Hughes, 2017). 

Documented percentages of trans students’ experiences of depression while attending college is 

roughly 47%, and more than 54% of these students feel consistently overwhelmed the year 

before attending college (Stolzenberg & Hughes, 2017).  

Impact of Social and Emotional Challenges of Trans Students 

Due to excessive exposure to negative psychosocial events and a lack of campus 

resources, trans students often foster destructive coping strategies that include, but are not 

limited to, suicidal ideation, self-injury, and excessive alcohol consumption (Coulter et al., 2015; 

Effrig et al., 2011; Lytle et al., 2016; Oswalt & Lederer, 2017; Seelman, 2016; Tupler et al., 

2017). As mentioned previously, in comparison to cisgender peers, trans college students have a 

46.5% higher rate of attempted suicide (Seelman, 2016). Furthermore, trans students who 

participate in maladaptive coping strategies such as excessive alcohol consumption, increase the 

likelihood of suicidal ideation, physical, sexual, and verbal assault as compared to their cisgender 
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peers (Coulter et al., 2015; Lytle et al., 2016; Oswalt & Lederer, 2017; Stolzenberg & Hughes, 

2017; Torres & Solberg, 2001; Tupler et al., 2017).  

Hostile campus environments and inadequate resources to assist trans students further 

exacerbate psychological distress and maladaptive coping strategies (Goodrich, 2012; Grossman 

& D’Augelli, 2006; McKinney, 2005). Limited supportive policies for trans students, 

microaggressions, and public scrutiny by members of the campus community increase the risk of 

negative academic outcomes, such as lack of classroom engagement, poor grades, or withdrawal 

from school (Effrig et al., 2011; Goodrich, 2012). While social and emotional struggles for trans 

students, in comparison to cisgender peers, may be alarmingly high, access to campus resources 

and physical activities, such as competitive sport, can improve sense of well-being and social 

mobility in institutions of higher education (Jones et al., 2018; Shin, 2017).  

Physical Exercise Benefits for Trans Students 

It is important to understand the benefits for trans students’ participation in physical 

exercise to determine any correlates that may enhance or deter social integration and self-

efficacy at the postsecondary level of education. In 2018, the World Health Organization (WHO) 

defined physical activity as “any bodily movement produced by skeletal muscles that requires 

energy expenditure—including activities undertaken while working, playing, carrying out 

household chores, traveling, and engaging in recreational pursuits” (para. 1). Engagement in 

social structures outside the academic setting, such as intercollegiate athletics, are important in 

building social identity and social relationships in higher education (Biddle & Mutrie, 2007). 

Individual self-concept is refined through social interactions with others (Mandolesi et al., 2018), 

and active participation in physical activities, such as intercollegiate athletics, in higher 
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education can directly and indirectly affect physical health, mental health, and self-efficacy 

(Biddle & Mutrie, 2007; Erickson et al., 2011; Mandolesi et al., 2018).  

Health benefits to physical activity are dependent on the intensity and duration of the 

activity (WHO, 2018). Benefits can include, but are not limited to, mental health, physical 

health, and increase in cognition (WHO, 2018). To obtain these health benefits, WHO (2018) 

recommended that adults aged 18 and over should participate in 150 minutes of moderate-

intensity physical activity, brisk walking or jogging per week, or 75 minutes of vigorous-

intensity physical activity per week, such as jogging or swimming. For additional health benefits, 

such as reduced levels of depression and anxiety, WHO (2018) recommended that adults aged 18 

and over should participate in 300 minutes of moderate-intensity physical activity or 150 minutes 

of vigorous-intensity physical activity per week. Additionally, physical activity can improve 

heart health and decrease the effects of heart disease, such as diabetes and cerebrovascular 

incidents, known as strokes (WHO, 2019).  

While physical activity encompasses activities of daily living or leisure activities, 

physical exercise is “a subcategory of physical activity that is planned, structured, repetitive, and 

aims to improve or maintain one or more components of physical fitness” (WHO, 2018). 

Mandolesi et al. (2018) defined physical exercises, typically performed in competitive sports, as 

aerobic oxygen dependent exercises that emphasize cardiorespiratory endurance or anaerobic 

oxygen independent exercises that emphasize strength and power. In conjunction with physical 

activity, physical exercise plays a central role in developing the dimensions of personal health, 

and it is conducive to academic success and cognitive formation and function (Erickson et al., 
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2011; Krettenauer, 2005; Mandolesi et al., 2018; Pedrinolla et al., 2017; Turner et al., 1994; 

Weinberg & Gould, 2015; WHO, 2018).  

Mental Health Benefits: Intellectual 

The brain is a highly adaptive and dynamic organ. Physical exercise and the study of its 

effects on the brain are complex, but advances in neuroscience, such as MRIs and 

magnetoencephalography connectivity, have garnered scientists  the ability to identify 

correlations between physical exercise and positive changes in cognitive processes including 

visual, memory, language, and attentional control changes (Chaddock-Heyman et al., 2013; 

Chieffi et al., 2017; Donnelly et al.,  2016; Grego et al., 2005; Mandolesi et al., 2017; Mandolesi 

et al., 2018; Weinberg & Gould, 2015; Winter et al.,  2007). Participation in physical exercise 

induces change in brain plasticity, which is the ability of the brain to adapt to change based upon 

experiences that has been found to enhance cognition function and mental health (Mandolesi et 

al., 2018; Weinberg & Gould, 2015). Continuous participation in physical exercise can create 

positive biochemical changes in the brain, specifically the hypothalamus and brain stem, that 

improve cerebrovascular health and modulate glucose and lipid reserves for diseases such as 

diabetes (Mandolesi et al., 2017). Aside from biochemical changes in the brain, recent data 

revealed physical exercise improves motor control and memory and induces attentional control 

changes of the frontal and parietal lobes of the brain (Chieffi et al., 2017; Grego et al., 2005; 

Winter et al., 2007). Cross-sectional studies found physical exercise to be most impactful on 

improving attentional and executive control processes, such as emotion and impulse control, 

working memory, and planning and organizing, in young and older adults (Best, 2011; Fernandes 

et al., 2017; Stoodley & Schmahmann, 2010).  
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Physical health influences academic performance (Larson et al., 2016; Meyer & Larson, 

2018; Ruthig et al., 2011). Donnelly et al. (2016) found that in comparison to sedentary peers, 

active students showed significant structural changes of the brain from physical exercise, 

specifically aerobic exercise, increased academic performance in arithmetic and verbal 

communication. Underperformance in higher education is linked to poor executive cognitive 

function, such as time management, memory, planning, and attention (Fernandes et al., 2017; 

Ferrett, 2000; Tombs et al., 2013). However, Tombs et al. (2013) found that students who 

engaged in consistent levels of physical exercise increased their performance in mental 

processing, attention, and executive functioning.  

Mental Health Benefits: Social and Emotional  

Meaningful social inclusions of marginalized students, specifically trans students, 

improve students’ overall health and quality of life (Beemyn et al., 2005; Gayles et al., 2018; 

Johnson, 2012). As mentioned previously, trans students report higher rates of psychological 

distress such as anxiety, depression, and suicidal ideation than their cisgender peers (Goldman, 

2018; Oswalt & Lederer, 2017; Reisner et al., 2015; Seelman, 2016; Stolzenberg & Hughes, 

2017). Higher rates of psychological distress adversely affect levels of motivation and hinder 

academic performances (Rowe & Fitness, 2018). Participation in inclusive environments that 

encompass physical activity or physical exercises can reduce negative psychological responses, 

specifically anxiety and depression (Jones et al., 2018; Stevens et al., 2017). Furthermore, 

participation in extracurricular activities, such as competitive sports, can enhance feelings of 

self-worth and belongingness to the campus community (Beemyn et al., 2005; Daniels & Leaper, 

2006; Gray et al., 2018; Finch & Clopton, 2017). Specifically, Chekroud et al.’s (2018) cross-



 

37 

sectional study of roughly two million Americans from 2011-2015 found aerobic exercises, 

specifically those associated with team sports, to be the most impactful on poor mental health, 

significantly increasing individual self-concept and self-esteem (Slutzky & Simpkins, 2009). 

In addition to improving quality of life, social inclusion in campus activities reduces 

psychological distress of students attending institutions of higher education (Armstrong & 

Oomen-Early, 2009; Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Positive feelings of self-worth and 

connectedness to peers are critical to success of students, and for marginalized students, social 

connections and sense of belonging to the campus community not only lessen psychological 

distress, but also increase overall health and well-being (Beemyn et al., 2005; Gayles et al., 2018; 

Johnson, 2012).  

Despite these positive outcomes, clinical and academic reports of psychological distress 

of marginalized students, particularly trans students, are continuing to rise (Beemyn et al., 2005; 

De Luca et al., 2016; Finch & Clopton, 2017; Gray et al., 2018). Therefore, it is important for 

trans students to participate in activities, such as competitive sport, that enhance personal health 

and reduce negative psychological behavior. However, many trans students are denied or 

restricted from opportunities to participate in such activities because of concerns that pertain to 

unfair advantages and equitable play (Beemyn et al., 2005; Buzuvis, 2011, 2012; Cunningham & 

Pickett, 2018; Jones et al., 2018; Kerr & Obel, 2018; Pérez-Samaniego et al., 2019; Tagg, 2008, 

2012).  

Barriers to Physical Exercise for Trans Students 

Social acknowledgment and engagement of trans students at the postsecondary level of 

education and athletics have a positive impact on personal health, particularly intellectual, social, 
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emotional health, and overall well-being (Nakkeeran & Nakkeeran, 2018; Smyth et al., 2019; 

Stevens et al., 2017; Stoewen, 2017; Taylor & Turek, 2010). As mentioned previously, students 

who identify as trans encounter a number of multifaceted stressors while attending postsecondary 

education (Effrig et al., 2011; Goldberg, 2018; Oswalt & Lederer, 2017; Reisner et al., 2015; 

Seelman, 2016; Stolzenberg & Hughes, 2017). Most internal stressors, anxiety and depression, of 

trans students are a result of external factors such as negative campus environments, stereotypes, 

and prejudices of faculty, staff, and peers (Beemyn, 2016; Goldberg, 2019; Goldblum et al., 

2012; Grant et al., 2011; Rankin et al., 2016; Rankin et al., 2010; Testa et al., 2012). 

Campus environment encompasses more than just peer, faculty, and staff interactions on 

the academic side of higher education, it also includes interactions of these constituencies on the 

extracurricular side of higher education, such as intercollegiate athletics (Garvey et al., 2017). 

Trans students’ access to avenues of physical exercise can decrease, if not alleviate, areas of 

psychological distress, such as depression and anxiety (De Moor et al., 2006; Jones et al., 2018; 

Maltby & Day, 2001). However, many faculty, staff, and peer prejudices or misunderstandings 

of trans students limit trans students’ access to participate in sport or campus activities that 

include physical exercise (Pérez-Samaniego et al., 2019). While opportunities to engage in 

physical exercise exist, such as campus gyms, club sports, intramurals, and intercollegiate 

athletics, many trans students encounter internal and external barriers that prevent them from 

engaging in adequate amounts of physical exercise on campus (Jones et al., 2018; Krane, 2014; 

Lucas-Carr & Krane, 2011; Morris & Van Raalte, 2016).  
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Personal and Internal Barriers  

Personal barriers for trans people can begin at a young age and continue through 

adulthood (Capous-Desyllas & Barron, 2017; Jones et al., 2018). Gender binary systems play an 

intricate role in personal barriers for trans people (Capous-Desyllas & Barron, 2017; Goldberg, 

2018). Identity is a social construction (Berger & Luckmann, 1966), and Western culture adheres 

to heteronormative gender binary traditions. As noted by Kitzinger (2005), U.S. culture is a 

heteronormative culture that presumes: 

There are only two sexes; that it is “normal” or “natural” for people of different sexes to 

be attracted to one another that these attractions may be publicly displayed and 

celebrated; that social institutions such as marriage and family are appropriately 

organized around different sex pairings; that same sex couples are (if not “deviant”) a 

“variation on” or an “alternative to” the heterosexual couple. (p. 478)  

Because of this, people who express gender-variant behavior in the United States often 

experience marginalization, discrimination, and victimization from family, peers, healthcare, and 

school systems (Capous-Desyllas & Barron, 2017; Goldberg, 2019; Goldblum et al., 2012; Grant 

et al., 2011).  

Trans people exposed to hostile environments or environments of oppression that 

encompass family, friends, or community members often refrain from identifying with their true 

self (Capous-Desyllas & Barron, 2017; Rankin & Beemyn, 2012). Exposure to these negative 

environments can create, or intensify, psychological distress such as anxiety, depression, self-

harm, and suicidal ideation (Goldberg, 2018; Goldberg & Kuvalanka, 2018; Goldman, 2018; 

Oswalt & Lederer, 2017; Seelman, 2016; Stolzenberg & Hughes, 2017). Consequently, these 
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environments exacerbate internal feelings that encompass fear, anger, confusion, and low self-

esteem (Capous-Desyllas & Barron, 2017). All of these experiences combined hinder trans 

people from immersing themselves into heteronormative structures and activities, such as 

intercollegiate athletics (Jones et al., 2018).  

External Barriers 

In 2018, 25% of higher education students reported zero days of participation in any form 

of moderate-intensity cardio or aerobic exercise for a minimum of 30 minutes per week, and for 

a minimum of 20 minutes per week, more than 44% of students reported zero participation in 

any form of vigorous-intensity cardio or aerobic exercise per week (American College Health 

Association, 2018). Physical inactivity at the postsecondary level of education can be due to a 

multitude of reasons: decrease in active leisure time with friends and family, growing usage of 

technology, and sedentary structure of academic learning (WHO, 2018). For trans students, 

physical inactivity is typically due to alienating structures and policies that restrict their ability to 

participate in physical exercise (Goldberg, 2018; Jones et al., 2018).  

Restrictions and alienating policies for diverse student bodies, specifically trans students, 

can contribute to cognitive and physical disablements that often compromise a student’s well-

being (Jones et al., 2018; Pérez-Brumer et al., 2017). Universities of higher education typically 

abide by societal gender binary approaches when designing and implementing policies for 

student participation in campus activities (Beemyn et al., 2005; Buzuvis, 2011, 2012; Goldberg, 

2018). Gender binary regulations usually guide policy implementation for campus structures 

such as housing assignments, sport participation, and locker-room and bathroom accessibility 

(Beemyn et al., 2005; Buzuvis, 2011, 2012; Goldberg, 2018; Grant et al., 2017; Renn, 2015).  
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Nondiscrimination policies for trans students, which vary by institution, are not typically 

enforced (Buzuvis, 2011, 2012; Campus Pride, 2018; Goldberg et al., 2019). Accountability for 

not enforcing nondiscriminatory policies at the postsecondary level is limited (Campus Pride, 

2018; Goldberg et al., 2019; Seelman, 2014a, 2014b). While various social college events and 

activities are present for students to participate in, barriers for trans student participation in these 

events, such as intercollegiate athletics, continue to exist (Beemyn et al., 2005; Brookens, 2011; 

Buzuvis, 2011, 2012; Cunningham, 2015). 

Barriers in Sport Participation  

Beyond well-being and social mobility, creating or enhancing inclusive policies for trans 

student participation in intercollegiate sports or campus activities that include physical exercise 

is an aspect of social justice (Pérez-Samaniego et al., 2019). Disparagement of and prejudice 

toward minority students, including trans student athletes, are continuing areas of concern at the 

postsecondary level of education (Morris & Van Raalte, 2016). Typically, these negative 

reactions toward nonstandard cultural ideations of gender identity are rooted in fear and 

sustained by the absence of education regarding identities beyond the gender binary context 

(Fausto-Sterling, 2000). 

In the sport context of postsecondary education, Cunningham and Picket (2018) 

examined prejudice towards marginalized students, particularly lesbian, gay, bisexual, and trans 

students, participating in sport. The findings from this quantitative study indicated that, over time 

(2007-2014), trans prejudice decreased (Cunningham & Picket, 2018). However, in comparison 

to cisgender homosexual peers participating in sport, prejudice towards trans participants 

participating in sports was significantly higher (Cunningham & Picket, 2018). In earlier studies, 
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trans students participating in sports reported higher levels of verbal abuse from opposing 

opponents (Travers & Deri, 2010) and expressed constant concerns in navigating gender binary 

sporting spaces, specifically changing and showering facilities (Jones et al., 2017; Lucas-Carr & 

Krane, 2011).  

 As noted by Devís-Devís et al. (2018), it is necessary to acknowledge and explore 

marginalized people and non-normalized social identities, such as trans students, and their right 

for inclusion in social life. This is particularly important for academic and athletic faculty and 

staff leaders who mentor and educate marginalized students at the postsecondary level (Tupler et 

al., 2017). Without early exposure to trans inclusive policies, department-wide education, and 

proper implementation methods of trans inclusive policies, trans students interested in 

participating in intercollegiate athletics experience further marginalization from the academic 

and athletic structure and often additional negative impacts to their social and emotional health 

(Tupler et al., 2017).  

Policy Implementation in Intercollegiate Athletics and Leadership Roles 

While recent studies in neuroscience provide evidence behind the etiology of gender 

identity, as well as the biological challenges against the gender binary system, determining a 

trans student’s eligibility in equitable intercollegiate level play still remains a difficult process 

(Hyde et al., 2019). Fairness is the state of being just, without acts of discrimination or partialism 

to one person or groups of people. Competitive sport heightens maintaining fairness in Western 

culture (Cunningham & Picket, 2018; Kerr & Obel, 2018). Because of the increase in athletes 

identifying as trans, governing bodies of sport, the International Olympic Committee (IOC), 

NCAA, and the National High School Federation, have been committed to sustaining the 
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objective of maintaining equitable and fair play among competitors at the Olympic, 

intercollegiate, and high school level of sport. (NCAA Office of Inclusion, 2011; IOC, 2003, 

2015).  

Since the 1960s, the IOC has been regulating and evolving participation standards of 

diverse competitors, specifically hyperandrogenic and trans competitors, based upon physical 

and biological markers (IOC, 2003, 2015). Because of this, the IOC has paved the way for other 

governing bodies to reflect and implement similar inclusion policies for competitors disunited 

from the gender binary structure of athletics. Although the IOC deemed initial practices 

unethical, such as physical examination of competitors’ genitals and chromosome testing, current 

and evolving policies of best practices, which various researchers and athletes still scrutinize, 

have encouraged other governing boards to include policies for trans athlete participation 

(NCAA Office of Inclusion, 2011; IOC, 2003, 2015). Some of these governing boards include 

the International Tennis Federation, Badminton England Organization, Rugby Football Union, 

Scottish Football Association, Ladies European Golf Tour, Women’s Golf Australia, Gay and 

Lesbian International Sports Association, Great Britain’s Ladies Professional Golf Union, USA 

Rugby, USA Hockey, USA Gymnastics, USA Senior softball, USA Triathlon, USA Boxing, 

USA Sailing, USA Track and Field, and USA Swimming (Buzuvis, 2011; Jones et al., 2017; 

Sinisi, 2012 ).  

NCAA Policies of Trans Inclusion in Sport  

Since the birth of the NCAA in 1906, student athlete well-being and maintenance of 

equitable play has been at the forefront of policy and reform (NCAA, 2014). Nine principles in 

each of the three NCAA division manuals highlight the overall purpose of the NCAA. The first 
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bullet point of each manual states, “The purpose of the NCAA is to initiate, stimulate and 

improve intercollegiate athletics programs for student athletes and to promote and develop 

educational leadership, physical fitness, athletics excellence and athletics participation as a 

recreational pursuit” (NCAA, 2019a, 2019b, 2019c, p. 1). A member-led governing structure 

regulates the NCAA’s oversight of division sporting events (Hoye & Cuskelly, 2007). Members 

of the NCAA encompass leaders from the academic and athletic organizations of higher 

education (i.e., university presidents, athletic directors, and student athletes), and the NCAA’s 

governing structure guides member institutions on how to maintain fair and equitable play (Hoye 

& Cuskelly, 2007). Suggested best practices and bylaw implementation recognize the 

establishment of fair and equitable play, and the NCAA’s governing board imposes 

repercussions upon member institutions for specific bylaw infractions (NCAA, 2019a, 2019b, 

2019c). It is, however, important to note that NCAA suggested best practices are just that—

suggestions for institutions to follow. The NCAA structure leaves campus administration to 

implement suggested policies, abide by, and regulate repercussions of those policies based upon 

what practices best fit the mission and vision of the institution (Elfman, 2013).  

Currently, the NCAA has not yet established bylaws for trans student athlete participation 

(Gill, 2014; NCAA Office of Inclusion, 2011; Rankin & Merson, 2012). However, NCAA 

Bylaw 2.2.2 Cultural Diversity and Gender Equity states, “It is the responsibility of each member 

institution to establish and maintain an environment that values cultural diversity and gender 

equity among its student athletes and intercollegiate athletics department staff” (NCAA, 2019a, 

2019b, 2019c, p. 2). In bylaw 2.3.3, the policy manual further states, “The activities of the 

association should be conducted in a manner free of gender bias” (NCAA, 2019a, 2019b, 2019c, 
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p. 1). Therefore, the NCAA maintains the responsibility to educate and provide resources to 

member institutions on inclusive recommendations for the LGBTQ+ community (Elfman, 2013).  

Although trans student athletes competed at the intercollegiate level in 2010, suggested 

NCAA best practices for policy implementation and education regarding trans student athletes’ 

participation did not emerge until 2011 (NCAA Office of Inclusion, 2011; Rankin & Merson, 

2012). During this time, the NCAA Office of Inclusion aimed to expand their operations to 

ensure a safe and inclusive environment for trans student athletes. Creating and disseminating the 

NCAA Office of Inclusion (2011) electronic resource book, Inclusion of Transgender Student 

Athletes, as a public resource was one operation that set the precedents in formulating equitable 

guidelines for fair participation standards at the intercollegiate level. This resource book fell 

short in generating change since its purpose remained educating, not mandating, member 

institutions on how to properly implement inclusive practices in the athletic structure. These 

suggested practices by the NCAA Office of Inclusion (2011) are divided into three parts: 

1. an overview of terminology and the purpose of the resource book 

2. guiding principles for hormonal regulations and participation standards for trans 

student-athletes, and  

3. identifies actions administrators, coaches, and student athletes can take to properly 

include trans student athletes into the athletic structure. 

For the purposes of the current study, Section 3 of the NCAA’s resource book of suggested best 

practices was the primary focus, as it details three prongs of best practices for leaders in the 

athletic structure: provide equal opportunity, value diversity, and establish a nondiscriminatory 

policy (NCAA Office of Inclusion, 2011). Furthermore, Section 3 guides athletic administrators, 
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coaches, and other leaders in the athletic department in proper policy development, 

implementation, dissemination, and maintenance of policy in the athletic structure (NCAA 

Office of Inclusion, 2011).  

While the NCAA has taken strategic steps towards establishing feasible guidelines of 

inclusion and best practices for member institutions and members of intercollegiate athletics to 

reference, Ziegler and Huntley (2013) contended, “It does not go far enough” (p. 508). 

Guidelines in the NCAA Inclusion of Transgender Student Athletes suggest prompt 

implementation, yet the NCAA has not mandated the NCAA Office of Inclusion’s (2011) 

suggested best practices to be included in their current bylaws. In addition to this gap in 

implementation, there have yet to be federal laws that require inclusive policies for trans student 

athletes, and several states have not integrated inclusive policies in their antidiscrimination laws. 

Because of this, many intercollegiate athletic departments have yet to implement, or lack the 

understanding of how to implement, the suggested best practices set forth by the NCAA 

(Buzuvis, 2011; Gray et al. 2018; Griffin & Carroll, 2010a; NCAA Office of Inclusion, 2011; 

Ziegler & Huntley, 2013).  

Recently, Athlete Ally (2017) published a historic Athletic Equality Index that measured 

LGBTQ+ inclusive policies and practices of 65-member institutions in the NCAA’s Power Five 

Conferences: the Atlantic Coast Conference, Big Ten, Big 12, Pacific-12, and the Southeastern 

Conference. Over a four-month period, Athlete Ally (2017) provided a multidimensional policy 

review and comprehensive audit of nine areas of Power-Five member institutions athletic 

departments’ commitment to LGBTQ+ inclusive policies. Policy manuals or handbooks of 

Power Five member institutions were retrieved through internet access or campus access (Athlete 
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Ally, 2017). The Athletic Equality Index had a 0.9 interrater reliability, and the results from the 

study indicated that 64 out of 65 schools had accessible LGBTQ+ resources for student-athletes 

(Athlete Ally, 2017). However, 40 schools lacked an accessible student support group for 

experiences relating to LGBTQ+ inclusion (Athlete Ally, 2017). Thirty-five schools lacked a 

statement of program values towards LGBTQ+ inclusion (Athlete Ally, 2017). Twenty-six 

schools did not explicitly protect students and staff from gender expression discrimination, and 

only five schools communicated a fan code of conduct. Furthermore, only 9 out of 65 schools 

explicitly committed to NCAA guidelines for inclusion of trans student athletes (Athlete Ally, 

2017).  

In addition, Jones et al. (2016) conducted a systematic review of peer-reviewed articles 

that encompassed policies relating to competitive sport and sport participation standards. The 

researchers reviewed 31 national and international sport policies, including the IOC and NCAA 

policies, but only eight research articles fulfilled their selection criteria, based upon the 

experiences and issues surrounding sport participation guidelines for trans people (Jones et al., 

2016). From this selection criteria, Jones et al. (2016) found that the “majority of policies 

reviewed were not evidence based” (p. 701), and most negative experiences of trans athletes in 

competitive sports were “because of the restrictions the sport’s policy placed on them” (p. 701). 

Based on these findings, Jones et al. (2016) asserted that “competitive sport policies that place 

restrictions on transgender people need to be considered and potentially revised” (p. 701). 

Therefore, leaders embedded in athletic departments of intercollegiate athletics need to recognize 

and respond to developing policy conceptions or completing policy revisions. 
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Role of Leaders Embedded in Intercollegiate Athletic Departments  

Sawyer et al. (2008) defined leader as a person or group of people who motivate and 

inspire others towards a common goal (Sawyer et al., 2008). A leaders’ style of communicating 

ideas, implementing plans, and motivating others can play a vital role in the success or downfall 

of the organizational goal. This type of modern leadership style involves more than just one 

person in the decision-making process of the organization; it involves multiple leaders at various 

levels of the organization (Marturano & Gosling, 2008). Successful leaders with modern 

leadership style cultivate organizational cultures that suppress conformity and encourage 

inclusion of new ideas and innovative thinking (Hornstein, 1986). Members of an organization 

led by this type of leadership typically invest in ideas that benefit the social majority, rather than 

personal interest (Marturano & Gosling, 2008). The organizational structure of athletics 

encompasses this type of modern leadership style and typically places focus on the greater good 

of the athletic structure versus individual success or rankings (Marturano & Gosling, 2008).  

Leaders in the intercollegiate athletic structure include athletic director, associate athletic 

director, director of compliance, assistant director of compliance, senior women’s advisor, head 

athletic trainer, assistant athletic trainer, coaches, and coaching staff. These individuals serve as 

mentors and educators solely responsible for maintaining the safety and well-being of their 

student athletes in academics and during competitive play. The organizational culture enacted 

and supported by each of these leaders within the athletic sector of higher education impact 

student athlete experiences and behaviors in intercollegiate athletics (Jayakumar & Comeaux, 

2016). Each athletic department thrives by abiding to an organizational culture mutually shaped 

by the institution’s mission, vision, values, and beliefs (Jayakumar & Comeaux, 2016; Kuh & 
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Hall, 1993). In addition to the values of the institution, the organizational culture of athletics is 

also molded by elements that support or negate minority student athletes, such as internal 

elements linked to policies, slogans, ceremonies, mascots, as well as external elements, like 

media coverage, relationships with corporate sponsors, and athletic governing bodies, such as the 

NCAA (Schroeder, 2010). Each of these multifaceted factors, consciously or unconsciously, 

influence student athletes’ behaviors in the athletic structure and their perceptions, positive or 

negative, of the organization or athletic departments’ beliefs and understanding towards minority 

student athletes (Burton et al., 2017; Jayakumar & Comeaux, 2016)  

Influence of Leadership and Policy Implementation  

Leaders at each level of the intercollegiate athletic structure are also responsible for 

understanding, disseminating, and maintaining current policies and procedures upheld by their 

respective institution and brought forth by the NCAA. Critical qualities of a leader to 

successfully implement new standards of policy include the following: commitment to open 

communication, open dialogue, collaboration, education, mentorship, and understanding needs of 

constituencies of the organization (Marturano & Gosling, 2008; Ryan & Oestreich, 1998). 

Furthermore, leaders must be cognizant of the content within each policy so that they are able to 

provide comprehensive reviews of the organization’s need to implement the policy (Marturano & 

Gosling, 2008; McDonald et al., 2017). This type of thorough understanding and transparent 

communication in policy implementation are critical elements to have in the midst of resistance 

(Marturano & Gosling, 2008; McDonald et al., 2017).  

Organizations with poor leadership typically remain stagnant and resistant to any form of 

change in structure or operation (Marturano & Gosling, 2008). Resistance in change is rarely an 
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individual act and is more commonly a flaw in the organizational structure (Kotter, 1995). While 

members of the organization may be committed to adopting and implementing a change in 

policy, such as inclusion policies for trans student athletes, obstacles can still emerge during and 

after the implementation phase (Dent & Goldberg, 1999). Therefore, reflection of previous 

experiences of policy implementation and deliberate assessment of the impact of implementation 

is critical in depicting the sustainability of current policies (Adelle & Weiland, 2012).  

Athletic Departments’ Experiences with Policy Implementation  

Research on athletic department staff members’ experiences with policy implementation 

is limited (see Table 1), specifically policy implementation for trans student athlete participation 

in intercollegiate athletics (Bowden & McCauley, 2016; McCauley, 2014). However, it is 

possible to analyze the previous experiences of leaders embedded in intercollegiate athletic 

departments in regard to providing educational services and implementing new policies for 

minority student athletes, such as lesbian, gay, and bisexual student athletes, to compare those 

experiences with potential experiences shared with trans student athletes.  
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Table 1 

Methodology and Relevant Findings of Selected Studies 

Study Research design Relevant Findings 

Ensign et al. (2011)  

 

 

Quantitative 

Statistical analysis 

Increased exposure to and education of LGB student 

athletes has + impact on employee and student attitudes 

towards LGB student athlete participation 

Anderson et al. 

(2019) 

 

Quantitative 

Statistical analysis 

 

Both gender prejudice and religious views of 

homosexuality as immoral behavior of NCAA division II 

coaches, administrator, and student athletes had a - impact 

on LGBT student athlete participation 

LGBT allies and non-religious affiliations of NCAA 

division II coaches, administrators, and student athletes had 

a + impact on LGBT student athlete participation 

Jayakumar & 

Comeaux (2016) 

Qualitative 

Comparative analysis 

Organizational culture of intercollegiate athletics has 

significant impact on student athlete experiences 

Toomey & McGeorge 

(2018) 

Quantitative 

Statistical analysis 

 

+ correlation between coaches’ social beliefs of LGBTQ 

student athletes and LGBTQ student athlete willingness to 

visibly participate and engage in sport 

Aronson (2019)  Mixed method 

Statistical analysis 

Content analysis  

 

Intercollegiate athletic trainers’ beliefs towards unfair 

advantages of transgender female student athletes 

competing in intercollegiate athletics had a + correlation 

with local environment, culture of athletics, prior 

education, willingness to learn, support, and experiences 

with transgender student athletes 

Nye et al. (2019) 

 

Quantitative  

Statistical analysis 

 

+ correlation athletic trainers’ openness to education and 

voluntary training on caring for transgender student 

athletes  

McDonald et al. 

(2017) 

 

Qualitative  

Narrative analysis 

 

Athletic trainers’ and team physicians play vital roles in 

Sickle Cell trait policy implementation. Two main 

challenges: lack of guidance of policy implementation 

from NCAA and financial support. 

Fink et al. (2012) Qualitative 

Content analysis  

 

presence of lesbian, gay, and bisexual policies combined 

with supportive athletic administrators have a significant 

impact on lesbian and bisexual participation in 

intercollegiate athletics  

Jones et al. (2017) Systematic review 

 

negative experiences of transgender student athletes in 

intercollegiate athletics related to restrictions or absence of 

sport policies and limited inclusive spaces for transgender 

student athletes 

Atteberry-Ash et al. 

(2018) 

Quantitative  

Correlational analysis 

 

Implementation and education of protective policies for 

LGBT athletes can decrease homophobia and transphobia 

that are embedded in intercollegiate athletics 
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Table 1 (continued) 

 

 

Ensign et al.’s (2011) quantitative study of roughly 1,100 heterosexual athletic trainers 

found that education of, and exposure to, lesbian, gay, and bisexual student athletes positively 

impacted heterosexual athletic trainers’ attitudes towards homosexual participation in 

intercollegiate athletics. Furthermore, Fink et al. (2012) found strong support systems of athletic 

administrators to be a positive correlation of lesbian and bisexual student athlete experiences. 

While resistance towards LGBTQ+ student athlete participation is still prevalent, supportive 

athletic environments led by supportive and informative leaders can create a meaningful and 

encouraging environment for diverse students who want to participate in intercollegiate athletics 

(Atteberry-Ash & Woodford, 2018; Cunningham, 2015; McFadden & Stenta, 2015).  

While the literature places primary focus on experiences or attitudes towards lesbian, gay, 

and bisexual student athletes (Cunningham, 2012, 2015; Cunningham & Pickett, 2018; Elfman, 

2013; Ensign et al., 2011; Fink et al., 2012), experiences with policy implementation for trans 

Study Research design Relevant Findings 

McCauley (2014) 

Bowden & McCauley 

(2016) 

 

Quantitative  

Correlational analysis 

 

athletic department leadership behaviors impact policy 

implementation 

athletic administrators are knowledgeable of policies for 

transgender student athlete participation  

distinct absence of implementation procedures for 

transgender student athlete participation in intercollegiate 

athletics 

Athlete Ally (2017) 

 

 

 

Quantitative  

Correlational analysis 

 

multi-dimensional LGBTQ+ policy analysis of NCAA 

Power Five institutions.  

findings indicate lack of accessible support groups for 

transgender student athletes, absences of explicit 

statements protecting student athletes of gender expression 

and discrimination, and a scarcity of athletic department 

commitment to implementing NCAA best practice 

guidelines for inclusion of transgender student athletes 
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student athletes is limited (Bowden & McCauley, 2016; McCauley, 2014). However, as 

mentioned prior, previous experiences of policy implementation by athletic department staff can 

be utilized to examine and implement current policy procedures. While the NCAA has created 

impactful and valuable policies for athletic department staff to implement, such as screening for 

the sickle cell trait, which is an inherited hemoglobin gene mutation that could potentially affect 

the shape of hemoglobin and the delivery of oxygen to the body (McDonald et al., 2017), or 

concussion management protocols to assist in neurological healing of the brain (Caputo, 2019) 

the consensus of proper NCAA guidelines for policy implementation procedures remains elusive 

for athletic staff members to follow.   

The most recent analysis of policies for trans student athletes were Bowden and 

McCauley (2016) and McCauley’s (2014) correlational studies between leadership frames and 

the presence of NCAA’s trans inclusion policies in member NCAA institutions. Their studies 

emphasized how leadership behaviors correlate with leadership frames and found that athletic 

directors most commonly utilized the human resource frame and structural frame to govern and 

influence departmental change. Bowden and McCauley (2016) and McCauley’s (2014) studies 

did not illustrate how NCAA member institutions implement NCAA’s trans inclusion policies, 

but they did highlight that athletic directors are knowledgeable of existing policies regarding 

trans participation in intercollegiate athletics. However, there was a distinct absence in policy 

enactment or review of inclusion policies by athletic staff members in the athletic structure.  

Change Theory Framework 

Change theory has been utilized in numerous fields to implement initiatives and evaluate 

the sustainability of a needed change by means of a strategic planning model. First developed as 



 

54 

a three-step model by Lewin (1947a, 1947b), change theory has implications for understanding 

policy implementation and evaluation at the intercollegiate level of athletics. Additional 

theorists, such as Kanter et al. (1992), Kotter (1995), and Senge et al. (2000) have developed 

models of change since the birth of Lewin’s (1947a, 1947b) three-step model. For the purpose of 

this study, Kotter’s (1995) 8-step model of change was the primary focus. 

Lewin’s Change Theory 

Lewin’s (1947a, 1947b) model of change includes three critical checkpoints for 

systematic change of an organization. The main purpose of the model is to improve 

organizational behaviors and performance. Sustainability in new behaviors and group 

performance is dependent upon leaders’ ability to systemically balance the social systems: 

parties that support change and parties against the purposed change in the organized structure 

(Schein, 1996). Checkpoints of Lewin’s (1947a, 1947b) model include Step 1: unfreezing, 

acknowledging a need for change, assessing what is currently in place, and gathering data to 

create the “why” for discontinuation of the status quo and implementation of change (Schein, 

1996). Step 2, moving towards change, involves internal buy-in to create a plan for implantation 

(Lewin, 1947a, 1947b). Lastly is Step 3: refreezing, educating, and motivating internal and 

external constituencies to maintain change (Lewin, 1947a, 1947b). As noted by Burnes (1996), 

simply understanding the needed change cannot achieve the change; leaders must fully 

acknowledge and commit to the incremental processes that coincide with each phase of change.  

Kotter’s Change Theory 

Numerous theorists have further enhanced the framework of Lewin’s (1947a, 1947b) 

three-step approach, highlighting additional areas of practical implications and applications. 
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Each change model shares the following beliefs: change is an imminent factor, successful 

implementation of perceived change is dependent upon planned and organized movement 

towards the imminent change, and continued assessment of changed behaviors is critical in 

preventing regression (Cummings & Huse, 1989; Kanter et al., 1992; Kotter, 1995; Lewin, 

1947a, 1947b; Senge et al., 2000). However, it is important to note that organizations’ sense of, 

or need for, change exists at different times (Cummings & Huse, 1989).  

Grounded on Lewin’s (1947a, 1947b) model of change, Kotter (1995, 1996) spent 15 

years critically analyzing the operational foundations of how organizations in corporate business 

lead, embed, and even fail at implementing change. After his thorough analysis of change, Kotter 

(1995,1996) developed an 8-step model to further enhance the implementation phase and 

attainment of change in corporate business (see Figure 1). Institutions of higher education have 

similar constituencies of corporate business that are necessary to implement change in the 

organizational culture of higher education. Thus, it is possible to utilize Kotter’s (1995) model to 

assist in linking internal and external constituency as well as develop, guide, and embed change 

inside the walls of higher education. 
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Figure 1 

Original Figure Based on Visual Model of Kotter’s (1995) 8-Step Theory for Leading Change 

 
 

Step 1: Create Immediate Attention to Desired Change 

Initially, creating a sense of urgency may be difficult to navigate, but Kotter (1995) 

argued that this is the most critical point in initiating corporate change. Kotter (1995) concluded 

that, in order for companies to successfully instill a sense of urgency in the organizational 

structure, a minimum of 75% of organizational constituencies must be convinced that “business-

as-usual is totally unacceptable” (p. 62). Anxiety and fear should not drive a sense of urgency; 

Step 1

• Create immediate 
attention to desired 
change.

Step 2

• Assemble a guiding 
team

Step 3
• Construct a vision 

Step 4
• Convey the vision

Step 5
• Eliminate barriers

Step 6
• Generate quick wins

Step 7

• Assess and improve 
the path to change

Step 8

• Embed and adhere to 
the change.
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instead, sound, analytical, and logical meaning that inspires constituencies to act, buy-in to the 

needed change, and continuously progress toward implementing the change should be the 

impetus (Kotter, 2008). Therefore, initiating urgency and obtaining constituency buy-in are 

critical to conquering Step 1. Even in Step 1, transparent communication is imperative to foster 

change (Schumacher, 2019). Communicating, specifically in person, the positives of change—

and even the potential negatives of change—can cultivate an environment for employees to feel 

inspired to assist in the change of the organization (Schumacher, 2019).  

While communication is critical, people also respond to urgent change by seeing “why” 

the change is important to them individually and as a member of the organization (Kotter, 2008; 

Senge, 2012). Increasing urgency and the ability to maintain the sense of urgency throughout the 

implementation phases of change are challenging. Kotter (2008) contended that there are four 

essential tactics to embedding a sense of urgency within an organization.  

Tactic one is connect internal and external constituencies to enhance the sense of urgency 

to change (Kotter, 2008). Including multiple voices for the intended change results in greater 

understanding of the needed change of the organization. External voices that have been, or will 

be, impacted by the organizations change can create an increase in emotional buy-in from within 

the organization (Kotter, 2008). As noted by Kotter (2008), “One powerful way to increase 

urgency is by reducing the gap between what is happening on the outside and what people see 

and feel on the inside” (p. 64).  

Tactic two is model the behavior that is being asked of others (Kotter, 2008). Simply put, 

leaders who are proposing and implementing change must lead by example. Leading by example 

gives credibility and action to words spoken by those who are leading the change (Kotter, 2008).  
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Tactic three is create opportunities from a crisis (Kotter, 2008). Maintaining complacency 

in a crisis can be detrimental to business operations (Kotter, 2008). Typically, a crisis, for 

example not having a policy in place to guide leaders when a trans student is interested in 

participating in intercollegiate sports, can lead to both hasty and unsystematic provisional 

solutions if not managed properly or addressed in a timely manner (Kotter, 2008). Some 

constituencies may perceive a crisis, such as trans students participating in intercollegiate 

athletics, as a detrimental factor to business and a disruption to the status quo (Kotter, 2008). 

Others may perceive the disruption of the status quo as an opportunity to create change within 

the organization (Kotter, 2008).  

Tactic four is fairly remove barriers of change, specifically people, or NoNos, who are 

causing the barriers (Kotter, 1995, 2008). NoNos are unwavering skeptics of the organizational 

change who reside in anger and create unnecessary anxiety among other members who are in 

support of the organizational change. Kotter (2008) suggested the following three solutions to 

manage the NoNos. First, distract people who can be easily distracted with meaningful and goal-

orientated tasks. Second, be purposeful in removing the NoNos from the organization so that 

these individuals do not interfere with the progression of implementing the change. Lastly, 

expose their tactics so that their ability to empower others outside of the organization is limited 

(Kotter, 2008). With these tactics in mind, it is important to understand that successful 

implementation of change in an organization takes time and leaders must maintain the sense of 

urgency throughout each of the proceeding steps of change (Kotter, 1995, 1996; Schumacher, 

2019).  
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Step 2: Assemble a Guiding Team 

Kotter (1995) believed that transformation occurs when a powerful coalition towards 

change is created. Successful implementation of change is directly correlated (70% to 90%) to 

leadership of the guiding coalition (Kotter, 2012). Coalitions should encompass three to five 

leaders who have the power to initiate change and remove barriers to the underlying crisis 

(Kotter, 1995). Leaders who believe, actively support, and successfully guide others towards the 

common vision and goal of the organization are the driving force towards sustaining change 

(Kotter, 1995). Additionally, leaders selected to be members of the guiding coalition should have 

shared experiences and comprehensive knowledge in the desired area of change (Grant, 2016; 

Kotter, 1996).  

Shared experiences of the guiding coalition further strengthen the overall understanding 

of the crisis and provide diverse, real-life perspectives towards how members of the coalition can 

develop innovative solutions for the needed change of the organization (Grant, 2016). These 

qualities, combined with shared concern and interest to implement change, further equip 

members of the coalition to establish a cohesive vision, shared purpose, and concrete framework 

for change (Grant, 2016; Kotter, 1995). Establishing a cohesive and shared vision enhances the 

coalition’s ability to effectively communicate to internal and external constituencies who will be 

needed for successful implementation of the organizations desired change (Grant, 2016; 

Hechanova et al., 2018; Kotter, 1996; Tattersall & Reynolds, 2007). Furthermore, the linkage of 

experiences and knowledge between members of the guiding coalition enhances member 

participation and organizational trust, thus increasing participant and organizational buy-in 



 

60 

throughout the proceeding steps of implementing change (Hechanova et al., 2018; Tattersall & 

Reynolds, 2007).   

Step 3: Construct a Vision for Change 

The process of creating a holistic vision for the desired change of the organization can 

also develop the trust of internal and external constituencies (Kotter, 1995). The purpose behind 

developing an organizational vision for change is to outline the direction and outcomes of 

change, highlight opportunities within those outcomes, delineate roles and responsibilities 

involved in bringing those outcomes to fruition, identify realistic targets to achieve specific 

components of outcomes, and ultimately enhance long-term buy-in of stakeholders (Kotter, 

1995, 1996). The guiding coalition must strategically and thoroughly define objectives, 

challenges, and threats of the desired vision of change (Kirton, 2017). It is imperative to define 

these critical elements in a manner that is intellectually sound and unambiguous to all members 

involved in, or impacted by, the desired change of the organization (Kirton, 2017; Kotter, 1995, 

1996). Furthermore, a successful vision of change elicits emotional interest of its stakeholders 

and motivates them to buy-in and embed to the long-term change of the organization (Kotter, 

1995; Roberts et al., 2018). For the purpose of this study, these essential elements in establishing 

a change vision should illustrate the needs of student athletes, athletic department staff members, 

stakeholders, and the vision of the institution. 

Step 4: Effectively Convey the Vision for Change 

One of the most impactful characteristics of a leader during change is the leaders’ ability 

to effectively communicate, to internal and external constituencies, the shared values of the 

guiding coalition that are central to implementing the change of the organization. As mentioned 
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previously, transparent communication is critical for members to buy-in to the change process 

(Kotter, 1995, 1996). Kotter (1996) suggested that leaders embedded in the guiding coalition 

should focus on four critical areas of communicating change, (a) utilize concise repetition of the 

vision, (b) provide transparent explanation of the vision, (c) capitalize on diverse networks and 

forums to share the vision of change, and (d) unremittingly serve as an example to the change.  

Communicating the rationale for change should be performed in a manner that is easily 

understood and should also provide a vehicle for members involved in the change to envision the 

benefits, and potential downfalls, from the beginning stages of initiating change to the final 

stages of successfully embedding change (Kotter, 1995, 1996). Vehicles for communicating the 

vision can include informal and formal meetings, posters, and newsletters (Baird, 2018; Grant, 

2016; Kotter, 1996). Providing various vehicles to promote the desired vision attracts diverse 

constituencies outside of the guiding coalition that can provide their interpretation of and 

concerns towards the vision of the organization (Baird, 2018; Grant, 2016; Kotter, 1996). 

Inclusion of, and communication with, diverse members of the organization increases intellectual 

and emotional buy-in from each of these members, thus, increasing participation of members 

outside the direct circle of the guiding coalition and further enhancing the overall impact of the 

desired change (Kotter, 1996). 

Step 5: Eliminate Barriers of Change 

Change can be uncomfortable, and it is typically met with some form of resistance 

(Harrison, 1999). It is important for leaders to evaluate each obstacle and fairly remove obstacles 

that may cause the vision of the organization to waver (Kotter, 1995). Resistance to change can 

stem from many obstacles (i.e., personal investment, fear of financial discourse, or opposing 
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views of the vision). Communicating both the rational for change, as well as individual gains 

awarded from implementing the desired change, can decrease the barriers of both stress-induced 

anxiety of financial discourse and resistance towards changing the status quo (Kotter, 2008). 

Furthermore, opposing views—in this case, the belief that trans students should or should not be 

allowed to participate in intercollegiate athletics—can exacerbate emotional responses that 

produce barriers to implementing change (Klein, 2016). Therefore, it is important to 

acknowledge and address individual standpoints so that the coalition can fully grasp what is 

necessary to remove barriers and establish individual trust of all members of the organization.  

Some methods to address and acknowledge concerns are meeting one-on-one, open 

forums, or providing vehicles of education to address areas of concerns (Baird, 2018; Grant, 

2016; Kotter, 1995, 1996). As mentioned previously in this chapter, properly educating 

constituencies on the positive benefits that physical activity has on social and emotional 

challenges of trans students attending postsecondary education can reduce stereotypes and lessen 

the barrier of opposing views (Rankin et al., 2010; Seelman, 2014a, Seelman et al., 2016). 

Acknowledgment of concerns can additionally enhance personal connections to the organization, 

self-worth, and empower constituencies to be more involved in the process of change (Baird, 

2018; Grant, 2016). Change can also provoke financial barriers of restructuring organizational 

systems (Kotter, 1995). In the case of this study, and in many other cases of organizational 

change, the guiding coalition must be intentional in engaging members who can financially 

support organizational needs (i.e., educational forums, materials, and trainings) to implement 

change successfully (Fullan, 2014).  
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Step 6: Generate Quick Wins 

To maintain stakeholder commitment and buy-in of the vision, leaders must produce 

visible short-term wins for their respective coalition and organizational members involved in 

implementing change (Kotter, 1995). Kotter (1996) stated that short-term wins should 

encompass three common characteristics: (a) attainable and measurable, (b) transparent, and (c) 

attributed to the vision for change. As noted by Reeves (2007), “The key to effective short-term 

wins is that the objectives are meaningful, are attainable, and provide immediate feedback to 

reinforce effective practice and modify ineffective practice. Without short-term wins, the pain of 

change often overwhelms the anticipated long-term benefits” (p. 86). Identifying short-term wins 

throughout the change process empowers organizational members to maintain momentum 

towards embedding the organizational change (Kotter, 1995). 

Sustainability of change is correlated to immediate and continuous acknowledgment of 

coalition and organizational members successes during, and after, each phase of change (Reeves, 

2007). Most members involved in creating, implementing, and assessing change will not 

maintain momentum throughout each phase of change if they do not receive rewards for their 

efforts (Kotter, 1995, 1996). Therefore, it is important for leaders of the organization and guiding 

coalition to visibly highlight and reward members who demonstrate effective and ethical practice 

during each phase of change (Reeves, 2007). 

Step 7: Assess and Improve the Path to Change 

Assessment and visible improvements of short-term wins enable the coalition and 

supportive members of the organization to capitalize on areas that hinder the vision of the 

organization (Baird, 2018). Capitalization of these areas can include restructuring opposing 
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organizational systems, creating new policies to support the vision, and modifying or 

restructuring current policies that oppose the vision (Baird, 2018; Grant, 2016; Kotter, 1995, 

1996). Continuous assessment of these areas is necessary to ensure that decisions made by the 

coalition and supportive members of the organization are facilitating positive impacts to the 

organization and its constituencies (Kotter, 1995, 1996). Positive findings from these 

organizational assessments encourage continuous buy-in and motivate members to proceed to the 

final stage of change (Baird, 2018). Furthermore, visible validation and consolidation of these 

findings solidify the reasonings behind transforming the culture or status quo of the organization 

(Baird, 2018; Kotter, 1995, 1996). 

Step 8: Embed and Adhere to the Change 

Upon achievement of buy-in, the vision of the coalition begins to be embedded in the 

corporation’s culture. Changing and sustaining change of the culture of an organization can be 

difficult (Bridges, 2003; Kotter, 1995). Sustaining change over time is possible by following two 

fundamental practices: first, continuously show constituencies of the organization the positive 

impacts of the changed culture, and second, provide practices that continuously educate 

upcoming employees of the embedded change (Kotter, 1995; Senge, 2012). Adherence to change 

is dependent of organizational members’ behaviors after embedding of the change. As Kotter 

(1995) noted, change is messy and “until new behaviors are rooted in social norms and shared 

values, they are subject to degradation as soon as the pressure for change is removed” (p. 67). 

Role of Change Theory and Policy Implementation   

As noted by Skinner-Thompson and Turner (2013), many campuses “have incorporated 

gender identity and gender expression into their nondiscrimination policies” (p. 283). However, 
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Renn (2015) reported these policies fall short of meeting the needs of trans students. Trans 

students continually feel marginalized and encounter barriers on campus that heighten 

psychological distress or feelings of social isolation (Beemyn et al. 2005; Bilodeau, 2009; Effrig 

et al., 2011; Goldberg et al., 2019; Greathouse et al., 2018; James et al., 2016; Oswalt & Leader, 

2017; Rankin et al., 2010; Seelman, 2014a, 2016). Leadership could benefit from education on 

the various barriers and impact of social and emotional challenges of trans students in 

postsecondary education (Rankin et al. 2010; Seelman, 2014a, Seelman et al., 2016). Leaders’ 

role in institutions of higher education is to maintain safe and inclusive environments for 

students, including trans students (Renn, 2017). With this information, campus leaders have an 

obligation to create an urgency for change. Nondiscrimination policies are a beginning, but they 

are not effective if campus constituencies are uneducated or uninvested in change. 

Deinstitutionalization, which is discontinuity in organized practice, can occur over time 

based upon societal acceptability and conformity to the institutional environment (Oliver, 1992). 

For example, attitudes towards lesbian, gay, and bisexual participation in sport have become 

more inclusive in the past decade because of an increase in societal acceptability (Anderson et 

al., 2019). Implementation strategies of inclusive policies and suggestions of best practice by 

governing bodies at each of level of sport indicate changing societal views of trans participation 

in athletics and reiterate the need for leadership to engage in proper education, implementation, 

and assessment methods of trans inclusive policies in sports (Cunningham & Pickett, 2018).  

Summary 

Trans student participation in athletics is increasing (NCAA Office of Inclusion, 2011). 

Because policies, or suggested best practices, of inclusion methods lack attention or guidance on 
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implementation procedures, leaders of athletic departments are grossly unprepared to meet the 

demands of the students and unaware of how to address the concerns of campus constituencies 

(Bowden & McCauley, 2016; Buzuvis, 2011; Cunningham, 2015; McCauley, 2014; NCAA 

Office of Inclusion, 2011). While Beemyn et al. (2005) and Skinner-Thompson and Turner 

(2013) reported that many campuses have established nondiscrimination policies of gender 

identity or gender expression in their institutional policies, minimal research has identified 

whether these campuses have successfully implemented these policies, assessed these policies 

over time, made changes based upon assessment, or adopted the policies beyond the academic 

settings and into the athletic structure (Bowden & McCauley, 2016; McCauley, 2014).  

With the exception of Athlete Ally’s (2017) Athletic Equality Index, comprehensive 

review of the presence and practice of LGBTQ+ inclusion policies in NCAA Power Five 

conferences and McCauley’s (2014, 2106) quantitative research on the effects of  leadership 

frames and the presence of trans inclusion policies at NCAA institutions, existing research 

mainly focuses on trans student experiences in the academic realm of postsecondary education 

(Beemyn, 2015; Beemyn et al., 2005; Garvey et al., 2017; Pusch, 2005; Rankin & Beemyn, 

2012; Renn, 2010, 2015, 2017; Stolzenberg & Hughes, 2017; Tupler et al. 2017) with little, if 

any, focus on how leaders in athletic departments, who have these policies in place, 

fundamentally implement, educate, disseminate, and maintain these policies in their athletic 

structure (McCauley, 2014). Thus, it is unclear whether the NCAA’s suggested best practices are 

advantageous for leaders or trans student athletes in the athletic department structure.  
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

This chapter outlines the research design of this study and includes its methodological 

approaches. The first section of this chapter provides an overview of the problem and purpose of 

this study. An in-depth explanation in this section further explains how a qualitative, 

interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) was utilized to gain a greater understanding of 

the personal experiences and perceptions of enacting inclusion policies for trans student athletes 

to participate in intercollegiate athletics (Smith et al., 2009). The next section of this chapter 

provides a thorough illustration of the qualitative research framework utilized for this study. The 

third section of this chapter highlights the criteria for participant selection, as well as procedures 

for data collection and data analysis. Next, the fourth section identifies the credibility, 

trustworthiness, and limitations pertinent to the areas of this research design. The final part of 

this chapter provides a summary of the methodology of this research study.  

Problem and Purpose 

As outlined in Chapter 2, a vast amount of research on trans student experiences, 

particularly social (Beemyn, 2015; Goldberg, 2018; Goldberg & Kuvalanka, 2018; Grant et al., 

2011; Nicolazzo, 2016; Oswalt & Lederer, 2017; Rankin & Beemyn, 2012; Renn, 2017; Tupler 

et al., 2017) and emotional experiences (Beemyn, 2016; Goldberg et al., 2020; James et al. 2016; 

Seelman, 2014b, 2016; Stolzenberg & Hughes, 2017) in institutions of higher education exists. 

The overall findings from the research indicate that alienating campus environments of 

institutions of higher education, such as physical structures, limited support services, 

microaggressions from faculty, staff, and peers, create chronic stress to the social and emotional 
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health of trans students (Beemyn, 2016; Bilodeau, 2005; Goldberg, 2018; Goldberg et al., 2019; 

Goldberg & Kuvalanka, 2018; Goldberg et al., 2020; Nicolazzo, 2016; Seelman, 2016; Tupler et 

al., 2017). However, limited research provides insight into how leaders in the athletic sector of 

higher education accommodate the needs of trans students participating in intercollegiate 

athletics (Bowden & McCauley, 2016; McCauley, 2016).  

Policies in intercollegiate athletics regulate student athlete participation. Interpretation 

and understanding of those policies by individuals who hold leadership positions in 

intercollegiate athletics determine the adequacy of implementation and adherence to policies. To 

determine what is necessary for institutions to accommodate the needs of trans student athletes in 

intercollegiate athletics, it is essential to understand the lived experience of current 

intercollegiate athletic staff members and their successes, failures, and learning curves in 

implementing policies for trans student athletes (Carroll, 2017). Therefore, the purpose of this 

study was to gain a greater understanding and awareness of how leaders in intercollegiate 

athletics entrench themselves in creating and instilling change for trans student athletes, as well 

as provide forward-thinking leadership and accountability in athletic departments and how they 

construct, educate, distribute, and evaluate inclusive policies for their respective athletic 

department.  

Research Questions Reiterated 

 The focus of this research was to gain a greater understanding of how current athletic 

department staff members in intercollegiate athletics instill change, specifically changes in 

participation policies for trans student athletes. Kotter’s (1995) 8-step theory of leading change 

served as a lens to gain a greater understanding of how athletic department staff members 
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implement policies for trans student athlete participation at their respective institutions. The 

central question of this study was as follows: What are athletic department staff members’ 

experiences with enacting policies for trans student athlete participation in intercollegiate 

athletics? Utilizing Kotter’s (1995) theory of change, I generated the following secondary 

questions:  

1. How do intercollegiate athletic department staff members prepare to implement 

policies for trans student athlete participation? 

2. What processes are involved in creating policies for trans student athlete 

participation? 

3. How do intercollegiate athletic department staff members implement policies for 

trans student athlete participation? 

4. What areas of challenge or resistance occur during the preparation for and 

implementation of policies for trans student athlete participation? 

Research Design and Rationale 

Crotty’s (1998) four elements framework reinforced this study’s research design. Crotty 

(1998) expressed epistemology as “a way of understanding and explaining how we know what 

we know” (p. 3), or according to Lincoln and Guba (1985), “the nature of the relationship 

between the knower or would-be knower and what can be known” (p. 201). For this study, the 

epistemological foundation of constructivism was used to better understand athletic department 

staff members’ lived experiences with creating and implementing inclusive policies for trans 

student athletes to participate in intercollegiate athletics. Constructivism explains that reality is 
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constructed through lived experiences and interactions with others; it is "the meaning-making 

activity of the individual mind" (Crotty, 1998, p. 58). 

The interpretivist viewpoint “attempts to understand and explain human and social 

reality” (Crotty, 1998, p. 66-67). In other words, the interpretivist model centers on the 

experiences of human beings and the meanings attached to those experiences. This viewpoint is 

in similar context to the interpretist approach of Max Weber’s concept of verstehen, or simply 

put, understanding (Weber, 1981), thus, implying that understanding is achieved through how 

others interpret their experiences. For this study, the interpretation of the interrelationships of 

athletic department staff’s vocalized experiences with creating and implementing inclusive 

polices for trans student athletes to participate in intercollegiate athletics at their respective 

institutions provided insightful responses to the research questions. 

The epistemology of constructivism contributed to IPA approach used for this study. IPA 

is an idiographic process of inquiry of individual experiences (Smith & Osborn, 2015). The 

essence of IPA is an iterative and inductive cycle that intends to make sense of participants 

personal and social experiences (Smith et al., 2009). This sense-making process resides on a 

continuum between the descriptions of the participants experiences and the researcher’s 

interpretation of those experiences (Smith et al., 2009; Smith & Osborn, 2015). Through the IPA 

approach, two qualitative theoretical frameworks that support the understanding and use of IPA 

were utilized: phenomenology and hermeneutics (Palmer et al., 2010; Smith, 2004; Smith et al., 

2009; Smith & Osborn, 2015). Phenomenology, established by Edmond Husserl (Husserl & 

Lauer, 1956a, 1956b) and further carried out by Sartre (1956), Heidegger (1962), and others, is 

an in-depth approach to exploring the essence of lived experiences (Creswell, 2012; Crotty, 
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1998, Grbich, 2012; Husserl, 2011; Husserl & Laurel, 1956a, 1956b), whereas hermeneutics is 

the principle of interpretation (Crotty, 1998). Hermeneutics, from its biblical origins to its 

modern application, is the methodology of finding contextual meaning from interpretation 

(Crotty, 1998). Therefore, to better understand the essence of athletic department staff’s personal 

and social experiences with creating and implementing policy for trans student athletes, I utilized 

the strengths of both phenomenology and hermeneutics to employ an IPA approach.  

Ultimately, I utilized IPA to answer the research questions for this study. To accomplish 

this, I utilized an interview protocol of 12 semi-structured questions with athletic department 

staff members who had experienced creating and implementing inclusive policies for trans 

student athletes to participate in intercollegiate athletics. Each interview presented a greater 

understanding behind each of these core facets of policy creation and implementation. Direct 

quotes of multiple intercollegiate athletic department staff members’ experiences with creating 

and implementing inclusive policies for trans student athletes to participate in intercollegiate 

athletics, as well as my interpretations of those experiences at their respective institutions, were 

provided for the reader.  

Renn (2017) maintained that one of the roles of leaders in charge of athletics in higher 

education was to create and enforce policies to include trans student athletes in positive campus 

life experiences. Therefore, through an IPA approach, I sought to understand “how” 

intercollegiate athletic department staff members create, implement, and embed policies for trans 

student athlete participation within their respective athletic departments. Furthermore, this IPA 

approach explored an unfrequented avenue of policy development and implementation that 

provided the opportunity to collect thorough, rich, and descriptive data of “what” specific 
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components are involved in intercollegiate athletic department staff members’ lived experiences 

of policy development and implementation for trans student athletes to participate in 

intercollegiate athletics at their respective institutions (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Creswell, 2012; 

Moustakas, 1994).  

Students attending institutions of higher education are becoming increasingly inactive 

(American College Health Association, 2018). There are multitude of reasons of why a student 

may be inactive (WHO, 2018); however, for trans students, physical inactivity is typically due to 

alienating structures and policies that restrict their ability to participate in physical exercise 

(Goldberg, 2018; Jones et al., 2018). Leaders embedded in intercollegiate athletic departments 

who are seeking to incorporate inclusion policies within their respective athletic department need 

exposure to other athletic staff members’ experiences of successes, failures, and learning curves 

of policy implementation so they can review, implement, or prevent each of these areas at their 

respective institutions (Carroll, 2017). The IPA approach of this research provides an additional 

resource for those leaders who are seeking the “how to” in policy implementation for trans 

student athlete participation in intercollegiate athletics. Furthermore, the data collected from this 

research presents leaders in athletic departments who are seeking policy implementation with an 

in-depth reality of the social and physical constructs of policy implementation within the walls of 

intercollegiate athletics.  

The process of policy implementation and adherence to policy directly influences trans 

student athletes’ ability to participate in intercollegiate athletics (NCAA Office of Inclusion, 

2011). As discussed in Chapter 2, students who identify as trans often encounter external and 

internal barriers that preclude them from participating in intercollegiate athletics (Beemyn, 2016; 
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Goldberg, 2018; Oswalt & Lederer, 2017; Seelman, 2016; Stolzenberg & Hughes, 2017). Rather 

than focusing on the cause of these barriers, this research study sought to understand 

intercollegiate athletic department staff members’ experiences with overcoming these barriers. 

The vocalized experiences of these staff members provide a greater insight and overall 

understanding of the importance in including trans student athletes in intercollegiate athletics 

through the lens of policy implementation.  

While most research on trans students, or experiences with trans students, have been both 

quantitative and qualitative, the qualitative studies reviewed gave minimal insight into 

intercollegiate athletic department staff members’ experiences with implementing policies for 

trans student athlete participation in intercollegiate athletics. Quantitative studies associated with 

LGBTQ participation and policies in intercollegiate athletics have documented leadership 

behaviors (i.e., prejudice, religious views, and social beliefs) of athletic administrators, coaches, 

and healthcare providers, as well as the presence of, exposure to, and education of LGBTQ 

policies as significant impacts to LGBTQ student athlete participation in intercollegiate athletics 

(Anderson et al., 2019; Aronson, 2019; Athlete Ally, 2017; Atteberry-Ash & Woodford, 2018; 

Bowden & McCauley, 2016; Ensign et al., 2011; Nye et al., 2019; McCauley, 2016; Toomey & 

McGeorge, 2018). 

Conversely, qualitative studies have utilized leadership roles, organizational culture, and 

presence of policies to synthesize perception of LGBTQ student athletes’ willingness to 

participate in intercollegiate athletics (Aronson, 2019; Fink et al., 2012; Jayakumar & Comeaux, 

2016; Jones et al., 2017; McDonald et al., 2017). Rather than focusing on perceptions toward and 

participation of LGBTQ student athletes as a holistic unit or quantifying outcomes of leadership 
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behaviors and presence of LGBTQ student athlete policies, this IPA approach sought in-depth 

understanding of real-life experiences with policy implementation for the specified population of 

trans student athletes, as well as athletic staff members’ behavioral actions, attitudes, and 

motivations required to implement policies for trans student athlete participation within an 

organized athletic department in higher education (Barnham, 2015; Moustakas, 1994; Patton, 

2002; Strauss & Corbin, 1997).  

Study Site and Participants 

Smith and Osborn (2015) stated,  

[IPA] involves detailed examination of the participant’s life world; it attempts to explore 

personal experience and is concerned with an individual’s personal perception or account 

of an object or event, as opposed to an attempt to produce an objective statement of the 

object or event itself. (p. 53) 

Therefore, this IPA approach focused on intentional recruitment of intercollegiate athletic 

department staff members from various NCAA Divisions, I, II, and III who had participated, or 

continued to participate, in policy implementation for trans student athlete participation in 

intercollegiate athletics. The exploration of lived experiences within each of these divisions of 

intercollegiate athletics allowed me to collect holistic and rich data from diverse site and 

participant perspectives. Each athletic staff member’s individualized perspectives served as a 

vehicle to further understand how policies for trans student athlete participation are developed, 

disseminated, implemented, and maintained policy adherence throughout their respective athletic 

departments. 
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Selecting a Research Site 

Properly identifying sites for a research study involves the researcher finding an authentic 

site that encompasses participants who have shared social experiences (DeWalt & DeWalt, 

2010). Therefore, I took purposeful steps to ensure that sites selected for this research study met 

these specific criteria so that I could gain a greater understanding of policy development, 

dissemination, and implementation for trans student athletes in intercollegiate athletics. As 

mentioned in Chapter 2, NCAA’s policies of trans inclusion in sport have not been mandated 

into NCAA bylaws. Therefore, it is not a required policy for all NCAA member athletic 

departments to implement this policy within their respective institutions. Because of this, I was 

intentional in finding athletic departments that had voluntarily selected to create their own policy 

or adopt the NCAA’s suggested best practices of policy implementation for trans student athlete 

participation.  

First, I determined intercollegiate settings with policies in place for trans student athletes 

by conducting a web-based search, starting with the website Transathlete.com (2019) and its 

web-based outline of current NCAA member institutions that had created and adopted policies 

for trans student athlete participation in intercollegiate athletics. Second, to further identify 

NCAA member institutions that possibly resided outside of this detailed outline, I utilized an 

open web-based search of current institutions that had selected to adopt policies for trans student 

athlete participation for their respective athletic departments.  

Selecting Participants 

To fully understand the personal and professional experiences of the participants, Smith 

and Osborn (2015) contended that researchers should select a homogenous sample of participants 



 

76 

who are, or who have been, immersed in the experience that is being studied. Furthermore, Smith 

and Osborn (2015) suggested that researchers should delve even further in identifying 

participants and utilize purposive sampling to identify similar individuals who identify with the 

researcher’s research questions. Subsets of purposeful sampling, as suggested by Patton (2002), 

include homogenous and snowball sampling as strategies to further distinguish participants who 

identified with the research questions of this study and to further simplify data analysis. 

Moustakas (1994) also contended that the selection of research participants should be based upon 

essential and purposeful criteria (i.e., participants have experienced and are knowledgeable of 

policy implementation) that is pertinent to answer the research questions. Therefore, identifying 

NCAA athletic departments and selecting participants interested in sharing their involvement in 

policy implementation for trans student athletes were paramount to providing a transparent 

description and interpretation of their lived experience. As discussed previously in chapter 2, 

there has been a breadth of literature focusing on experiences with or attitudes towards lesbian, 

gay, bisexual, and trans student athletes. The purpose of this study shifted the focus from these 

experiences and delved deeper into intercollegiate athletic department staff members’ lived 

experiences with implementing policies for trans student athlete participation in intercollegiate 

athletics. 

While Smith and Osborn (2015) contended that “IPA studies are conducted on small 

sample sizes” (p. 55), Creswell (2013) maintained that researchers should achieve at least 10 in-

depth interviews. As noted by Creswell (2013), having too large of a sample size can potentially 

cause the core of the participants experiences to become lost in translation. Creswell (2013) 

stated, “Because of the need to report details about each individual or site, the larger number of 
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cases can become unwieldy and result in superficial perspectives” (p. 209). Patton (2002) further 

defended that if a researcher cannot obtain a larger sample size, rich data collected from even a 

single participant can further allow exploration of the participant’s experiences in greater detail. 

Therefore, this study’s data collection achieved Creswell’s (2013) suggested minimal attainment 

of at least 10 participants who had experienced implementing policies for trans student athlete 

participating in intercollegiate athletics, for it was instrumental in allowing me to identify, 

explore, understand, and describe theme patterns unique to individual or shared experiences that 

were being studied. 

As suggested by Smith and Osborn (2015), purposive sampling was utilized to identify 

participants with specific demographics and background to answer the research questions. 

Initially, I obtained permission from Mercer University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB). 

Upon IRB approval (see Appendix), I utilized the results of the open, web-based search of 

NCAA member institutions, Divisions I, II, and III, that had voluntarily elected to create their 

own policy or adopt the NCAA’s suggested best practices of policy implementation for trans 

student athlete participation. Then I performed a web-based search of athletic department staff 

members within those specific member institutions who were primarily responsible for enacting 

such policies (i.e., athletic directors, assistant athletic directors, senior women administrators, 

head athletic trainers, and assistant athletic trainers). Due to the nature of the research questions, 

criteria for participants included: (a) full-time NCAA Division I, II, or III athletic department 

staff members who were currently employed or previously employed for two or more years; (b) 

NCAA Division I, II, or III athletic department staff members who had been involved in the 

creation or implementation of inclusion policies for trans student athletes; and (c) willingness to 



 

78 

confidentially share, record, and allow publication of the entirety of experiences with the 

creation or implementation of inclusion policies for trans student athletes. The primary criterion 

used to select participants was those who had been involved in the creation or implementation of 

trans student athlete inclusion policies in member NCAA Divisions I, II, or III. Based upon the 

knowledge of the participants, I utilized snowball sampling to capture participants I did not find 

in the initial open web-based search.  

Data Collection 

The primary component of data collection for this research study was the interview, 

which focused on understanding athletic department staff members’ lived experiences with 

policy implementation for trans student athlete participation in intercollegiate athletics. As noted, 

by Smith and Osborn (2005), “The best way to collect data for an IPA study and the way most 

IPA studies have been conducted is through semi-structured interviews” (p. 57). Interview 

questions for this study were guided by Kotter’s (1995) 8-step model of leading change, as well 

as section three of the NCAA Office of Inclusion (2011) resource book that includes suggested 

best practices for administrators to include trans student athletes in intercollegiate athletics. The 

interviews consisted of 12 semi-structured, open-ended questions, as displayed in Table 2. I 

showed the interview protocol to peers for review and clarity. These open-ended interview 

questions helped prompt participants to openly discuss their lived experiences with policy 

creation and implementation for trans student athletes to participate in intercollegiate athletics at 

their respective institutions.  
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Table 2 

Interview Questions 

# Question 

1 Describe your experiences with trans student athlete(s). 

2 What reactions did you perceive that other student athletes or staff had to this student? 

3 How did you assist the student (if needed) to help this participation within the department? Did 

he/she need protection, what did that look like for you and your staff? 

4 If you created an inclusive non-discrimination policy and harassment policy, how did you do that 

within your community? Who helped you? 

5 What resources did you utilize to educate yourself and members of the athletic department about 

gender identity and expression? Medical? Terminology? Social? 

6 Describe your experiences with outside stakeholders (boosters, staff, sponsors, etc.) and how did 

you manage them? 

7 What obstacles did you experience with the addition of trans athletes? What policies needed to 

be added to address their needs? 

8 What is your vision for inclusion? 

9 What short-term wins were established for maintaining the vision and buy-in from stakeholders? 

When were they implemented in the process of creating change? 

10 How did you and members of your athletic department become aware of state and federal non-

discrimination laws, if any, that prohibit discrimination based on gender identity and expression? 

11 What experiences did you have with other teams after having a trans athlete? 

12 Anything you would like to add? 

 

 

Because of the ongoing coronavirus pandemic and geographical location of participants, I 

conducted and recorded web-based video conferencing interviews through my private and 

password protected Mercer zoom account. As mentioned previously, I identified participants 

through an open web-based searched to elicit interest in participating in my research. Once 

participants agreed to participate in my research, I then emailed an informed consent form to 

participants. Participants reviewed, signed, and sent the signed copy to my corresponding email. 

In addition to obtaining the signed informed consent, I asked participants to provide consecutive 

days of availability so that we could establish a feasible time for both parties to conduct the 
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interview. Interviews lasted between 30-60 minutes. After each interview, the Zoom software 

provided by Mercer University auto generated the transcriptions. I saved each participant 

interview and transcription in my private, password-protected Mercer Zoom account.  

 Additionally, Parlett and Hamilton (1972) believed that obtaining source documents 

from institutions and performing interviews with research participants were both pivotal sources 

to illuminating the data of the research study. Therefore, I additionally gathered data by 

collecting documentation, via open access to web-based documents or documents shared by 

participants, that was pertinent to the research study (i.e., current policies, implementation plans, 

education forums, and materials for vetting policy implementation for trans student athlete 

participation). I utilized the collected documents to compare and contrast participant answers to 

the research questions pertaining to their respective institution’s methods of policy creation and 

implementation. Furthermore, I saved all collected documents on my private, password-protected 

computer. 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis for this IPA approach began with attaining intersubjectivity towards the 

phenomenon under investigation (Moustakas, 1994). According to Moustakas (1994), epoche is 

the first phase in which researchers consciously evaluate, list, and accept personal experiences, 

presumptions, and biases that may invalidate and inhibit the data analysis. While Heidegger 

(1962) and Koch (1995) believed that it is impossible for researchers to remove all 

presuppositions of the phenomenon, Moustakas (1994) contended, 

Phenomenological epoche does not eliminate everything, deny the reality of everything, 

does not doubt everything- only the natural attitude, the biases of everyday knowledge, as 
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a basis for truth and reality. What is doubted[is] the knowing of things in advance, from 

an external base rather than internal reflection and meaning. (p. 85) 

Suspending and bracketing these experiences detaches the researcher’s preconceived ideas and 

knowledge from the truth and reality of the research participants’ lived experiences (Moustakas, 

1994). Rather than researchers utilizing their own underlying experiences to accommodate and 

define the essence of the research participants experiences, bracketing personal experiences of 

the studied phenomenon allows the researchers to describe the participants’ experiences 

firsthand, authentically, and exclusively (Moustakas, 1994). Setting aside personal bias and 

knowledge of the phenomenon can be challenging. Therefore, researchers should practice 

bracketing before, during, and after collecting data from each research participant (Finlay, 2008). 

Bracketing of my ideas were performed with my methodologist. Furthermore, I referenced the 

visual model of bracketing displayed as Figure 2 to assist in reflexivity and bracketing of 

personal viewpoints throughout each phase of data collection.  
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Figure 2 

Visual Model of Personal Bracketing

 

 

 

Smith et al.’s (2009) six-step model to conducting IPA served as a guideline for 

analyzing interview transcriptions (see Figure 3). To begin the IPA process, I assigned each 

interviewee a pseudonym for anonymity and sent each transcription to the interviewee to validate 

the transcription. As mentioned previously, the IPA approach is an iterative and inductive cycle 

that intends to make sense of participants personal and social experiences (Smith et al., 2009). 

This approach is characterized by moving from the descriptive to the interpretive with a 

psychological focus on participants’ meaning making in a relevant context (Smith et al., 2009). 

After approval by the interviewee, I reviewed each transcription multiple times, a practice that 

Pietkiewicz and Smith (2012) contended allows the researcher to fully immerse in the data. After 

I completed multiple reviews of the transcripts, I conducted line-by-line analysis of the first 

transcription to examine the meaning of data collected. During the line-by-line analysis, I 
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documented interpretative notes on the transcription to further assist in identifying 

interrelationships of my interpretative notes and participant descriptions. Based upon this 

analysis of the transcript, the construction and organization of emergent themes began. 

Following the construction of themes, I bracketed my ideas obtained from the transcription 

analysis so that I could analyze data from the remaining transcriptions with an objective and 

invested lens. I continued this IPA approach for the remaining nine participant transcriptions. I 

then utilized a password-protected Excel spreadsheet to structure and organize data. The initial 

clustering of data in the excel spreadsheet permitted the final development of theme patterns, 

also known as codes in IPA, among participants. I then constructed these theme patterns from 

interrelationships found among transcripts and grouped to create subordinate themes and 

ultimately superordinate themes. The following chapter offers a further elaboration of the results 

from this IPA approach. 
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Figure 3 

Original Figure Based on Smith, Flowers, and Larkin’s (2009) Six-Step Interpretative 

Phenomenological Analysis Process 

 

 

 

Role of the Researcher 

The researcher’s role in gaining a greater understanding of a phenomenon should have a 

strategical balance between the researcher’s knowledge and the researcher’s perspectives and 

biases of the phenomenon under study (Moustakas, 1994). Dwyer and Buckle (2009) implied 

reasoning between attaining harmony between both of these areas: 

Step 1

• Immerse in transcript

• Read and re-read transcript.

Step 2

• Line-by-line analysis of transcript

• Examine meaning of data and document interperative notes on 
transcript. 

Step 3

• Construct emergent themes 

• Identify interrelationships of participaint descriptions with 
interperative notes on transcript.

Step 4
• Organize emergent themes based upon analysis.

Step 5

• Bracket ideas obtained from transcript anaylsis.

• Repeat steps 1-5 for each transcript.

Step 6

• Identify theme patterns between transcripts.

• Identify sub-superordiante themes and superordinate themes from 
theme patterns of transcripts.
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Perhaps, as researchers we can only ever occupy the space between. We may be closer to 

the insider position or closer to the outsider position, but because our perspective is 

shaped by our position as a researcher (which includes having read much literature on the 

research topic), we cannot fully occupy one or the other of those positions. (p. 61) 

From the perspective of an insider, I am a certified athletic trainer previously employed for two 

years as a staff member for a Division I intercollegiate athletic department. I have spent the past 

five years as a lecturer for a public liberal arts athletic training program in higher education. 

During this time, I attended trainings and attained certifications on how to assist LGBTQ+ 

students in the transition to campus.  

Researcher Bias 

While I have previous employment as a staff member in intercollegiate athletics, I have 

not experienced policy implementation for trans student athletes in intercollegiate athletics, nor 

have I been involved in providing healthcare services for trans student athletes. I have attained 

my knowledge of the phenomenon under study strictly through thorough analysis of the present 

literature. As mentioned previously, I received trainings and attained certifications on how to 

assist accommodating LGBTQ+ students to campus and classroom environments. However, 

these areas did not address policies or practices for accommodating LGBTQ+ students in the 

athletic sector of higher education. Furthermore, I am currently involved in research focused on 

promoting healthcare practices tailored towards diversity and inclusion. The goal of this research 

was to gain a greater understanding of ways to integrate cultural competency in the academic 

curriculum of healthcare professions, specifically athletic training and nursing students. This 

research utilized both interprofessional education and standardized patient encounters as a 
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vehicle to enhance healthcare students’ knowledge of effective ways to provide ethical standards 

of patient-centered care for patients of diverse backgrounds. My firsthand experiences with 

healthcare, LGBTQ+ trainings, and current research interest for diverse populations has 

solidified my own aspirations to further understand how athletic staff members in intercollegiate 

athletics implement inclusive practices for trans student athletes within their respective 

institutions.  

While I identify as a cisgender Christian female, my worldview consists of proposing 

equitable policies for LGBTQ+ community members, specifically those members embedded in 

institutions of higher education. My positionality and advocation for this community stems from 

my exposure to various students and loved ones who identify as LGBTQ+ community members. 

Each social, personal, and professional experience with LGBTQ+ community members have 

further increased my understanding of discrimination and the greater need for support for and 

kindness towards these community members. Because of these combined encounters, I sought to 

further enhance my education of LGBTQ+ members and utilize these experiences and education 

as a facilitator to advocate for nondiscriminatory and equitable experiences in institutions of 

higher education. 

Trustworthiness 

Acquiring honest and trustworthy data is critical to maintaining the fidelity of qualitative 

research. Lincoln and Guba (1985) contended that ensuring data trustworthiness involves four 

criteria, (a) credibility, (b) transferability, (c) dependability, and (d) confirmability. Ensuring 

trustworthiness and transparency of the collected data minimizes uncertainty and promotes 

confidence in the conclusions garnered from the research study (Shenton, 2004). As a researcher, 
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I employed Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) criteria to this research study so that data collected from 

the interviews were honest and reflective of the lived experiences of each participant and not my 

interpretation of those experiences.  

According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), credibility is the most fundamental facet of 

establishing trustworthiness in qualitative research. Credibility ensures that the researcher 

receives truthful depictions of the research participants’ experiences of the studied phenomenon. 

Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) recommended practices of strengthening credibility encompasses 

incorporating both peer debriefing and member checking. To ensure validity of the data 

collected, I recruited a peer to review transcriptions and memos of each interview. The peer 

reviewer and I then discussed findings and addressed any areas of concerns. Additionally, I 

utilized member checking throughout the data collection process as a means to enhance 

credibility. I promoted credibility through this method by sending each final transcription to the 

interviewee for review and approval. I acknowledged areas of concern and corrected them as 

needed. Furthermore, triangulation of both in-depth interviews and the collection of 

documentation from each participant (i.e., current policies, implementation plans, education 

forums, and materials for vetting policy implementation for trans student athlete participation) 

facilitated credibility of the research participants’ lived experiences as accurate and truthful to 

policies currently instituted at their respective institutions. 

Merriam (2009) explained that transferability “is concerned with the extent to which the 

findings of one study can be applied to other situations” (p. 223). Although the data collected 

from this research were not generalizable nor representative of all NCAA athletic departments 

with inclusive policies for trans student athletes, this research may be transferable to contextually 
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similar situations. Lincoln and Guba (1985) and Bassey (1981) proposed that providing rich in-

depth contextual depictions of the phenomenon enables the reader to compare and implement 

areas of the research study to their particular needs and emerging situations, in this particular 

case, implementing policies for trans student athletes in intercollegiate athletic departments. I 

promoted dependability through an inquiry audit (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). My methodologist and 

committee members performed a thorough review of my data collection process, analysis, and 

the results of the study in order to “confirm the accuracy of the findings and to ensure the 

findings are supported by the data collected” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 43) and enhance the 

dependability of this research study through fairness in representation. 

The idea of confirmability in qualitative research is to ensure the researcher has created, 

implemented, and obtained steps toward obtaining a state of objectivity throughout the entire 

process of the research study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). I previously highlighted my role and bias 

for this research study to identify my own predispositions towards the phenomenon. I maintained 

a bridling journal (Vagle, 2014) to mitigate bias and to strengthen confirmability (Dahlberg & 

Dahlberg, 2004; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Myerhoff & Ruby, 1982). I used the epoche process of 

the bridling journal to bracket personal bias, experiences, and beliefs. Both the bridling journal 

and the bracketing of personal interest and experiences further allowed me to objectively identify 

and unveil themes and subthemes of the data.  

I integrated each of Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) components to support the 

trustworthiness of the research. Therefore, I highlighted each technique for implementing this 

research study in this chapter to assist in providing participant experiences with robust 

interpretations of the data. This enhances both the dependability of this research study, through 
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fairness in representation and potential transferability of the study’s findings to other 

intercollegiate athletic department members seeking a greater understanding of policy 

implementation for trans student athletes in intercollegiate athletics (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  

Summary 

This research aimed to gain a greater understanding of how policy implementation for 

trans student athlete participation in intercollegiate athletics is embedded in various divisions of 

intercollegiate athletics. I consolidated the lived experiences from each participant from the 

interviews of athletic department staff members to identify emerging theme patterns, subordinate 

themes, and superordinate themes. Furthermore, these robust depictions of themes assisted in 

providing proactive strategies for members of intercollegiate athletic departments to build 

diverse intercollegiate athletic environments at their respective institutions. This type of IPA 

approach has the potential to stimulate education of policy implementation by means of inquiring 

about policy and procedures of current athletic department staff members in intercollegiate 

athletics. I utilized the research techniques outlined in this chapter to provide a more in-depth 

reality of the social and physical constructs of athletic department staff members’ lived 

experiences with policy implementation within the walls of intercollegiate athletics. Chapter 4 

presents the findings of this IPA approach.
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

Chapter 3 outlined data collection and data analysis procedures that were critical in 

identifying consistent, as well as distinctive, areas of participant experiences with policy 

development and implementation for trans student athletes to participate in intercollegiate 

athletics. The first section of this chapter reviews the research questions and design of the study. 

The second section of this chapter provides a descriptive overview of participants’ 

demographics, including NCAA divisions, settings, and position titles. The final section offers a 

discussion of themes revealed by the data derived from participant interviews. The findings from 

this research study are supported by direct quotes from participants and depicted through figures 

and tables. 

Review of Research Questions and Study Design 

The purpose of this interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) approach was to gain 

a greater understanding of the challenges and opportunities of leaders embedded in athletic 

departments to enact inclusion policies for trans student athlete participation in their department 

and overall athletic structure. To gain a greater understanding of the challenges and opportunities 

of leaders, I utilized IPA (Smith et al., 2009) to explore the meaning behind personal experiences 

and perceptions of enacting inclusion policies for trans student athletes to participate in 

intercollegiate athletics. My IPA approach for reviewing current athletic programs processes of 

policy implementation and dissemination for trans student athlete participation prompted the 

central research question: What are athletic department staff members’ experiences with enacting 

policies for trans student athlete participation in intercollegiate athletics? The following 
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secondary questions were developed to further delve into discovering how athletic staff members 

cultivated fundamental, progressive, and forward-thinking inclusive polices for trans student 

athletes at their respective institutions: 

1. How do intercollegiate athletic department staff members prepare to implement 

policies for trans student athlete participation? 

2. What processes are involved in creating policies for trans student athlete 

participation? 

3. How do intercollegiate athletic department staff members implement policies for 

trans student athlete participation? 

4. What areas of challenge or resistance occur during the preparation for and 

implementation of policies for trans student athlete participation? 

Participant Demographics  

I recruited participants through a purposive sampling method. I utilized the results of the 

open, web-based search of NCAA member institutions, Divisions I, II, and III, that had 

voluntarily elected to create their own policy or adopt the NCAA’s suggested best practices of 

policy implementation for trans student athlete participation. I then conducted a web-based 

search of athletic department staff members within those specific member institutions who were 

primarily responsible for enacting such policies (i.e., athletic directors, assistant athletic 

directors, senior women administrators, head athletic trainers, and assistant athletic trainers). 

Following this, I utilized snowball sampling to solicit participants who were not found in the 

initial open-web based search. I recruited and interviewed 10 participants for this study. Data 
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saturation was derived from the redundancy of themes after all participant interviews, which 

indicated that additional interviews would yield similar results.  

The participants, who were in various regions of the United States, held a range of 

position titles and experience within selective NCAA divisions of intercollegiate athletics. The 

participant sample consisted of 80% female (n = 8) and 20% male (n = 2). Of the 10 participants, 

70% were NCAA Division III members (n = 7), and 30% were NCAA Division I members. 

Sixty percent (n = 6) of the participants held jobs in private institutions, and 40% (n = 4) worked 

in public institutions. Participants’ regional location consisted of the following: two participants 

were from the Northeastern region, two were from the West Coast, two were from the Mid-

Atlantic, one was from the East Coast, one was from the Great Lakes, one was from the 

Midwestern region, and one participant was from the Pacific Northwest region. Of the 10 

participants, 50% (n = 5) had more than one position title in athletics, and 50% (n = 5) only had 

one position title in athletics. The average number of years of participant experience as athletic 

department staff members was 9.7 years (min = 2.0 years, max = 21.0 years). Table 3 displays 

the demographics of the participants (pseudonyms assigned). 
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Table 3 

Participant Information and Demographics 

Participant  

 

Sex/ 

Pronouns 

Position Title Total Position 

Experience 

NCAA 

Division  

Institutional 

Type 

Region of 

United States 

Rachel female/ 

she, her, hers 

Senior Women’s 

Administrator, 

Women’s Head Soccer 

Coach, Game 

Administrator 

3 years III private Northeastern 

Claudia  female/ 

she, her, hers 

Associate Director of 

Athletics, Senior 

Women’s 

Administrator, Head 

Women’s Basketball 

Coach 

20 years III private Mid-Atlantic  

Matt male/ 

he, him, his 

Head Athletic Trainer 2 years III private East Coast 

Amanda female/ 

she, her, hers 

Assistant Athletic 

Director, Title IX 

Coordinator, Senior 

Women’s 

Administrator, Head 

Softball Coach 

14 years III private Great Lakes 

Mary female/ 

she, her, hers 

Assistant Athletic 

Director, Coordinator 

for Diversity & 

Inclusion and Student 

Success 

3 years III private Midwestern 

Marsha female/ 

she, her, hers 

Director of Student 

Wellness 

2 years III private Mid-Atlantic 

Margaret female/ 

she, her, hers 

Athletic Trainer 8 years III public Northeastern 

Patricia female/ 

she, her, hers 

Special Assistant to the 

President, Provost, and 

Athletic Director 

10 years I public Pacific 

Northwest 

Craig male/ 

he, him, his 

Senior Associate 

Athletics Director, 

Performance, Health & 

Welfare 

21 years I public West Coast 

Sarah female/ 

she, her, hers 

Associate Athletic 

Trainer 

14 years I public West Coast 

Note. Biological sex and pronouns are indicated within the chart to clarify to the reader that participants’ biological 

sex coincides with their preferred pronouns.  
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Findings 

The utilization of Smith et al.’s (2009) six-step interpretative phenomenological analysis 

(IPA) model for this study (see Figure 3 in Chapter 3) revealed consistent commonalities among 

all 10 of the participants’ experiences. From the IPA process, I identified three superordinate 

themes: (a) Cultivate Connections, (b) Cultivate Action, and (c) Cultivate Change. Within each 

superordinate theme were multiple subordinate themes. Themes, also known as codes in IPA, 

were then developed from the various subordinate themes.  

The following sections identify each superordinate theme and provide readers with 

supportive examples of direct quotes from the 10 participant transcripts. Tables provide an 

illustration of the relationship between the superordinate themes, subordinate themes, and 

themes. Interpretation serves as an integral component of IPA with the incorporation of 

hermeneutics (Smith et al., 2009). Therefore, I also provide my interpretation of some of the 

subordinate themes for the reader.  

Smith et al.’s (2009) IPA approach is characterized by moving from the descriptive to the 

interpretive, with a psychological focus on participants’ meaning making in a relevant context. I 

completed line-by-line analysis and identified patterns within the experiential sources. I also 

bracketed my ideas with my methodologist. There was then a creation of a structure of the 

relationship between themes, and I organized data through initial clustering to the final 

development of theme patterns of participants. This ensured the tracing of analyzed data through 

initial comments throughout to final themes pertaining to the shared experiences of creating and 

implementing policy for trans student athletes to participate in intercollegiate athletics. The final 

identified patterns supported the word cultivate as the central superordinate theme. Participant’s 
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responses of their experiences with developing and revising a comprehensive inclusive policy for 

trans student athletes included: fostering relationships among colleagues and trans student 

athletes, as well as upholding actionable and attainable steps to implement and adhere to policies 

for trans student athletes to participate in intercollegiate athletics at their respective institution. 

The first superordinate theme, Cultivate Connections, and second superordinate theme, 

Cultivate Action, answered the first, second, and third research subquestions: 

1. How do intercollegiate athletic department staff members prepare to implement 

policies for trans student athlete participation? 

2. What processes are involved in creating policies for trans student athlete 

participation? 

3. How do intercollegiate athletic department staff members implement policies for 

trans student athlete participation? 

The third superordinate theme, Cultivate Change, answered the third and fourth research 

sub questions: 

3. How do intercollegiate athletic department staff members implement policies for 

trans student athlete participation? 

4. What areas of challenge or resistance occur during the preparation for and 

implementation of policies for trans student athlete participation? 

 Cultivate Connections  

Participants shared their lived experiences of interacting with colleagues, internal and 

external constituencies, and trans student athletes. Throughout the process of narrating their lived 

experiences, the participants acknowledged several areas that they felt were important to address 
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during development and implementation of an inclusive policy at their respective institutions. I 

considered these experiences influential because each connection permitted a chance for 

participants to enhance their knowledge of how to properly advocate for, and include best 

standards of care for, trans student athletes within their inclusive policies at their respective 

institutions. Line-by-line analysis of their experiential understandings led to the identification of 

emergent patterns within each transcript (Smith et al., 2009). I then grouped emergent patterns, 

which resulted in the creation of the following subordinate themes: (a) presence of trans student 

athletes, (b) supporting trans student athletes, (c) communication with trans student athletes, (d) 

initiating collegial conversations, (e) establishing a committee, (d) internal resources, and (e) 

external resources. Table 4 provides a visual representation of the superordinate theme, Cultivate 

Connections, and its associated subordinate themes and themes (codes). 
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Table 4 

Superordinate Theme: Cultivate Connections and Associated Subordinate Themes and Codes 

Subordinate Theme (Interpretation) # of Responses Theme (Code) 

Presence of Trans Student Athletes 

 

(presence, or potential presence, 

initiated creation of inclusive 

policy) 

7 

• Recruitment 

• Participating in current sport 

• Participating in conference  

• Transitioned after competition   

• Unaware of experience  

• Trans students on campus  

Diverse Campus Environment 

 

(diverse and inclusive campus 

environment encourages support 

for trans student athletes) 

6 

• Being an advocate 

• Support 

• Acceptance 

• Open communication  

• Nonjudgmental 

• Provide resources 

• Strong relationship 

• Motivated to create policy 

• Passionate about creating policy 

• Ownership of policy 

• Provide a positive experience 

• Compete comfortably 

• Participate successfully  

• Aware of policy 

• Aware of eligibility 

• Diverse and inclusive campus 

Communication with  

Trans Student Athletes 

 

(building a trusting/safe 

relationship) 

6 

• Being a resource 

• Open communication 

• Nonjudgmental 

• Advocate 

• Develop relationship 

• Feel comfortable 

• Well-being 

• Feel welcomed 

• Accepted 

• Supported 

• Learning 

• Listening 

• Relationship 

• Connecting with campus resources 

• Safe performance  

• Communicating participation standards  
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Table 4 (continued) 

Subordinate Theme (Interpretation) # of Responses Theme (Code) 

Initiating Collegial Conversations 

 

(gain campus constituency  

support and enhance 

knowledge of  

standards of care) 5 

• Open dialogue 

• Internal constituencies 

• External constituencies 

• Unchartered territory 

• Initiating conversations 

• Communicating 

• Gaining support  

• Collaborating  

• Acknowledging limitations 

• Transparent  

Establishing a Committee 

 

(utilization of staff and campus 

resources to develop a committee 

for creating inclusive policies) 

 

7 

• Athletic trainers 

• Director of student wellness 

• Coaches 

• Legal team 

• Athletic director 

• Team physician 

• Community and inclusion committee 

• Licensed psychologist 

• Senior women’s advisor 

• Associate director of athletics 

• Collective effort 

• Diversity equity inclusion designee 

• Title IX officer  

• Chancellor advisory committee 

• LGBTQ+ advisory committee 

• Gender equity resource center  

• University health services 

• Director of wellness 

• Athletic administrators 

• Transgender care team 

• Student health center 

• Office for prevention of harassment and 

discrimination  

• Campus driven  

• Associate director center for race equity 

and identity  

• Chief diversity office 

• Cultural affairs office 

• Student athlete group 

• Social services 

• Counselor 
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Table 4 (continued) 

Subordinate Theme (Interpretation) # of Responses Theme (Code) 

Internal Resources 

 

(utilization of internal resources to 

incorporate in inclusive policy) 
4 

• Athletics nondiscrimination policy 

• Campus nondiscrimination policy 

 

 

 

External Resources 

 

(utilization of external resources to 

incorporate in inclusive policy) 

9 

• Women’s Sports Foundation Report 

titled “On the Team: Equal 

Opportunity for Trans student athletes” 

• National Center for Lesbian Rights 

• NCAA Inclusion of Transgender 

Student- Athletes Handbook 

• Campus Pride Sport Index  

• National Center for Transgender Equity 

• Champions of Respect: Inclusion of 

LGBTQ Student-Athletes and Staff in 
NCAA Programs 

• Transathlete.com website  

• Web-based search for athletic 

departments who have policies in place  

• Campus nondiscrimination policy 

based on gender and identity 

• NCAA director of inclusion  

• Title XI Seminar 

• State laws and nondiscrimination acts 

 

 

Presence of Trans Student Athletes 

Seven out of ten participants stated that a trans student participated, or was currently 

participating, in at least one competitive sport at their respective institution. Each of these 

participants indicated that the presence, or recruitment, of trans student athletes facilitated 

connections with trans student athletes that ultimately encouraged the creation of their inclusive 

policies for trans student athletes at their respective institutions. As noted by Rachel, a senior 

women’s administrator, women’s head soccer coach, and game administrator, “We were 

recruiting a trans student athlete for our team, and that is what prompted us to start developing 
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policies to have on our campus community to create an inclusive environment for them.”  

Additionally, Margaret, an athletic trainer, stated, “We have a trans student athlete participating 

in a sport here now, we have our policy in place, and it’s all been completely positive.” Both 

Rachel and Margaret’s descriptive experience with trans student athletes in intercollegiate 

athletics highlights the interconnection between the presence, or potential presence, of trans 

student athletes and athletic staff’s motivation to develop inclusive policies for trans student 

athletes to participate in intercollegiate athletics at their respective institution.  

Although at three of the participants’ institutions, trans students, to the best of the 

participants’ knowledge, had not participated in competitive sport, each of these three 

participants expressed why they had an active policy in place. As the assistant athletic director, 

Title IX coordinator, and senior women’s administrator, Amanda stated,  

We have not had any trans student athletes in our department that I know of, or that our 

athletic trainers know of, but we still have a policy in place because we are aware there 

are trans student athletes participating in our conference. 

Craig, senior associate athletic director, stated,  

I don’t know that I’ve had experiences with students who I knew were transgender at the 

time we created our policy. We’ve had students who told us that they were transitioning 

after their time or as they were leaving or retiring, so we felt it was important to have this 

policy in place for those athletes who may decide to transition during their time with us. 

Amanda and Craig, to the best of their knowledge, had not experienced trans students interested 

in or currently participating in intercollegiate athletics at their respective institution. However, 

both were proactive in creating policies to promote diversity and inclusion of trans student 
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athletes if, and when, a trans student decided to participate in intercollegiate athletics at their 

respective institution. Furthermore, Mary stated, 

We have trans students on campus, and our perspective is that we don’t assume that we 

don’t have trans students here. Therefore, we work under the assumption that we work on 

a daily basis with trans students, whether we know it or not.  

As the assistant athletic director and coordinator for diversity, inclusion, and student success, 

Mary believed that it was important to prepare and implement inclusive policies for trans 

students whether informed or not of trans students on campus or trans students competing in 

intercollegiate athletics. While participants varied in responses to experiencing trans student 

athletes participation in intercollegiate sports at their respective institutions, all 10 participants 

identified having policies for trans students to participate in intercollegiate sports as a 

representation of inclusivity.  

Diverse Campus Environment 

In conjunction with the presence and awareness of trans student athletes participating in 

intercollegiate athletics, participants also discussed the connection between diverse and inclusive 

campus environments and policy development. Six participants described their immersion in a 

diverse and inclusive campus environment as an advantage for garnering support to create 

inclusive policies for trans student athletes to participate in intercollegiate athletics at their 

respective institutions. During each interview, participants were conscious of pronoun use, and 

they utilized pronouns preferred by each trans student athlete.  

While Patricia, Claudia, Sarah, Craig, Matt, and Rachel all reported diverse and inclusive 

campus environments as having a significant impact on embracing trans student athletes at their 
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respective institutions, the remaining four participants did not mention diverse campus 

environments during their interview. However, it is important to note, that participants’ failure to 

mention diverse campus environments in their interview does not imply their respective campus 

environment were or were not diverse. As the special assistant to the president, provost, and 

athletic director, Patricia stated, 

Sometimes we say, “Oh, we accept everybody,” but if you don’t delve into some of the 

specifics of the culture and the differences of someone or the needs of that particular 

student athlete, or anybody for that matter, might have related to how they are different 

than you, then you truly don’t understand how to create an inclusive and safe 

environment for them. What we have to understand is that for a student to truly feel 

accepted, we must truly connect with them and accept them for who they are. Trans 

student athletes should not be ignored, and just initiating the discussion about how to be 

inclusive is a great starting point for anyone. 

For Patricia, understanding a student’s background and needs to be successful academically or 

athletically was a pivotal component to both connecting with students and creating an inclusive 

and safe environment for students at an institution.  

Claudia offered specifics: “We have a very diverse campus community [Mid-Atlantic 

region]. We have about 40% LBGTQ identifying students in our student population. So, it’s 

imperative for our institution to embrace all members of our campus community.” Because of 

Claudia’s diverse campus community, supporting the participation of trans student athletes 

within their athletic department was expected and encouraged by the institution. Sarah observed 

a diverse campus was even seen as generating strong support for trans policies: 



 

103 

Our campus is very diverse and accepting. Most of the faculty, staff, and even student 

athletes are encouraged by our policy. A lot of them are excited about it. They [internal 

and external constituencies] want to be on the front end of being an inclusive campus 

environment. It’s part of our campus and athletics mission statement.  

For Sarah, the campus environment directly contributed to a more inclusive athletics program.  

Craig and Matt both elaborated on the importance of having inclusive campus 

environments for trans student athletes. Craig stated, “I think a diverse and progressive campus 

like ours would be dismayed to find out that we aren’t leaders in providing an inclusive 

environment for our trans student athletes.” In other words, Craig believed that it was an 

expectation of the campus for all campus constituencies to be on the forefront of creating and 

maintaining an inclusive environment for their students, including trans student athletes.  

For these six participants, diverse, inclusive, and progressive campus environments were pivotal 

in gaining support to create and motivation to implement inclusive policies for trans student 

athlete participation at their respective institutions.  

Communication with Trans Student Athletes 

As mentioned in Chapter 2, critical qualities of a leader to successfully implement new 

standards of policy include the following: commitment to open communication, open dialogue, 

collaboration, education, mentorship, and understanding needs of constituencies of the 

organization (Marturano & Gosling, 2008; Ryan & Oestreich, 1998). Marsha, Matt, Claudia, 

Sarah, Margaret, and Amanda highlighted these qualities. Marsha stated that for her, “being a 

resource and just being there for open communication, being nonjudgmental, and being an 

advocate as best as I could be for our student athlete was probably the biggest thing.” Matt also 
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shared that being an advocate and resource for trans student athletes was important. As a head 

athletic trainer, Matt discussed the importance of developing a relationship with and advocating 

for his trans student athlete: 

Mostly our [athletic trainers’] job is just developing that relationship with the student 

athlete making sure they feel comfortable coming to us because a trans student athlete 

can still get hurt. Also, just making sure they are comfortable enough in our setting and 

they know that we are on their side and we will take care of them. And if anyone says 

something to you [trans athlete] that makes you feel uncomfortable, please tell me, 

because if you don’t feel comfortable addressing the problem, then I will do it for you. 

In other words, Matt’s many roles as an athletic trainer include advocating for his student 

athletes and providing a safe and welcoming environment for student athletes to receive medical 

treatment. The primary role of an athletic trainer, who is embedded in athletics, is to provide 

healthcare to student athletes. As with many healthcare professions, athletic trainers also have an 

obligation to support and communicate the needs of their patients to others. Matt’s investment in 

putting actions behind words played an instrumental role in building and obtaining a safe and 

trusting relationship with his student athlete. He shared the following: 

With my experiences it was mostly just talking to the athlete [trans athlete] and figuring 

out what they want. So, first I set up a couple of meetings with her to introduce myself to 

let her know that I’m on her side and that we are working together . . . “I’m not going to 

push forward with anything unless you approve. First and foremost, you [trans athlete] 

are in charge of your voice.” So, we laid those ground rules down very early, and I really 

recommend that conversation because she opened up. She understood that I was on her 
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side, and don’t get me wrong, I don’t know everything, but as her athletic trainer, I am 

her advocate. So, once I developed that relationship with her, she trusted me to the point 

to be her voice when needed, especially with our athletic director. 

Initiating intentional and meaningful conversations with the trans student athlete reinforced the 

student athlete’s trust in Matt. Furthermore, these vital conversations permitted Matt to advocate 

for her needs to others who were essential in making decisions of her participation and well-

being as a trans student athlete.  

Claudia shared Matt’s experience. She stated,  

Our athletic training staff spent a lot of time talking with our trans student athletes to 

make sure they felt like they had ownership in our policy and also making them aware 

that we were taking that seriously, and we wanted them to feel welcome in our athletic 

department. 

External to athletic training staff, Claudia also recognized the positive impact of the 

coaching staff’s relationship with their trans student athlete: 

Their [trans student athletes’] head coach was a very big advocate for the student athlete 

and had constant open communication with the athlete, as well as made sure that he [head 

coach] was educated on all the necessary information to make the student athlete feel 

comfortable participating on his team.  

In other words, Matt and Claudia believed that athletic department staff members’ deliberate 

actions in providing transparent communication in support of trans student athletes and 

meaningful dialogues with trans student athletes about their personal experiences are an asset in 

developing inclusion policies for trans student athletes at their respective institution. 
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Furthermore, Claudia stated that staff members of their athletic department also relied heavily on 

communicating with both the trans student athlete and the parents of the trans student athlete to 

further enhance both parties’ sense of support and acceptance on their campus: 

The biggest driving force behind creating our policy was to make sure that our trans 

student athletes felt supported and accepted on our campus. We [athletic department staff 

members] had lots of ongoing conversations to make sure we were maintaining open 

communication to our trans student athlete and their parents so that they would know that 

our athletic department would be an environment that is inclusive and accepting. We also 

wanted to ensure that we would be prepared to manage the student athlete’s eligibility 

requirements during their time with us. 

Developing a sense of acceptance at an institution for a student or student athlete, particularly 

within an athletic department, occurs in various forms. As noted by Matt, Claudia, and Sarah, 

specific ways to assist in developing a trans student athletes’ sense of support and acceptance is 

to actively listen to their experiences and utilize both those experiences and their voices as a 

fundamental component of developing inclusion policies for trans student athlete participation in 

intercollegiate athletics.  

Additionally, Sarah and Matt believed that establishing and maintaining relationships 

with trans student athletes can be beneficial in creating and revising inclusion policies for trans 

student athlete participation in intercollegiate athletics. As the associate athletic trainer, Sarah’s 

previous and current relationships with trans student athletes had assisted in the cultivation and 

modification of inclusive policies for her athletic department: 
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I have a strong relationship with my previous and current student athletes who identify as 

LGBTQ+. Because of our relationship, I’ve reached out to them and asked them, “What 

do we need to do next? How’s your experience been? If you could go back what would it 

have been like if you had access to this document? Would it have made a difference for 

you?” So, I really rely heavily on them to make the best decisions for our policies moving 

forward. 

Sarah’s investment in maintaining both positive relationships and open communication with her 

trans student athletes further strengthened her ability to enhance or modify various aspects of 

their policy.  

As the head athletic trainer, Matt also relied heavily on the firsthand experiences of his 

trans student athlete to determine specific content areas of their inclusive policy for trans student 

athlete:  

The number one thing is listening, learning, and growing from the student athletes’ 

experiences. We utilized our trans student athletes’ experiences to develop content areas 

within our policy to help future trans student athletes better adapt to our athletic 

department and participating in athletics.  

For Matt, being an active listener and utilizing the firsthand experiences of their trans student 

athletes’ as core content areas of their policies further enhanced their athletic department’s 

ability to safely and successfully accommodate both current and future trans student athletes 

within their respective sports.  

Conversely, Margaret, an athletic trainer, did not have a personal one-on-one 

conversation with her trans student athlete: 
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There is one thing that I do regret, and that is not sitting down with them [trans student 

athlete] and having a conversation about his story. I think we got to a point where we 

were close enough for me to be able to say, “Hey, you know what, tell me your story. Just 

tell me your story so that I know more about you, so that it’s easier for me to care for 

you.” I can’t even imagine what he was like before he made the decision to transition 

because I’m certain that when he was at that point, he was much less settled in his life, 

and now he is just so comfortable in his own skin. 

As an athletic trainer, Margaret indicated the importance behind having inclusive policies for 

trans student athletes to participate in intercollegiate sports at their respective institutions, but in 

hindsight, she also believed that being intentional in sitting down with her trans student athlete to 

have a personal conversation about their lived experiences as a trans student athlete was just as 

important. While Margaret did not have a personal conversation with the trans student athlete 

about his lived experience, which may be desirable of the trans student athlete not to have that 

personal conversation, she was deliberate in communicating with the trans student athlete of 

supportive resources on campus that were readily available.  

Amanda, Rachel, and Margaret also shared that their athletic department staff members 

were resilient in connecting with trans student athletes to communicate what resources were 

available for them to feel safe on campus and supported in participating in sports at their 

respective institutions. Beyond having inclusive polices in support of trans student athletes 

competing in intercollegiate athletics, the participants found connecting trans students to 

additional supportive resources on campus was important by participants. Rachel expressed,  
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We [athletic department staff members] made sure that we were connecting him [trans 

student athlete] with resources on campus to various departments across the campus from 

residence halls to athletic training. We also ensured the student athlete was aware of 

participation standards and that we were abiding by the NCAA’s medical clearance 

guideline. 

For Mary and her athletic department staff members, providing resources beyond 

inclusive policies for trans student athletes to participate in intercollegiate athletics were 

necessary to ensure the student athlete of support across campus. Margaret echoed this 

experience of her athletic department and stated, 

The coach and our administrators made sure that he [trans student athlete] was aware 

what his resources were, such as the counseling center, and we wanted to be sure that we 

were prepared and able to provide the student athlete with all the resources that they 

needed to be able to participate comfortably and successfully. 

Availability of resources to support student athlete’s health, both mental and physical, are 

important factors for having a successful and safe performance in athletics. Rachel, Mary, and 

Margaret noted that having resources on campus, communicating with those resources, and being 

knowledgeable of how to communicate those resources to the trans student athlete were 

significant means to further support student athletes that identify as trans. 

Initiating Collegial Conversations  

Mary, Amanda, Rachel, Craig, and Sarah indicated that initiating conversations, 

maintaining open dialogue, and being transparent with internal and external campus 

constituencies further enhanced the development, implementation, and access to their respective 
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inclusive polices for trans student athletes to participate in intercollegiate athletics. Mary stated, 

“In the beginning, I think a lot of the conversations were how do we get started, how do we 

create this policy, how do we get people to buy-in to this policy, and how do we even implement 

this type of policy?” For Mary, the initial fear of charting unknown territory and the limiting 

knowledge in policy creation and implementation generated pertinent questions that were 

necessary to answer in order to create actionable steps towards policy development for trans 

student athletes participating in intercollegiate athletics at their respective institution. As 

explained by Amanda, “It really starts with having the conversation with others; it's inevitable 

that this situation will happen, so it's best to be ahead of it.” At Amanda’s institution, initiating 

conversations with internal and external constituencies who were knowledgeable of inclusive 

practices for trans student athletes was a fundamental starting point to prepare and understand 

best practices for policy development and implementation for trans student athletes in 

intercollegiate athletics.  

As the senior associate athletics director, performance, health and welfare, Craig stated, 

We know from the gender equity resource center that there are student athletes who have 

come in and asked about what would happen if they transitioned, and because of this 

connection, we are aware that there continues to be a need for our policy.  

Craig believed that collaborating with professional colleagues and communicating with campus 

resources further broadens student athletes’ ability to access support and educational resources 

that are relevant to their needs.  

Similar to Craig, Sarah also stated, 
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An area that we found to be very beneficial is collaborating with our campus partners, 

University Health Services and Gender Equity Resource Center. We are sure to notify 

them when we have a transgender student on campus and in athletics. Because they [trans 

student athletes] may not come to athletics to discuss their concerns, we wanted to make 

sure that our partners on campus knew that our athletics policy existed, so that they could 

help direct the student athlete to information that they needed for athletic specific 

questions. 

Both Craig and Sarah identified campus-wide support and acknowledgment of inclusive policies 

as advantageous for trans student athletes to discuss concerns and access medical care. Likewise, 

Rachel stated, “One area that I would recommend to other institutions would be communicating 

and gaining support in different departments to create their policy.” Furthermore, Rachel stated,  

The most important part in the process is making sure you are communicating, 

maintaining an open dialogue, and being transparent with those not only in higher 

positions but also those individuals across campus who can help support you as you 

develop and implement your policy. 

For each of these participants, initiating collegial conversations with professional experts in 

various departments across campus provided opportunities to build a diverse coalition to assist in 

development of, and broaden the access to, inclusive policies for trans student athletes 

participating in intercollegiate athletics at their respective institution.  

Establishing a Committee 

The personal relationships fostered by athletic staff members and trans student athletes 

also led seven of ten participants —Matt, Patricia, Claudia, Sarah, Craig, Mary, and Marsha— to 
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connect with campus constituencies (i.e., campus colleagues and professional experts). 

Participants acknowledged attaining campus connections as a significant vehicle to forming a 

collaborative committee to create, revise, and implement inclusive polices for trans student 

athletes to compete in intercollegiate sports at their respective institutions. Participants stated that 

internal committee members consisted of participants representing a variety of colleagues on 

campus. Some committee members were colleagues solely from athletics, while other 

committees included members who were external colleagues of their respective athletic 

department. Other participants stated that their committees were comprised of a combination of 

members who were both internal and external colleagues of their respective athletic department. 

Furthermore, participants connected with specific experts on campus to serve as a resource for 

providing policy revisions and added expertise in care for trans student athletes.  

As the head athletic trainer, Matt participated as a committee member with colleagues 

within his athletic department. He stated, “Our committee included athletic trainers, director of 

student wellness, coaches, our legal team, and our athletic director.” Additionally, Matt’s 

committee sought standards of care from professional experts on campus. Matt stated, “We also 

listened to our team physician who is very knowledgeable in hormone therapy and safe return to 

play, as well as another physician who is a mental health expert and has been working with 

people who are transitioning.”  

Similar to Matt, both Patricia and Claudia, identified connecting with campus healthcare 

professionals as an important collaboration to constructing their policy. Their committee’s 

connection to healthcare professionals served as a means to gain medical expertise for specific 
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medical contents that were to be integrated into their respective inclusive policy. As the special 

assistant to the provost, president and athletic director, Patricia stated, 

We [athletic department staff] are very fortunate here, because not only do we have this 

committee [community and inclusion committee] embedded in our athletic department, 

but we also have a pretty active group that support all of our student athletes, we have a 

licensed psychologist, counselor, medical athletic trainer who has specialized in 

psychological situations, depression, and adjusting to injury or change. They have taken 

on the role of managing our policy for trans student athletes to participate in sport.  

While Patricia was a member of the athletic department staff and oversaw policies within 

athletics, she recognized that healthcare professionals at their institutions were better equipped 

and trained to manage their policy for trans student athletes to participate in sport.  

Claudia also identified specific athletic department staff who served as committee 

members to review and edit their policy for intercollegiate sport participation standards of their 

trans student athletes: 

The creation of our policy was a collective effort. Our committee included director of 

athletics, associate director of athletics, senior women’s advisor, diversity equity 

inclusion designee, Title IX officer, Director of Wellness who oversees athletic training. 

But the main person who did really all of the work was our head athletic trainer. He did 

all of the research and put everything together. He’s the one that wrote it out and then 

worked with everyone else to make sure that the language was appropriate and that we 

were covering all the basis of standards of care within our policy. 
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Although various colleagues within Claudia’s athletic department served as policy reviewers on 

the committee, the head athletic trainer served as their leader in the creation of and progression 

towards implementation of their policy.  

Unlike the previous three participants, Sarah joined her campus LGBTQ+ advisory 

committee and facilitated collaborative connections, internal and external to their athletic 

department, to review and revise their respective policy:  

I joined the Chancellor’s Advisory Committee for our LGBTQ+ campus community  and 

basically was tasked with updating the policy. The initial group was, I would say, the 

Chancellor's Advisory Committee for the LGBTQ+ community, the Gender Equity 

Resource Center on campus, the University Health Services, our athletic director, senior 

associate athletic director, head athletic trainer, and our team physician. We took a 

collaborative look at our old policy that was basically started in 2012.  

Although Sarah had buy-in from various campus constituencies, a collaborative approach to 

policy revisions was still achieved. Additionally, Sarah believed the diverse lenses of committee 

members permitted significant feedback in areas of their policy that needed improvement or may 

have been overlooked: 

Our first step was taking the idea to the Chancellor’s advisory committee and identifying 

who would be willing to help around the language and reviewing of the policy, such as 

what issues they might see that we were not seeing. That was very helpful—to sit in a 

room full of people that you don’t know that have a totally different lens than you do. 

They went through and picked it through but were still impressed. Then we broke into 

smaller groups and identified areas we needed to work on, such as educating others, and 
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we met monthly. When we weren’t meeting, I was constantly doing edits and sending 

them to other healthcare professionals on campus who reside in the university of health 

services, social services, legal counsel, athletic administrators, our [athletic department] 

team physician, and the campus physician who’s in charge of the transgender care team.  

According to Sarah, because committee members were knowledgeable of their limitations in 

standards of care and best practice for trans students, it was important for their committee to be 

intentional in recruiting professional opinions of colleagues, within athletics and across campus, 

who had previous experience and professional expertise in trans student care. As the associate 

athletic trainer, Sarah stated, 

I started digging into policies and resources for transgender students on our campus a 

little bit more, and fortunately I came across a phenomenal group at our university health 

services who has a dedicated team to transgender care. This care team provided pivotal 

feedback of our policy and continues to provide phenomenal care to our transgender 

students and student athletes . . . by having access to this type of service on campus, I 

hope the rest of our athletic training staff feels comfortable saying, I’m not an expert, but 

I can certainly assist in connecting you with experts on campus. Our [athletic training] 

staff are certainly aware that these student athletes have rights and protection, and it is up 

to our staff to protect the health and safety of our student athletes. 

In other words, it is critical for athletic trainers, and other healthcare professionals, to understand 

professional barriers, possess knowledge of supportive campus resources, and acknowledge 

when to refer a student to appropriate resources.  
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Craig’s experience was to that of Sarah. As the senior associate athletic director, Craig 

discussed the Chancellor’s desire to be proactive rather than reactive in their policy development 

for trans student athlete participation in sport at their respective institution. Craig also identified 

specific colleagues and resource centers on their campus that were primarily external to athletics 

who assisted in the development of their policy:  

The Chancellor reached out to me stating that we need to get ahead of this [creating 

inclusive policies for trans student athletes]. So, I sat down with the Chancellor’s 

advisory LGBT committee, our Gender Equity Resource Center, Student Health Center, 

our Title IX director, and the Office for Prevention of Harassment and Discrimination. It 

was very campus driven, in a good way.  

As noted by Craig, he was purposeful in networking with colleagues and campus resource 

centers who protect minority students because they had experience in providing care and 

resources to minority students, particularly LGBTQ+ students.  

Marsha and Mary elaborated on specific campus experts and student led groups that were 

essential in the development and review of their policy content. As the director of student 

wellness, Marsha stated, 

We also have an employee who is the Associate Director for our Center for Race Equity 

and Identity, and she specifically works with our LGBTQ students, and she reviewed the 

policy with me and helped us develop it. Our legal team and our accessibility office 

reviewed it. So, we had quite a few people weigh in on it to make sure that it was 

consistent with what we did. 



 

117 

For Marsha, the requisite for policy review from multiple members was to ensure consistency 

and address any foreseeable legal ramifications.  

Mary, assistant athletic director, coordinator for diversity and inclusion and student 

success, pursued the majority of colleagues outside the realm of her athletic department to advise 

their committee: 

I decided to work with our Cultural Affairs office within student affairs, our Chief 

Diversity office, and our Title IX office …we also used our student athlete group to 

review the policy in its final stages which was crucial for two reasons. One, to make sure 

that what we were saying was being received in the way we intended, but also to get 

some buy in and support for this [policy]. 

Like Marsha, Mary utilized various campus constituencies to review their policy. As a unique 

addition, Mary also included their student athlete group in the review of their policy to ensure 

comprehension and appropriate verbiage use. Regardless of the selection of committee members 

or choice of garnering professional expertise, Participants considered each connection essential 

for policy development, review of policy contents, and guidance for implementation. 

Internal Resources 

As mentioned previously, multiple participants stated that they connected with 

professional experts and recruited campus colleagues to form a committee to broaden their 

knowledge in policy development and inclusion of appropriate standards of care for trans student 

athletes. Participants further expanded on specific internal resources (i.e., campus 

nondiscrimination policy) that helped facilitate policy development for trans student athlete 

participation at their respective institutions. Specifically, Claudia, Marsha, Sarah, and Patricia 
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utilized their campus nondiscrimination policy as a starting point in developing policies for trans 

student athletes to participate in intercollegiate sports at their respective institutions. Marsha 

stated, “Our campus has a pretty good nondiscrimination policy. So, we used that as our guide to 

our policy for trans student athletes.”  Patricia explained, “Specific to student athletes, we first of 

all, took on the nondiscrimination policy specific to the athletic department, embracing the 

university’s one, but kind of restating it to cater to trans student athletes.”  Claudia, Marsha, 

Sarah, and Patricia found it was essential that their inclusive policy for trans student athletes to 

compete in intercollegiate athletics mirrored their institutions nondiscrimination policy and core 

values.  

External Resources 

While cultivating diverse connections were instrumental in assisting participants with 

creating, reviewing, and implementing policies for trans student athletes, external resources (i.e., 

Women’s Sports Foundation report, NCAA’s 2011 resource book, Campus Pride Sports Index, 

and similar institutional policies) were also utilized to ensure participant policies were equitable 

and current with participation standards, terminology, and standards of care. Nine of ten 

participants—Craig, Sarah, Marsha, Amanda, Margaret, Patricia, Claudia, Matt, and Mary— all 

reported the utilization of external resources as significant in their policy development for trans 

student athletes. All nine of these participants identified several external resources that were 

foundational to clarifying terminology, participation standards, and standards of care. As the 

senior associate athletics director, performance, health and welfare, Craig stated, “Large parts of 

the policy that we wrote were built on the National Center for Lesbian Rights.”  
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Like Craig, Sarah and Marsha spoke of external resources, specifically web-based 

credible resources, that their committee utilized in the developing stages of their policy. Sarah, 

associate athletic trainer, stated,  

To begin creating our policy, we used the work of the Women's Sports Foundation report 

titled, On the Team Equal Opportunity for Transgender Students, the National Center for 

Lesbian Rights, the NCAA 2011 recommendations to clarify participation standards, state 

laws, and the Non-Discrimination Act, enacted in 2003. 

Marsha, director of student wellness, also discussed several websites and published 

resources that were advantageous in providing reliable content area to include in their policy: 

We also used websites such as Transathlete and the Women’s Sports Foundation report 

titled, On the Team: Equal Opportunity for Trans Student Athletes, National Center for 

Transgender Equity, You Can Play Campus Pride Sports Index, Champions of Respect, 

and of course, we used the NCAA handbook for trans student athletes as a resource to 

create our policy. 

For Craig, Sarah, and Marsha, the presence of and access to credible web-based resources for 

trans student athletes were pivotal in properly identifying critical content areas that needed to be 

included in the participants’ inclusive policies for trans student athletes to participate in 

intercollegiate sport at their respective institutions.  

In addition to these web-based resources, Sarah, Claudia, and Matt also discussed using 

web-based searches to discover institutions that had active inclusive policies for trans student 

athletes in intercollegiate athletics. Sarah stated,  
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I did some Google searches, and I found some policies that were out there. I used the 

policies [from other universities] that I could find, mind you there weren’t many at all, 

kind of as my framework for how I was going to structure our policy.  

While Sarah did find policies from other universities, the minimal number of web-based policies 

available for Sarah to use limited her ability to examine multiple policies that could have assisted 

in her construction of a comprehensive framework for her respective institution. 

As for Claudia, she stated, “From an institutional perspective we looked at other colleges 

who were fairly similar to our demographics and utilized specific areas from their policies to 

include in ours.” Both Sarah and Claudia identified that having open access to other university 

policies enabled them to obtain a comfortable starting point to developing policies for trans 

student athletes to participate in intercollegiate athletics at their respective institution.  

However, Matt elaborated on a few barriers that he encountered when trying to locate a 

reliable framework for creating policies for trans student athletes to participate in intercollegiate 

athletics: 

We also researched other schools’ policies to see what other schools were doing, and we 

found that many schools didn’t have a whole lot, or they just regurgitated the NCAA 

guidelines without modeling the policy to what benefits their institutional needs. We also 

found it frustrating when we went to do our own formal research, there wasn’t a lot of 

information out there to help guide us in creating a policy.  

For Matt, utilizing the NCAA guidelines as a starting point to begin construction of policy 

development was important, but going even further to make sure that policies align and benefit 

specific institutional needs was critical to ensuring a comprehensive understanding and need for 
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inclusive policies in both the academic and athletic sector of the institution. Collectively, Sarah, 

Claudia, and Matt identified the overwhelming absence of institutions or athletic departments 

who have active or published web-based inclusive policies for trans student athlete participation 

in intercollegiate athletics.  

Other than researching published web-based resources and active inclusive policies from 

other athletic departments, Amanda, Margaret, Patricia, Claudia, Matt, and Mary described how 

external resources, specifically the NCAA, assisted in their education of content areas to include 

in their inclusive policies for trans student athletes to participate in intercollegiate athletics at 

their respective institutions. Amanda stated, 

Four to five years ago, I went to the NCAA convention and a Title XI seminar, and they 

mentioned at that point that you don’t want to try to figure this out. You need to have a 

plan in place, structure, and a support system for trans student athletes versus trying to 

figure it out last minute . . .we also met with the NCAA’s director of inclusion on a zoom 

call. She gave us areas to look at that we hadn’t really hit that hard in our policy, such as 

hotels and travel. She also gave us a lot of ideas for areas to change on campus, as well as 

verbiage to update in our policy.  

Amanda acknowledged the advice of both the NCAA convention and Title IX seminar, and she 

was proactive in finding external resources that would assist in the initial development and 

revisions of her athletic department’s inclusive policy.  

Additionally, each participant utilized the NCAA, specifically the NCAA’s 2011 resource 

book, entitled NCAA Inclusion of Trans Student Athletes as an external resource to assist in 

integrating vital content areas (i.e., eligibility requirements) to their policies. Specifically, 
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Patricia and Claudia both extracted the content areas of the NCAA’s resource book, with 

minimal modifications, and utilized it as their main infrastructure of their inclusive policy. 

Furthermore, Margaret and Matt elaborated on the utilization of NCAA guidelines for content 

areas of their policies, specifically terminology and eligibility requirements. Margaret asserted, 

We utilized the NCAA eligibility requirements put forth by their handbook because of 

the medication he [trans student athlete] is currently taking. We went back and forth with 

the NCAA, and they were incredibly supportive and helpful with quick responses in order 

to get him all set for eligibility. 

Matt agreed with Margaret’s sentiments of the NCAA. Matt stated, “The NCAA was a big help 

to us regarding terminology and return to play; we utilized what the NCAA provided to develop 

our policy.”  

While Matt and Margaret had positive experiences with the NCAA, Mary discussed 

several concerns with the solitary, and outdated (i.e., term transgender, male-to-female (MTF), 

female-to-male (FTM), regulations of testosterone, medical clearance guidelines, eligibility 

requirements) inclusive resource book provided by the NCAA for trans student athletes 

participating in intercollegiate athletics: 

Our policy mirrored a lot of the NCAA policy that was existing, and the language was 

very outdated. So, one of things I worked on is making sure our policy had up to date 

language. In fact, I reached out to the NCAA to see when they were going to update their 

document, and I was told they were working on it, and they still have not updated their 

documented. So, I decided to work within our athletic department and with outside 

members across our campus. 
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For Mary, the utilization of current verbiage was essential when creating and implementing 

policies. Because terminology in the NCAA’s resource book was outdated, Mary chose to 

consult with campus members who were knowledgeable of current practices and terminology 

that were representative of the trans community on their campus.  

Claudia also shared her concerns with the NCAA’s resource book: 

I’ve attended the NCAA inclusion forum in the past and have been pretty active and 

vocal in all things related to diversity, equity, and inclusion within our department. At 

that time, one of the things that was really interesting to me throughout the process is that 

the NCAA policy most current guidelines were dated back to 2010, and with their 

commitment to diversity and inclusion and having the inclusion forum on an annual 

basis. Regardless of the date, those are the most current guidelines they provide regarding 

trans student athlete participation, so we had to use them as the main resource to create 

our policy. We wanted to ensure that we were in line with the NCAA protocol. I’m not 

sure where they are with their policies on trans student athlete participation and 

streamlining that, but I hope it’s on their agenda to begin updates. For me, I look at how 

much has changed, and what we have experienced here in our department, and I truly 

think the NCAA handbook should be dusted off a little bit and brought up to date.  

Marsha agreed with Claudia’s sentiments of the outdated resource provided by the NCAA’s 

resource book. Marsha stated, “The NCAA needs to get up with the times. We need to stop 

dragging our feet on this, and it really shouldn’t be a hush-hush issue.”  

Regardless of the date and the outdated content areas provided by the NCAA, 

constituencies of some institutions are still unaware of the need for or access to inclusive policies 
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for trans student athletes to participate in intercollegiate athletics. Craig stated, “I think athletic 

trainers are probably still woefully unaware, even our staff, to be honest with you.” Because 

connecting with external resources played an intricate role, in some capacity, in policy 

development, participants identified analyzing and including these external resources as 

important. Each external resource, in its own capacity, provided participants with critical content 

area to include in their respective inclusive policies for trans student athletes participating in 

intercollegiate athletics.  

Cultivate Action 

While participants acknowledged that cultivating connections were important in 

developing and revising a comprehensive inclusive policy for trans student athletes, participants 

further elaborated on their lived experiences of implementing actionable steps to embed their 

policies for trans student athletes to participate in intercollegiate sports at their respective 

institution. From these lived experiences, analysis supported the super-ordinate theme, Cultivate 

Action. The line-by-line analysis of transcripts revealed several content areas as important 

constructs in cultivating action. Furthermore, this interactive and inductive cycle developed 

various emergent patterns within each transcript. I then constructed theme patterns from 

interrelationships found among transcripts and grouped them to create the following subordinate 

themes: (a) education, (b) communication, (c) accommodation, and (d) promotion. Table 5 

provides a visual representation of the superordinate theme, Cultivate Action and its associated 

subordinate themes and themes (codes).  
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Table 5 

Superordinate Theme: Cultivate Action and Associated Subordinate Themes and Codes 

Subordinate Theme (Interpretation) # of Responses Theme (Code) 

Education 

 

(self-education and education  

of policy to others) 

8 

• Learning pronouns 

• Presenting pronouns 

• Medical staff engagement 

• Recruit allies to assist 

• Educational sessions for athletic staff 

• Willingness to understand  

• Willingness to learn  

• Professional development workshops for 

gender inclusivity  

• Title XI training  

• Cultural competency training 

• Queer ally training 

• Open door 

• Fallen short 

• Socialize the topic 

• Ongoing process 

• Need more 

Communication 

(communicating policy with 

colleagues and external members) 

7 

• Feeling comfortable 

• Be transparent 

• Have open communication  

• Communicate with other universities  

• Communicate within the conference 

• Communicate with the NCAA 

• Communicate with coaches and athletic 

department staff 

• Communicating plan for accommodations   

• Communicate with team physician   

• Communicate with head athletic trainer 

• Communicate with senior women’s 

advisor   

Accommodations 

(inclusion of accommodations and 

safe spaces) 

4 

• Creating safe space from existing space 

• Creating safe spaces in new infrastructures 

on campus 

• Both home and away 

• Visiting teams 

• Bathrooms 

• Locker rooms 
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Table 5 (continued) 

Subordinate Themes (Interpretation) # of Responses Themes (Codes) 

Promotion 

 

(accessibility of inclusive policy) 

6 

• Recruit allies on campus 

• How to access information  

• Comfortable accessing policy online  

• Publicized policy to university health 

services website 

• Publicized policy to athletic training 

website 

• Publicized policy to campus website  

• Emailed policy internally 

• Promoted on scoreboard 

• Promoted on social media outlets 

• Continue promotion 

• Fell short  

 

 

Education 

While participants identified cultivating connections as a pivotal educational piece for 

gaining a greater understanding of “how to” advocate for and develop best practices for trans 

student athletes to participate in intercollegiate athletics, eight out of ten participants discussed 

various actionable steps of self-education (i.e., attending professional development sessions, 

workshops, and trainings), as well as education of others as a means to further enhance 

participant and constituencies understanding of inclusive policies for trans student athletes and 

trans student athlete needs. 

As the senior women’s administrator, women’s head soccer coach, and game 

administrator, Rachel discussed the importance of sustaining education with respective 

constituencies of athletics. Rachel stated, “It’s important to continually educate your student 

population, student athletes, faculty, and staff on gender identity and inclusivity. So not just 

saying, “Hey, we have this policy,” and then wiping your hands clean; you must take action.”  



 

127 

Rather than just having a document for athletic staff members and student athletes to read, 

Rachel focused on being intentional in offering actionable and attainable educational sessions to 

athletic department staff and student athletes.  

Craig, senior associate athletics director, performance, health, and welfare, specifically 

discussed outsourcing and implementing cultural competency trainings for his medical staff: 

When we started talking about doing cultural competency training of medical staff, 

people would look at us like, why? There's this idea that we should treat everybody the 

same. And I think fundamentally, we all agree with that. But that doesn’t necessarily 

mean it’s what’s best, in some cases. Trying to convince and explain to people why they 

might need to approach some students differently can be challenging. But once somebody 

explains it to you, it makes a lot of sense. I also believe the medical staff needs to do 

more education, but mainly our coaches. Whether they believe they will have a trans 

athlete compete on their team or not, it is inevitable that they may encounter this 

situation. So, they need to be prepared, they need to be supportive, and they need to a 

positive resource for this student athlete. 

As the senior associate athletic director, Craig believed it was important that the athletic medical 

staff at his institution be culturally competent in providing healthcare to diverse student athletes, 

specifically trans student athletes. For Craig, it was equally important for coaches to be prepared 

and educated on how to accommodate trans student athletes if, and when, they participate on an 

intercollegiate competitive sport.  
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Patricia, Claudia, and Rachel elaborated on specific educational trainings they 

participated in to increase their knowledge and staff members knowledge of trans student 

athletes. Patricia stated,  

We also participated in educational sessions with our staff and with our coaches, and not 

just specific to the policy, per se, as much as education related to the embracing of non-

discrimination in all regards to sexual harassment, sexual behaviors, sexual identity and 

orientation. 

As the special assistant to the president, provost, and athletic director, Patricia believed it was 

important that she and athletic department staff members at her respective institution participate 

in educational sessions that embraced various types of discrimination. Similar to Patricia, Rachel 

discussed professional development workshops offered to their athletic department staff 

members as well as students:  

Our institution has a lot of various professional development workshops for not just 

faculty, staff, but also students, and one of those workshops includes gender inclusivity in 

educating others about gender identity and pronoun usage. So, I think that’s one area 

where we have that additional support on our campus.  

Rachel highlighted the importance of having access, both staff members and students, to a 

gender inclusive workshop, as well as the potential to gain buy-in from an additional 

collaborative network of colleagues who supported their initiative of implementing inclusive 

policies for trans student athletes at their respective institution.  

Claudia also discussed various trainings that her committee members, athletic department 

staff, and she attended. Claudia stated, “Committee members and our athletic staff did quite a bit 
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of education for ourselves; we obviously attended the annual Title IX training with our Title IX 

coordinator and completed the One Team training that the NCAA facilitates.” For Claudia, 

respective committee members, and athletic department staff, it was important to participate in 

conferences and annual trainings that provide tools to adapt and accommodate the needs of 

minority students, such as trans student athletes.  

In addition to participating in conferences and annual trainings, Marsha, director of 

student wellness, believed, “Education and review of policy is a huge component that should be 

continuously practiced.” Like Marsha, Matt, head athletic trainer, also stated, “I'm glad people 

are trying to understand and learn, that’s what it takes; I've been smothered in this for three years 

and there is still so much more for me to learn.” Both Marsha and Matt believed individual 

education of trans student athlete needs should be an unceasing process. Matt’s 

acknowledgement that there is still more to learn after three years of creating, implementing, and 

revising his policy further implied that athletic departments should be in constant review of their 

respective inclusive policy for trans student athlete participation in intercollegiate athletics.  

In addition to participant self-education through the means of attending conferences, 

workshops, and trainings, participants also discussed actionable steps they took to educate others 

of their respective inclusive policy for trans student athletes to participate in intercollegiate 

athletics at their respective institution. As the senior associate athletics director, performance, 

health and welfare, Craig stated, 

Our education of our policy was mostly just talking to student athletes about pronouns, 

and if someone approaches you and tells you that you’re saying the wrong word or 

something that you are doing is making them uncomfortable, here are some helpful tools 
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for you to address and react to the situation so that you can grow from it as opposed to 

rejecting it. So, our overall goal is to educate ourselves and in turn use that education to 

educate others before a situation presents itself. 

Craig focused on the effect and weight of respecting other student athletes and their use of 

preferred pronouns. Craig further elaborated on how student athletes can utilize certain tools to 

better understand the meaning behind a student athlete utilizing preferred pronouns. 

Mary, assistant athletic director, coordinator for diversity and inclusion and student 

success, highlighted areas of pushback and the importance of utilizing those areas as an 

educational piece rather than a barrier:  

It was difficult because we had to maintain some of the integrity of the NCAA policy and 

some of the language of the policy was outdated, even though it wasn’t preferred to be in 

our policy, we had to include it. So, we had a lot of pushback. It was really great 

conversation, but there was a lot of feedback on not agreeing with terminology or phrases 

of the NCAA that we were including in our policy. While I agreed, the reason we need it 

was for the context of participation in athletics, and so a lot of it was educational for 

those on campus that may not have understood that we even had a policy or what goes 

into athletics. And so, it was a great educational opportunity for us all. 

Although Mary stated that terminology and phrases utilized by the NCAA was outdated (i.e., 

term male-to-female (MTF), term female-to-male (FTM), regulations of testosterone, medical 

clearance guidelines), it was important for Mary to educate members of why their respective 

policy needed to include the suggested best practices (i.e., eligibility requirements) of the 

NCAA. Mary further elaborated on education development of their athletic department:   
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I actually do an education piece. In my role, I do education development for our athletic 

department. So, I do an education piece not only for our state, but we also talk about 

surrounding states because we travel regionally. We talk about how to apply our policy 

when traveling to other states and what that looks like for our teams. It’s really just about 

educating our department and educating them to be prepared. 

Mary found educating athletic department staff members on how to apply their inclusive policies 

for trans student athletes to participate in intercollegiate athletics beyond the realm of their 

athletic department was a significant actionable item to further prepare staff members on how to 

safely accommodate trans student athletes at opponents’ facilities from other states.  

As the senior associate athletic director, Craig discussed how their athletic medical staff 

had placed a significant amount of focus on providing culturally competent care to minority 

students, specifically trans student athletes:  

We’ve really been working on the athletic training side to socialize this topic and really 

think about how we provide care in the cultural context. We’ve been able to have a 

speaker come in that’s a local physician. To talk about their own experience, but also as a 

physician, how that plays out. We have several folks, including one of our new associate 

team physicians who has a lot of interest and has done a lot of work in educating our 

athletic staff on standards of care for trans student athletes. 

Having the access to local physicians and given the opportunity to learn from their lived 

experiences of providing medical care to trans student athletes had further enhanced Craig’s 

athletic medical staff to appropriately and effectively provide care to their trans student athletes.  
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Patricia, Mary, and Rachel also utilized qualified professionals to educate staff and 

student athletes on their experiences with trans student athletes. Patricia stated, “I think we’ve 

done a really good job from an education perspective; we’ve had speaker come in two or three 

times to discuss her experiences with trans student athletes to staff, coaches, and student 

athletes.” Patricia believed recruiting external speakers to share their lived experiences with trans 

student athletes provided their staff and student athletes with the opportunity to acknowledge and 

understand diverse perspectives outside of athletics.  

Like Patricia, Mary stated, 

We do a lot of education, and we’ve had a diversity inclusion professional within 

athletics for just over 10 years now. Having said that, we also outsource and recruit 

community members to educate our staff and student athletes on their experiences. We 

are fortunate to have someone on campus who is qualified and has that background to be 

able to educate us on these particular issues, but also if you don't have those resources on 

your campus, being able to find someone in your local area or potentially regional area to 

help educate members of your athletic department are imperative. 

Having access to a diversity inclusion professional on campus has been advantageous for 

collaboration and education of athletic staff and student athletes at Mary’s institution. However, 

Mary believed that the recruitment of qualified members in the community to share their 

experiences with trans people was just as advantageous to the athletic department.  

Additionally, Mary discussed that their athletic space was open to their community 

members and therefore, education of their policies had to expand outside of athletics and into the 

community:  
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A part of our policy is that you use spaces as which you identify, we have community 

space. We have a lot of shared space. We have some of our locker rooms shared between 

visiting teams . . . And we also have youth programs and things like that come in and rent 

our space as well as outside community who utilize our space. So, we do our best to 

educate all of our teams and anyone that’s visiting as to what our spaces are and how they 

are utilized. Having said that, we also realize that we needed more education within our 

department and on our campus. It’s certainly an ongoing process as it should be. 

Like many of the participants, Mary believed that education should be continuously 

implemented. It was important to Mary that athletic department staff, student athletes, and 

community members received education on shared space regulations and expectations. However, 

for Mary, there was always room to improve the manner of disseminating education policy to 

campus and community members.  

Likewise, Marsha believed that educating athletic staff members of their inclusive policy 

for trans student athlete participation in their respective intercollegiate sports was a significant 

actionable means to further support their trans student athletes. However, Marsha stated, 

As far as education, that was kind of a tough one for me because I really thought that we 

should be educating our coaching staff and just our general athletic staff, and everybody 

else that I talked to felt like we were good there. And that we really didn’t need that 

education piece. So, we never ended up doing that; I got shot down there. 

While Marsha felt educating others of their inclusive policy for trans student athletes was 

necessary, her suggestions of educating athletic staff members and student athletes went 

unheeded. The athletic staff felt as though they already had a clear understanding of their policy.  
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Comparable to Marsha, Craig also felt as though his athletic department and campus fell 

short in educating athletic department staff and student athletes of their inclusive policy for trans 

student athletes to participate in competitive sport at their respective institution:  

I’ll be honest, I think if you asked me where we have fallen short here is the educational 

piece. And if you read our policy, it’s heavy on education. But it’s really hard to take 

people’s time, and it is the hardest to get a coach or student athlete’s time. I think our 

campus could help us more in proper means of educating others. We could do better at 

getting allies outside of athletics to help us promote and educate others about trans 

students and trans student athletes. I also think we can get much better at opening that 

door a little bit wider to educate more coaches and student athletes and really promote 

that we have this policy. I think when you say, “Oh, we’re going to talk about trans 

student athletes,” ultimately, I still think you get a mixed reaction from others of how 

much they need to engage with trying to educate others on this type of policy, because 

you are going to get people who think, “Not me, not it, not my problem.” 

For Craig, athletic staff availability and access to resources to educate athletic staff and student 

athletes on their inclusive policy for trans student athletes to participate in intercollegiate sport 

were minimal, if available at all. Education for athletic staff and student athletes on their 

inclusive policy for trans student athletes was an actionable area that Craig intended to improve.  

Communication 

 Seven out of ten participants identified communication with colleagues and external 

members (i.e., associating athletic conferences, NCAA, athletic department staff, and opposing 

teams) as a significant component to cultivate actionable steps towards initiating policy 
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adherence and ultimately embedding inclusive polices within their respective athletic 

department. Matt stated, “Our athletic director did an awful lot in regard to contacting the 

conference, other athletic directors and other schools.” As the head athletic trainer, Matt also 

reported that their athletic trainers “continually communicate with the NCAA regarding 

eligibility requirements.” While Matt communicated with the NCAA, Matt’s collaborative 

efforts with his athletic director also facilitated transparent communication of their inclusive 

policies with members who would compete against their teams that had a trans student athlete as 

a competitive opponent.  

Like Matt, Margaret also stated, 

Our director of athletics took the lead on presenting the transgender policy to all of our 

coaches and athletic department staff. And then also without divulging that we have a 

trans student athlete, the coach would make sure to communicate with all of the 

universities they traveled to ensure they had a place for him to feel comfortable. 

Providing an open dialogue and being transparent in communicating inclusive policies for trans 

student athletes with athletic department staff and opposing teams emphasized participants’ 

desire to ensure policy adherence and maintenance of a safe environment within their athletic 

facilities as well as at opposing teams’ athletic facilities.  

Similar to Matt and Margaret, Amanda discussed the desire to ensure communication of 

their policy and the meeting of student athlete needs: 

The areas that we really wanted to hit hard on were a communication plan on how 

communication would happen should the person need private showering and/or bathroom 

facilities. Those are the areas that we discussed at length as a department to make sure 
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that we were accommodating those student needs. The biggest thing is that we wanted to 

people to know that this policy existed, and this is how you communicate the plan to 

others. We are looking at different models now. Most recently we pitched that if a student 

athlete needed special accommodations, then it would be advised that the head athletic 

trainer communicate those needs to the visiting athletic trainer or SWA within the 

conference. Specifically, communicating 48 hours in advance for special 

accommodations on the road or special accommodations for trans student athletes from 

visiting teams. And we do everything in our power to make that happen. We are still 

working on those logistic while also maintaining confidentiality, safety, and well-being 

of the student athlete. 

Communicating an inclusive policy to opposing teams who may not have experienced 

participation standards or safety concerns for trans student athletes may be difficult. Therefore, 

for Mary, a purposeful and calculated communication plan of facility arrangements is necessary 

to ensure meeting of policy guidelines and the well-being of the student athlete at opposing 

opponent facilities.  

While Mary discussed the importance of having a calculated communication plan, 

Margaret highlighted a gap in communication guidelines for their respective policy: 

Communicating with our team physician is an area I feel like we should have 

collaborated on when developing our policy. For example, when we send their 

demographic information and then they [physician] look at their medical chart, the 

student athlete’s medication in their chart makes it clear this person is transgender male. 

But, at what point do I communicate confidentially with our team physician so that the 
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physician understands the student athlete who is coming to him and their particular 

needs? I felt like that was important for him to know, but I didn’t know if I should or 

could tell him. 

For Margaret, an athletic trainer, understanding when and how to appropriately disclose 

confidential medical information to allied healthcare professionals was an area of concern that 

needed deliberating during their policy development. Regardless of who the recipient of 

inclusive policies for participation of trans student athletes in intercollegiate athletics is, 

participants identified collaborating with campus resources to share inclusive policies and 

designating a transparent communication plan with both their respective athletic department and 

opposing teams as beneficial to maintaining adherence to policy, student athlete safety, and well-

being.  

Accommodations 

 In addition to cultivating actionable steps towards initiating policy adherence and 

ultimately embedding inclusive polices within their respective athletic department, four out of 

ten participants described how they implemented accommodations for trans student athletes at 

their respective athletic departments. Rachel stated, “I would say one of our main focus in 

moving forward is looking at our building infrastructure to include gender inclusive bathrooms.” 

For Rachel, enhancing infrastructure that was already in place would display a positive initiative 

of campus and athletic departments to include safe spaces for trans student athletes at their 

respective institution.  

Amanda also discussed altering their current building space to create a safe space for 

trans student athletes:  
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We’re limited in our locker room space. So, we can’t 100% guarantee stuff, but we’re 

very good at improvising and making stuff happen. We also went to our university and 

asked them to add transgender, or all gender bathrooms, to the campus map so that when 

we send the campus map out to the teams, they’re identified on there as well. That made 

it easier. The biggest thing was showering space, and we’ve got all that figured out. 

We’ve got a plan for that now, so that’s huge for us. 

Although Amanda encountered barriers in accommodating trans student athletes, she and 

supporting athletic staff members assured a safe space would be provided for trans student 

athletes.  

Like Amanda, Mary spoke about her barriers and successes in implementing a safe space 

for their trans student athletes:  

We tried to implement a particular part of our policy towards existing space, and it didn’t 

align with a particular sports team’s method of doing things, but we were committed to 

finding something that worked for everyone. This particular addition to our policy was 

that we did not hold mandatory team meetings in gendered spaces. So, for our basketball 

teams in particular that was pretty tough because they wanted to go to their locker room 

at halftime. And so, we decided to create a team room. I walked the building with some 

other administrators, and we knew we had to do it, and we knew who had to figure out 

how to do it. So, we actually took two substantial closets and turned them into team 

rooms and team spaces, and the coaches fought it. We all agreed that if we have to do 

this, we want everything to be right, and it turns out by the end of it all, they absolutely 

loved the rooms. All of our gym sports, such as our volleyball teams, are using this space, 
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and we have received zero complaints, and everyone thinks it’s the greatest thing ever, 

but initially they were so resistant to it. 

For Mary, she and respective colleagues met colleague resistance of implementing a safe space 

for trans student athletes with unwavering determination to provide a solution that would be 

beneficial to everyone.  

Unlike Mary’s initial opposition from coaches, Margaret stated, “Our coaches were 

wonderful because they made sure he [trans student athlete] had a place where he felt 

comfortable such as locker rooms and changing areas.” For Rachel, Amanda, Mary, and 

Margaret, setting actionable benchmarks, such as providing safe spaces, for trans student athletes 

at their respective institution was fundamental in reassuring both trans student athlete safety and 

athletic department support of trans student athlete participation.  

One actionable item that Sarah and her athletic department staff members found to be 

successful, outside of providing safe spaces for trans student athletes, was the presentation of 

pronouns at meetings:   

We’ve started saying our pronouns in athletic meetings, and we’ve had people come back 

and say, “I really appreciate you doing that.” Which, it seems like a small thing, but for 

other people it’s a big deal. That’s such an easy way to make change. And just to 

acknowledge that there may be people in the room that may use different pronouns. 

For Sarah, just one simple actionable step in the right direction, such as using correct pronouns, 

can open up doors for trans student athletes, and faculty, to feel welcomed and safe. 

Furthermore, Sarah stated, 
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I just think it [creation of policy] needs to be really collaborative. I had no baseline for 

transgender care or education, and I think even as a department, before this, and during 

this. We talked a lot about equity inclusion and diversity training as a whole, and I think 

that it is super important. I think that’s something our athletic department is continuing to 

look at and make sure that transgender and gender nonconforming students are included 

and that it’s not just what race you are or sexual orientation you identify with. Its more 

about just treating them and seeing them as people, showing empathy, and seeing them 

for who they are. 

Accommodating trans student athletes comes in various forms. It is also contingent on 

institutional and student athlete needs. Regardless, initiating conversations for accommodating 

trans student athletes or being intentional in providing accommodations for trans student athletes 

were found to be important actionable steps to embedding inclusive policies within participants 

respective athletic departments. 

Promotion 

In addition to initiating or offering accommodations, participants identified promotion of 

inclusive policies for trans student athletes to participate in intercollegiate athletes as important. 

Six out of ten participants identified having access to and promotion of inclusive policies for 

trans student athletes as an actionable means to support trans student athletes at their respective 

institutions. Sarah stated, 

Accessibility of our policy and letting people know that it exists was one of our primary 

goals. It’s great and good if you have a policy, but a policy doesn’t do anyone any good if 

the people who need it can’t access it. So, we looked at where can we make it accessible 
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so that even if a student doesn’t feel comfortable coming to us, or they’re worried about 

their scholarship, or they’re not in their transition yet, they can find it. The reason being 

is some athletes may not feel comfortable going to their coach or their athletic trainer or 

anyone in the athletic department to discuss that they are considering transitioning and 

what does this may mean for their scholarship . . . We ended up publicizing the document 

to our athletic website, to the University Health Services website under their transgender 

care team, the LGBTQ+ support website, social media outlets to externally promote our 

policy, and really anybody on campus in general can access it. We also emailed the 

document out with current updates to our current staff, coaches, student athletes. 

For Sarah, complete transparency and widespread, internal, and external, campus accessibility of 

their policy was crucial for trans student athletes to seek understanding of how their policy 

affects their eligibility and participation in athletics at their respective institution.  

Similar to Sarah, both Amanda and Matt primarily utilized their athletic website to 

promote and provide accessibility to their inclusive policy for trans student athletes to participate 

in intercollegiate athletics. Amanda stated,  

We primarily promote our policy on our website under our compliance section, within 

our student athlete handbook, and we provide a newsletter. Everything about this policy 

is public, so if parents were worried about their child attending, they would be able to see 

our policy. 

Similarly, Matt stated, “We utilized our website and signage in the AT room and around 

the building to promote our policy.” However, Matt also stated, “Honestly, I guess we didn’t do 

a whole lot [promotion] now that I’m thinking about it.” While Matt addressed three areas of 
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promotion for their policy, he also came to the conclusion that additional promotion of their 

policy was necessary. Both Amanda and Matt discussed the importance of having their policy 

public for trans student athletes to view and how the accessibility of this policy encouraged their 

commitment to supporting trans student athletes in their respective athletic departments. 

However, for Claudia, their inclusive policy for trans student athletes was located on their 

main college website: 

Our policy is not on our athletic website, but we have a website on our college site that 

has all of our policies for everything on it. And so that’s where our communications 

office has decided to put it. I’d like to see that more front and center within our athletic 

site so that kids who are in that group recognize that we’re inclusive, because it’s one 

thing to say that in our strategic plan, but it’s another thing to have that visible when you 

visit the site. You can tell a lot about a place and their core values based on what you see 

and what is readily available. 

For Claudia, the accessibility of their policy was limited to their college website. She believed 

that in order to be more representative of an inclusive athletic department of trans student 

athletes, their policy should be included on both the campus website and their athletic website.  

Conversely, Craig believed his institution fell short in the promotion of and accessibility 

to their inclusive policy for trans student athletes: 

Another place we fell short was promoting our policy. We weren’t posting a lot of things 

on the website; I’m sure we emailed it out to our student athletes. I’m sure it was 

mentioned at an event or two. I’m sure we presented it to our student athlete Advisory 

Committee; I know we talked about it to our athletics administration, but not enough.  
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Craig believed that just emailing their inclusive policy fell short of what their policy actually 

represented. Moving forward, he believed that that promotion of their policy needed to be 

addressed and improved.  

Similar to Craig, Mary stated, “We really didn’t promote our policy. Currently, we 

haven’t had to use our policy, but we just wanted to make sure that it was in place should a trans 

student want to participate in athletics.”  Mary, associative committee members, and athletic staff 

had yet to have a trans student athlete participate in intercollegiate athletics at their respective 

institution. Therefore, when needed, their policy would be disseminated to educate internal and 

external constituencies of their campus.  

While Mary’s athletic department was prepared to disseminate and educate constituencies 

of their campus, Sarah, associate athletic trainer, was constantly questioning what was next for 

their inclusive policy: 

My next question and concerns are how we are going to continue to promote it. The 

incoming freshmen probably don’t know about it, so how do we make it a part of their 

education? I think we (athletic trainers) should include it during the student athlete’s 

education of the rest of their policies, such as drug testing, performance enhancers, sickle 

cell, concussion, etc. But my main concern is what students or staff members will think 

who are fairly new to our campus.  

For Sarah, promotion and education of their policy extended beyond those exposed to a trans 

student athlete. Sarah also believed that accessibility of their policy should be provided to 

incoming freshmen, transfer students, and new faculty and staff members prior to their encounter 

of a trans student athlete.  
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Regardless of how participants engaged in cultivating action to implement inclusive 

policies for trans student athletes, participants identified participating in actionable events to 

implement inclusive policies as a significant means to ensure longevity of their respective 

inclusive policy. As noted by Rachel, “Creating and implementing a policy takes time, and it 

certainly doesn’t happen overnight.” In other words, persistence is a fundamental course of 

action to ensure long term commitment toward implementing inclusive policies for trans student 

athletes in their respective athletic department. Furthermore, Claudia stated,  

If you create policies you really have to follow through with them, and if you put a policy 

out there, and then you don’t make efforts or have real actionable things that you do 

following those policies, then those policies are empty and unfortunately, I believe that’s 

where many departments fail. 

Ultimately, cultivating action and maintaining the platforms utilized to cultivate action towards 

adherence to and embedding of inclusive policies for trans student athletes to participate in 

intercollegiate athletics ensures, over time, a means to cultivate change of the culture of athletics.  

Cultivate Change 

Analysis of participants’ lived experiences supported the super-ordinate theme, Cultivate 

Change. Line-by-line analysis identified several content areas as important constructs in 

cultivating change. Furthermore, this interactive and inductive cycle developed various emergent 

patterns within each transcript, which were then constructed from interrelationships found among 

transcripts and grouped to create the following subordinate themes: (a) buy-in, (b) reactions, (c) 

purpose, and (d) updates. Table 6 is a visual representation of the superordinate theme, Cultivate 

Change, and its associated subordinate themes and themes (codes).  
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Table 6 

Superordinate Theme: Cultivate Change and Associated Subordinate Themes and Codes 

Subordinate Theme (Interpretation) # of Responses Theme (Codes) 

Buy-in 

 

(obtaining buy-in for successful 

implementation of policy) 
4 

• Getting everyone on board 

• Getting final signatures 

• Committed committee members  

• Collaborative learning experience 

• Support within athletic department 

• Support across campus 

• Persistence  

Reactions 

 

(perceptions of others response towards 

policy implementation) 

 

8 

• Positive 

• Inquisitive 

• Appreciative 

• Staff unaware of policy or need for policy 

• Pushback  

• Did not have to worry 

• No reports of harassment 

• No reports of bullying 

• No reports of feeling uncomfortable 

• Concern of certain athletic staff members 

• Supported 

• Opportunity to provide feedback 

• No one was critical 

• No one was surprised 

• Assumed policy already existed 

• Accepted  

Purpose 

 

(vision and outcome of policy) 

8 

• Proactive  

• Collaborative 

• Inclusive 

• Showing empathy 

• Great experience 

• Support trans student athletes 

• Awareness of policy 

• Provide a resource for trans student athletes 

• Provide safe and inclusive atmosphere 

• Abide by NCAA guidelines  

• Maintain student athlete welfare 

• Be prepared 

• Welcoming 

• Respect 

• Equity 
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Buy-In 

In addition to promotion and accessibility, four out of the ten participants identified 

solidifying buy-in from internal constituencies, external constituencies, or both as a means to 

garner policy adherence and embed inclusive policies for trans student athletes to participate in 

intercollegiate athletics at their respective institution. Rachel stated,  

Buy-in and persistence were key to making sure we were able to follow through with this 

policy. Having support within our department to proceed with creating and implementing 

our policy was critical, but also having various support systems from members and 

departments across campus really sealed the buy-in for our policy. 

Like Rachel, Craig stated, “Our policy was well vetted by our committee members and 

external constituencies, and I think having such successful buy-in from our committee members, 

and others, is what truly made this policy such a success.”  For Craig and Rachel, obtaining buy-

in from committee members and other constituencies on campus was what solidified the success 

behind changing their athletic culture to support and fully implement inclusive policies for trans 

student athletes to compete in intercollegiate athletics within their respective athletic department.  

Similar to Craig and Rachel, both Sarah and Amanda believed that educating others of 

the purpose behind their inclusive policies further solidified constituencies, of their athletic 

department and campus wide, to buy-in to implementing inclusive policies for trans student 

athletes within their respective athletic departments. Sarah stated, “Our biggest victory in 

creating this policy was getting everybody who touched it to buy-in and invest in its purpose.” 

Amanda echoed, “We had to get people on board and find a way to get people on board, and 

what I found was they learned more from us than we learned from them, people definitely 
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bought in.” Both Amanda and Sarah believed that educating and obtaining buy-in from their 

constituencies of their inclusive policies was an effective means to cultivate changing the culture 

of athletics to be more inclusive of trans student athletes within their respective athletic 

departments.  

Reactions 

In conjunction to obtaining buy-in, eight out of ten participants also discussed their 

perceived reactions and reservations that others may have towards cultivating change in respect 

to implementing inclusive policy for trans student athletes to participate in intercollegiate 

athletics at their respective institutions. Margaret, Sarah, Matt, Amanda, Claudia, and Marsha 

discussed positive encounters from campus constituencies or attributed their inclusive campus 

environment for positive reactions received towards creating and implementing their inclusive 

polices. Margaret stated,  

In creating our policy, we obviously used good judgement and reflected on how people 

should be treated in general, but we were worried about the reactions of others, which I 

ended up not really having to worry about too much. We had positive reactions of our 

policy, and it didn’t produce any negative conversation. I’m sure it also helped that our 

campus is a pretty inclusive place. 

Although Margaret experienced reservations because of the potential reaction of others, the 

inclusive campus environment and acceptance of others produced positive results. 

Like Margaret, both Matt and Claudia attributed their inclusive campus environment to 

the minimal pushback given towards creating and implementing inclusive policies for trans 

student athletes to participate in intercollegiate athletics at his respective institution. Matt stated, 
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“We did not have any kickback or issues of our policy, and again, that’s probable because we are 

fortunate to have the campus environment that we have.” Furthermore, Claudia stated,  

Aside from making the general announcement that we were implementing this policy, 

there wasn’t any real surprise or pushback towards it, I just think that everybody just 

accepted that, and I think that’s because our campus is so inclusive, most people probably 

assumed that we already had that policy in place. 

For each of these participants, an inclusive campus environment mitigated pushback towards 

cultivating change in the culture of intercollegiate athletics through the means of embedding an 

inclusive policy for trans student athletes to compete in intercollegiate athletics at their 

respective institutions. Conversely, both Sarah and Patricia attributed their positive feedback 

toward implementing inclusive policies for trans student athletes to participate in intercollegiate 

athletics at their respective institution to others understanding the undeniable need for their 

inclusive policy and the open ability for others to be inquisitive of their policy. Sarah stated, 

I can tell you I got nothing but positive feedback from our policy, even when I deliver 

updates in our staff meeting in front of 300 plus people. I have people after the meeting 

come up to me, and say, “That’s amazing, I had no idea,” or “Thank you for your work,” 

or ask more specific questions such as, “What does that mean?,” or “What do we do if 

this happens?” It wasn’t just the coaches asking important questions; it was 

administrators, faculty, and staff attending from other departments who were also 

inquisitive about our policy and gave really positive feedback or they just weren’t aware 

that our policy existed. 
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For Sarah, utilizing her platform to educate others of their respective policy further enabled 

colleagues to become aware of the policy’s existence, to ask questions regarding the policy’s 

content, and to provide valuable feedback.  

Similar to Sarah, Amanda stated, “We didn’t get much pushback at all, no one was 

critical of our policy, everyone understood the need, and everyone had an opportunity to provide 

feedback.” For each of these participants, the unwavering campus support and willingness to 

understand the need for inclusive policies in athletics created minimal, if any, barriers towards 

the implementation of their inclusive polices for trans student athletes to participate in 

intercollegiate athletics at their respective institutions.  

 However, Marsha, Patricia, and Mary discussed a few areas of pushback towards 

implementing their inclusive policies for trans student athletes to participate in intercollegiate 

athletics at their respective institution. Marsha stated, 

The student athletes that I’m aware of were very supportive through what the [trans] 

student athlete told me. Their coaching staff was amazing. I heard a few concerns around 

being able to use the bathroom that the trans student athlete preferred to use from other 

members of the athletic staff. But that was really it. 

Although the majority of constituencies responses were positive, some athletic staff members at 

Marsha’s institution addressed concerns with specific areas of their policy, specifically common 

accessibility to bathrooms.  

Similar to Marsha, Mary stated,  

In conversation our policy was received very well and was overwhelmingly supported. 

However, when we actually started implementing some of the policies and procedures, 
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then we got some pushback, specifically resistance from coaches where we asked them to 

do some things that just aren’t typical for their sport. And that was tough. We still have 

one program that has fought some of the policy implementation that we’ve asked and is 

still not in compliance with it. We also received some of the same rhetoric that you would 

hear and concerns towards anyone who identifies as trans, not just student athletes, 

especially in terms of shared spaces and the utilization of spaces and automatic fears of 

trans people being criminal in nature and in mindset. 

Like Marsha, Mary had an overwhelmingly positive response to and support of inclusive policies 

for trans student athletes to participate in intercollegiate athletics at their respective institution. 

However, Mary also received resistance towards specific areas of implementation and concerns 

towards the utilization of shared spaces.  

For Patricia, donors of athletics brought forth some concerns: 

We had some pushback towards implementing our policy. We had donors ask how we 

could support something like this, but the comeback was that in reality this exists, and we 

embrace everyone, and as an institution we abide by our mission, and we must follow 

NCAA guidelines. But for most donors and boosters, when you identify that these are 

recommendations from the parent organization [NCAA] of which whose policies and 

procedures we pretty much follow whether they disagree or agree, they understand that 

they’re not going to get anywhere with us, in terms of not following those rules. 

While many athletic departments depend on donors to fund numerous areas of athletic 

operations, Patricia believed that it was important to educate and inform donors of the reasonings 

behind their decisions to abide by the NCAA’s suggestions of best practices of including trans 
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student athletes in intercollegiate athletics. Regardless of the opposition, each participant 

remained diligent in upholding their reasoning behind and purpose for creating and 

implementing inclusive policies for trans student athletes to participate in intercollegiate athletics 

at their respective institution. 

Purpose 

While participants highlighted specific buy-in and limited, if any, opposition from 

constituencies as an asset to cultivating change, eight out of the ten participants also discussed 

their purpose, vision for, and outcome of, creating and implementing their inclusive policies for 

trans student athletes to participate in intercollegiate athletics at their respective institution. 

Margaret stated,  

Our vision was really just to be ready to be prepared and knowing that the policy would 

need to be pretty skeletal in order to be adaptable to every situation. We wanted to make 

sure that as a department, we were welcoming because we knew it was coming. It’s just a 

matter of when. 

Margaret stated their purpose for creating their inclusive policy was simply to be prepared for 

and welcoming of trans students who might wish to compete in intercollegiate athletics at their 

institution.  

Like Margaret, Rachel stated,  

Our ultimate reason behind creating our policy was to not only abide by NCAA 

guidelines and what they recommend but to also provide a safe and inclusive atmosphere 

for our student athletes so that everyone feels welcome, safe, and a part of the team. At 

all cost, maintaining our student athlete’s welfare is always the goal . . . we knew we 
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needed it, it was something that was actively happening that needed action, so in a way 

we were forced to create this policy, whereas hopefully institutions are proactive rather 

than being reactive. 

Both Margaret and Rachel believe that being both purposeful and proactive in creating inclusive 

policies for trans student athletes implies athletic department and institutional support for trans 

student athletes to participate in intercollegiate athletics.  

Similar to Margaret and Rachel, Marsha stated, 

Our vision for our policy was that we wanted any student athlete who is even thinking 

about this [competing as a trans student athlete] to understand that the athletic department 

supported them in whatever they decided to do . . . and yes, you can still play here. And 

yes, you can still do what you love. And yes, we will support you. And yes, we will be 

right there championing you and supporting you.  

Marsha related that their purpose behind creating an inclusive policy for trans student athletes 

was to welcome and show support of their trans students who were wanting to, or currently 

participating in, intercollegiate athletics.  

Likewise, Amanda stated, “Our athletic director really wanted to make sure that we 

weren’t just checking a box off with creating these policies; our athletic director wanted to make 

sure these polices were beneficial to our student athletes.” Amanda’s athletic director wanted to 

ensure the purpose behind creating their policy for trans student athletes to compete at their 

respective institution was meaningful, and it would create a positive impact for their trans 

student athletes.  
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Matt and Sarah both discussed personal takeaways for implementing inclusive policies 

for trans student athletes at their respective institution. Matt stated,  

You know three years ago, if you would have told me that I was going to be sitting in a 

meeting with our athletic director as the main voice for a transgender student, I would say 

that you’ve lost your mind. But this is happening, and we are responsible for being their 

advocates in health and in sport, so it’s time for us to get on board. 

As the head athletic trainer, Matt believed that it was the responsibility of the healthcare provider 

to advocate the needs of all student athletes, including trans student athletes.  

Sarah stated, 

I’ve even had one of my trans athletes email me this really heartfelt message and thanked 

me for my hard work and expressed how much it all meant to him. That’s truly the 

feedback that I care about and what makes all my work towards this policy worthwhile. 

And hopefully the next student athlete who wants to transition will know that they have 

support around them . . . . I hate to say it, but if I didn’t have a student athlete to identify 

as trans, I don’t know if I’d be as passionate about doing the work to create and update 

the policy. I think it’s important, but I certainly don’t think I would have been as 

motivated to follow through . . . quite honestly, I wouldn’t have thought twice about it 

(policy for trans student athletes) had I not had an individual experience with a trans 

student athlete. 

For Sarah, it was the impact made on the trans athlete and the impact the trans athlete had on her 

that drove the purpose behind advocating and implementing polices for trans student athletes to 

compete in intercollegiate athletics at her respective institution.  
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Mary and Patricia also discussed how their inclusive policies have impacted other 

resources because of its implementation. Mary reported, “Another great thing is that our policy 

has been utilized by other institutions as a foundation for beginning their policies. So, it’s really 

helped shape other departments and other conversations.” While the purpose behind Mary’s 

policy was to benefit their institution, the effects of having an active policy in place has 

benefitted others seeking to create and implement inclusive policies at their respective 

institutions.  

Patricia also discussed how the implementation of their inclusive policy for trans student 

athletes encouraged the addition of a mental health resource for trans student athletes at their 

respective institution. Patricia stated,  

Because of our policy, we've boosted up the mental health component because I think 

that’s the piece of things that need to be highlighted front and center in terms of 

adjustment and acceptance of both before, during, and after a student athletes’ transition.  

Regardless of the reasoning, each of these participant’s purpose for creating inclusive policies for 

trans student athletes at their respective institution was found to be impactful for the participant 

and those directly affected by the policy. As Sarah stated, “I hope at the end of their careers, 

they’ve had a great experience, regardless of what’s happened, but that they know we care about 

them, and I care about them as people.”  

Synthesis of Factors Influencing the Implementation of Inclusive Policies  

Figure 4 depicts the synthesis of the study’s findings by situating influential conditions to 

create an inclusive policy with actionable steps participants discussed as being impactful to the 
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creation, implementation, and embeddedness of their inclusive policies for trans student athletes 

to participate in intercollegiate athletics at their respective athletic department.  

 

Figure 4 

Model of Findings and Transformative Outcomes for Athletic Staff Members Based on Data 

Synthesis 
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A review of the synthesized results revealed that participants’ position, or positions, held 

in their respective athletic department varied, and no specific position influenced policy creation. 

However, participants identified the presence of trans student athletes or their diverse campus 

environment, sometimes both, as an influential factor to create an inclusive policy for trans 

student athletes within their respective athletic department. As highlighted in Figure 4, these 

influential factors increased each participant’s motivation to begin actionable steps towards 

creating an inclusive policy for trans student athletes. Furthermore, these actionable steps 

provided a vehicle for participants to begin the implementation and embeddedness phase of their 

respective inclusive policy. Figure 4 illustrates the constant application of five actionable steps 

(i.e., education, communication, accommodation, promotion, and purpose) needed to 

comprehensively implement and embed the participants’ inclusive policy within their respective 

athletic department. Overall, the outcome of creating, implementing, and embedding inclusive 

policies for participants were twofold, internal and external outcomes. Internal outcomes 

included increasing participants’ motivation to initiate and embed their respective policy as well 

as broadening participants’ knowledge of content areas essential to include as a means to provide 

a comprehensive policy that ensured safety and well-being of trans student athletes. External 

outcomes for participants included developing positive relationships and support from 

stakeholders. 

Summary of Results 

This qualitative study utilized IPA (Smith et al., 2009) for the analysis of 10 semi-

structured interviews. The purpose of this approach was to gain a greater understanding of the 

challenges and opportunities of leaders embedded in athletic departments to enact inclusion 
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policies for trans student athlete participation in their department and overall athletic structure. 

Participants were from various regions of the United States who presented an extensive range of 

position titles and experience within selective NCAA divisions of intercollegiate athletics. While 

each participant’s experiences were unique to their own lived experiences with policy 

development and implementation for trans student athletes to participate in intercollegiate 

athletics, their experiences also consisted of similar shared experiences. Each section of this 

chapter highlighted those shared experiences within the super-ordinate themes of (a) Cultivating 

Connections, (b) Cultivating Change, and (c) Cultivating Purpose. Each lived experience within 

these super-ordinate themes served as a vehicle for educating and preparing participants, and 

constituencies, of policy development, adherence, and implementation as well as inclusion of 

content areas that were pertinent to safe and equitable participation standards for trans student 

athletes to compete in intercollegiate sports at their respective institutions.  

Chapter 5 discusses the results of this study and their relation to the study’s theoretical 

framework and review of the literature. The chapter will also suggest ways in which athletic staff 

members who are seeking to develop and implement inclusive policies for trans student athletes 

can utilize the results of this study to assist in the creation of their tailored inclusive policies for 

trans student athletes to participate in intercollegiate athletics at their respective institution. Also 

included are recommendations for future research. 
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSIONS, DISCUSSION, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Using an interpretative phenomenological analysis approach (Smith et al., 2009), I 

explored inclusive policies for trans student athletes participating in intercollegiate athletics. 

Through the lens of Kotter’s (1995) theory of change, I sought to gain a greater understanding 

and awareness of how leaders in intercollegiate athletics entrench themselves in constructing, 

educating, distributing, and evaluating inclusive policies for trans student athletes to participate 

in intercollegiate athletics at their respective institutions. Data collection for this study consisted 

of 10 semi-structured interviews and the analysis of web-based documents or documents shared 

by participants (i.e., current policies, implementation plans, education forums, and materials for 

vetting policy implementation for trans student athlete participation). Data analysis focused on 

an IPA approach in which I utilized an iterative and inductive cycle, moving from the descriptive 

to the interpretative, to better understand participants’ personal and social experiences with 

creating and implementing inclusive policies for trans student athletes to participate in 

intercollegiate athletics at their respective institutions. The remaining sections of this chapter 

discuss conclusions related to the research questions, implications for practice, and 

recommendations for future research. 

Conclusions about Implementing Inclusive Policies for Trans Student Athletes  

Chapter 4 provided detailed findings related to participant experiences with creating and 

implementing inclusive policies for trans student athletes to participate in intercollegiate athletics 

within their respective athletic department. Themes developed through the IPA process captured 

participants’ personal and social experiences with policy creation and implementation of 
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inclusive policies for trans student athletes in intercollegiate athletics. Correlating the 

synthesized findings with the study’s combined theoretical framework of Kotter’s (1995) 8-step 

model of leading change led to several conclusions about the process of creating and 

implementing inclusive policies for trans student athletes in intercollegiate athletics. The 

following section offers conclusions as well as answers to the research questions. Furthermore, 

the provision of the research findings and the study’s theoretical framework serve to support he 

thorough explanation of these conclusions.  

Experiences of Athletic Department Staff Members 

The primary research question was as follows: What are athletic department staff 

members’ experiences with enacting policies for trans student athlete participation in 

intercollegiate athletics? Athletic staff members are embedded leaders in the athletic sector of 

higher education. These staff members serve as mentors and educators and hold the 

responsibility of maintaining the well-being and safety of their respective student athletes. To 

protect the well-being and safety of student athletes, athletic staff members develop policies, 

among other avenues of healthcare, to ensure collective understanding and constituency 

adherence to best standards of care for their respective athletes. 

As discussed in Chapter 1, Kotter’s (1995) 8-step model for leading change served as the 

lens for understanding and evaluating current athletic department staff members’ experiences of 

creating and implementing an inclusive policy for trans student athletes to participate in 

intercollegiate athletics within their respective athletic department. Kotter’s (1995) eight steps 

towards change include “establishing a sense of urgency, forming a powerful guiding coalition, 

creating a vision, communicating the vision, eliminating barriers, planning for and creating 
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short-term wins, consolidating improvements and producing still more change, institutionalizing 

new approaches” (p. 61). While each participant’s personal perspectives, current environment, 

and previous experiences were unique to their institution and athletic department dynamics, all of 

the participants in this study discussed experiences that closely aligned with all but one step, 

generating quick wins, of Kotter’s (1995) 8-step model of change. Figure 4 (see Chapter 4) 

situates participant experiences based upon influential factors to create policy, actionable steps to 

begin policy creation, and actionable steps to implement and embed policy. Each of these 

experiences ultimately influenced participants to maintain stakeholders’ motivation to adhere to 

and embed their respective inclusive policy for trans student athletes to participate in 

intercollegiate athletics.  Because of this, the addition of short-term wins was not essential to 

increase participants motivation towards implementing and embedding their inclusive policies 

within their respective athletic departments.  

Furthermore, from these experiences, or actionable steps, participants gained an internal, 

broadened knowledge of inclusive policy content and increased motivation, as well as externally 

focused positive relationships and increased support from stakeholders.  

Creating and implementing policies for trans student athletes to participate in 

intercollegiate athletics involved a variety of experiences for the participants. Kotter’s (1995) 8-

step model of change emphasized the importance of linking change with organizational 

leadership and systematic buy-in. The data analysis and outcomes represented in Figure 4 align 

closely with Kotter’s theory of linking organizational leadership (i.e., participants) with 

actionable steps to attain stakeholder buy-in. Participants identified the continuous actionable 

step of educating stakeholders of “how to” advocate for and develop best practices for trans 
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student athletes to participate in intercollegiate athletics. The participants achieved this 

actionable step through the means of, but not limited to, educational sessions, cultural 

competency trainings, and inclusive workshops to provide stakeholders with a greater 

understanding of “how to” advocate for and develop best practices for trans student athletes to 

participate in intercollegiate athletics. Each of these experiences, or actionable steps, of 

participants further solidified influences that were critical to creating, implementing, and 

embedding to their respective inclusive policy for trans student athletes to participate in 

intercollegiate athletics. 

Preparing to Implement Policies 

Sub question 1 was as follows: How do intercollegiate athletic department staff members 

prepare to implement policies for trans student athlete participation? Sub question 2 was as 

follows: What processes are involved in creating policies for trans student athlete participation? 

From an operational standpoint, participants relied heavily on developing relationships with trans 

student athletes, colleagues, and professional experts to broaden their knowledge of content areas 

to incorporate into their policy, as well as to establish a committee to begin creating an inclusive 

policy for their respective athletic department.  

As discussed in Chapter 2, leaders must be cognizant of the content within each policy so 

that they are able to provide comprehensive reviews of the organization’s need to implement the 

policy (Marturano & Gosling, 2008; McDonald et al., 2017). This type of thorough 

understanding and transparent communication with constituencies are critical elements for 

creating and fostering change (Marturano & Gosling, 2008; McDonald et al., 2017; Schumacher, 

2019). The degree of participants’ willingness to embody these relationships influenced the 
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outcome of initiating actionable steps to create, implement, and embed inclusive policies for 

trans student athletes to participate in intercollegiate athletics at their respective institution. 

Participants were successful in obtaining these critical relationships. As related in Chapter 4, 

three participants had not encountered, to the best of their knowledge, trans student athletes 

participating in competitive sport at their respective institutions. However, these three 

participants were proactive in developing relationships to create an inclusive policy for trans 

student athletes if, and when, a trans student athlete decides to participate in intercollegiate 

athletics at their respective institutions. As shown in Figure 4, these actionable steps of 

developing relationships among these constituencies created a vehicle for participants to begin 

the implementation of their inclusive policies for trans student athletes in intercollegiate 

athletics.  

Implementation of Inclusive Policy 

Sub question 3 was as follows: How do intercollegiate athletic department staff members 

implement policies for trans student athlete participation? As shown in Figure 4, participants 

identified seven critical actionable steps (education, communication, accommodation, promotion, 

buy-in, reactions, and purpose) that are necessary to implement inclusive policies for trans 

student athletes to participate in intercollegiate athletics at their respective institution. These 

actionable areas are similar to findings by Marturano and Gosling (2008) and Ryan and 

Oestreich (1998) that critical qualities of a leader to successfully implement new standards of 

policy should include commitment to open communication, open dialogue, collaboration, 

education, mentorship, and understanding needs of constituencies of the organization. Each of 

the seven actionable areas are based on continuous application. This continuous application of 
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practice broadened participants and stakeholders’ knowledge of inclusive policy content and 

increased participant motivation to embed inclusive policies.  

Furthermore, participants developed positive relationships and support from stakeholders 

during and after their respective implementation phase. During the implementation phase, 

participants were intentionally transparent in communicating their policies’ purpose and 

educating stakeholders of policy content areas. This further allowed stakeholders to gain a 

greater understanding of the contents within the policy, how to carry out policy requirements, 

and what resources were available for additional support. Participants also welcomed 

stakeholders’ feedback and addressed stakeholders’ areas of concern. This inclusion of 

stakeholders further solidified stakeholder buy-in of their respective inclusive policy and 

garnered supportive relationships between stakeholders and the participant. 

Areas of Challenge and Resistance 

Sub question 4 was as follows: What areas of challenge or resistance occur during the 

preparation for and implementation of policies for trans student athlete participation? In general, 

participants identified minimal, if any, areas of challenge or resistance. On one hand, participants 

had positive interactions and widely accepted inclusive policies across their respective athletic 

department and institution. On the other hand, participants acknowledged that, although the 

overall response to their respective inclusive policies was positive, some barriers were present. 

Those barriers included colleague resistance to implement policy procedures, facility 

accommodations for trans student athletes, and booster members’ disagreements with policy. 

Furthermore, these participants shared ways in which they mitigated interactions with these 
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barriers. Some ways participants mitigated these barriers included education, transparent 

communication, and collaboration. 

Answering this study’s research questions involved gaining a greater understanding of 

the personal and social process participants employed to create, implement, and embed inclusive 

policies within their respective athletic department. In general, creation, implementation, and 

embeddedness of inclusive policies for trans student athletes to participate in intercollegiate 

athletics were unique to the institution and athletic department. However, similarities in 

actionable steps to implement and embed inclusive policies for trans student athletes to 

participate in intercollegiate athletics exist, as illustrated in Figure 4.  

Limitations of the Study 

Exploring participants’ experiences with creating, implementing, and embedding 

inclusive policies for trans student athletes in intercollegiate athletics led to some transferable 

components among the findings, including actionable factors that contributed to participants’ 

processes of policy creation, implementation, and embeddedness. Although the data collected 

from this research were not generalizable nor representative of all NCAA athletic departments 

with inclusive policies for trans student athletes, this research may be transferable to contextually 

similar situations. The following limitations for this study included limited number of athletic 

departments that had an inclusive policy, limited number of participants, and NCAA regulations 

for trans inclusive policies. 

The transferability and overall findings were constrained by certain limitations of the 

study’s design. First, there was a limited number of schools that had documented policies for 

trans student athletes to participate in intercollegiate athletics at their respective institution. 
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According to Transathlete.com (2019), only 26 out of the roughly 1,200 institutions of higher 

education that are members of the NCAA, ranging from Division I to Division III, have 

documented policies for trans student athletes. Of these 26 schools, plus additional schools found 

doing an open web-based search, 10 participants representing individual institutions responded 

as willing to participate in this study. Furthermore, the NCAA Inclusion of Transgender Student 

Athletes electronic resource that serves as suggested best practices had not been included in the 

NCAA bylaws; therefore, inclusive policies for trans student athletes were not required but 

suggested. This resulted in a small number of institutions available for recruiting. A larger 

sample of participants could have revealed additional trends among the findings.  

Implications for Current Practices 

The purpose of this study was to provide a thorough and applicable example of athletic 

staff members’ process of creating, implementing, and embedding inclusive policies for trans 

student athletes to participate in intercollegiate athletics. The findings from this study will likely 

assist in providing a framework for other NCAA staff members in intercollegiate athletic 

departments who are seeking to provide inclusive policies for trans student athletes in their 

respective athletic departments. Implications for this study pertain to the multitude of facets that 

encompass fundamental steps by participants to achieve policy embeddedness. Furthermore, 

these actionable steps also elicited beneficial outcomes, internal and external, for the participant. 

Actionable steps include the importance of connecting, communicating, and embodying 

relationships with constituencies who advocate for trans student athlete needs, as well as 

constituencies who are knowledgeable of content areas that support trans student athlete safety 

and well-being. The following section discusses ways in which these implications might 
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influence creating, implementing, and embedding inclusive policies for trans student athletes to 

participate in intercollegiate athletics. The following sections for implications are outlined as 

follows: 

• Campus Environment 

• Creating Inclusive Policies for Trans Student Athletes 

• Implementing Inclusive Policies for Trans Student Athletes 

Campus Environment  

Certain components of this study highlighted the importance of campus environment as 

the context of policy creation, implementation, and embeddedness. The data reinforced some 

previous research and contradicted the outcome of other studies, highlighted in Chapter 2. As 

noted in previous studies, because of the traditional Western gender binary norms and mores 

woven into institutions of higher education, trans students frequently experience alienating 

campus environments, characterized by stereotypes; microaggressions; and prejudice from peers, 

faculty, and staff (Beemyn, 2016; Goldberg, 2018; Rankin et al., 2010; Seelman, 2014b; 

Seelman et al., 2016). Inadequate or absent supportive policies for dismantling these barriers in 

the academic and athletic structure create poor climates that compromise trans students’ well-

being and perception of support and leadership in their respective institutions (Goldberg, 2018; 

Goodrich, 2012; Nicolazzo, 2016; Renn, 2017; Seelman, 2016).  

Campus climate encompasses standards of practice and “behaviors of faculty, staff, 

administrators and students, as well as institutional policies” (Garvey et al., 2017, p. 63) that 

influence inclusion and respect for individual and group needs. Progressive, diverse, and 

inclusive campus climates are directly related to academic success and retention of marginalized 
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student populations (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Most participants referred to the presence of 

trans student athletes or the diverse campus climate of their institution as an initiating factor for 

creating an inclusive policy for trans student athletes. However, it is important to note that 

although four participants did not mention diverse campus environments as being an influence 

on initiating their policy, that does not imply the nature of the participants’ campus environment. 

 Two implications highlighted diverse and inclusive campus environment as an advantage 

for garnering support to initiate inclusive policies for trans student athletes to participate in 

intercollegiate athletics at their respective institutions. First, as Claudia explained and other 

participants echoed, having a diverse campus community meant that institutional leadership were 

likely to expect and encourage inclusive policies. Likewise, the diversity of the campus and 

accepting nature of the people who resided on Sarah’s campus encouraged the creation, 

implementation, and embeddedness of their respective inclusive policy.  

Because Kotter’s (1995) 8-step model is situated around businesses seeking to implement 

change, Kotter did not identify campus environments as an influential means to establish a sense 

of urgency (Step 1). However, this study utilized Kotter’s (1995) model as a framework for 

understanding the implementation of change in the athletic sector of higher education. Because 

of this, findings revealed diverse campus environments were influential in establishing a sense of 

urgency towards initiating inclusive policies for trans student athletes. Furthermore, findings 

showed diverse campus environments had supportive members who were willing to form a 

powerful coalition (Step 2) to begin creating and implementing inclusive policies for trans 

student athletes. Based on these findings, institutional personnel wishing to develop inclusive 

policies for trans student athletes should consider exploring the demographics of their campus 
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community to address the need to initiate such a policy for trans student athletes to participate in 

intercollegiate athletics at their respective institution. Furthermore, institutions should consider 

exploring this needs assessment as a means to address the potential urgency to initiate a powerful 

coalition to create and implement an inclusive policy for trans student athletes at their respective 

institution. 

Creating Inclusive Policies for Trans Student Athletes 

Restrictions and alienating policies for diverse student bodies, specifically trans students, 

can contribute to cognitive and physical disablements that often compromise a student’s well-

being (Jones et al., 2018; Pérez-Brumer et al., 2017). Universities typically abide by societal 

gender binary approaches when designing and implementing policies for student participation in 

campus activities (Beemyn et al., 2005; Buzuvis, 2011, 2012; Goldberg, 2018). Furthermore, 

Jones et al. (2016) found that most negative experiences of trans athletes in competitive sports 

were “because of the restrictions the sport’s policy placed on them” (p. 701). Each participant in 

this study highlighted relationships that were instrumental in creating a policy that limited, if not 

removed, restrictions on trans student athlete’s ability to participate in intercollegiate athletics at 

their respective institution. Specifically, several participants identified building relationships 

with and advocating for trans student athletes as a pivotal starting point to broaden their 

knowledge of content areas that were necessary to support the safety and well-being of their 

trans student athlete.  

Additionally, participants reported that initiating collegial conversations with colleagues, 

internal and external to athletics, who were knowledgeable of healthcare practices for trans 

student athletes was also beneficial in the stage of creating an inclusive policy. Through 
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cultivating these relationships and gaining diverse expertise, participants were then able to 

recruit experts and advocates to establish a committee that would be ultimately responsible for 

creating, implementing, vetting, and embedding their respective inclusive policy. Furthermore, 

these relationships broadened trans student athletes’ accessibility to support systems across 

campus. Participants’ also discussed identifying internal and external resources (i.e., campus 

nondiscrimination policy, Women’s Sports Foundation report, NCAA’s 2011 resource book, 

Campus Pride Sports Index, and similar institutional policies) that further assisted their 

respective committee with the construction of content for their inclusive policy. These actionable 

steps by participants were similar to Kotter’s Step 2 for instilling change in organization.  

Based on these findings, institutions wishing to develop inclusive policies for trans 

student athletes should consider developing a committee with members of the institution who 

directly encounter trans students who are currently or seeking to participate in intercollegiate 

athletics. It is important that these committee members initiate collegial conversations with 

internal or external campus experts, if not recruit them as additional committee members, who 

are competent in trans student health, safety, and well-being. Obtaining knowledge from these 

specific experts are essential for committee members to cultivate relationships with trans 

students that aid in understanding their needs and barriers to participate in intercollegiate 

athletics. Furthermore, committee members of institutions seeking to develop inclusive policies 

for trans student athletes should consider researching internal and external resources, as 

mentioned previously, to further enhance their knowledge and inclusion of pertinent content area 

of their inclusive policy for trans student athletes to compete in intercollegiate athletics at their 

respective institution.  
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Implementing Inclusive Policies for Trans Student Athletes 

Gender binary regulations usually guide policy implementation for campus structures 

such as housing assignments, sport participation, locker-room, and bathroom accessibility 

(Beemyn et al., 2005; Buzuvis, 2011, 2012; Goldberg, 2018; Grant et al., 2017; Renn, 2015). 

Additionally, existing research indicates that nondiscrimination policies for trans students, which 

vary by institution, are not typically enforced (Buzuvis, 2011, 2012; Campus Pride, 2018; 

Goldberg et al., 2019). Participants in this study provided valuable insights into how they 

implemented and embedded their respective inclusive policies for trans students to participate in 

intercollegiate athletics.  

Without early benefit of trans inclusive policies, department-wide education, and proper 

implementation methods of trans inclusive policies, trans students interested in participating in 

intercollegiate athletics experience further marginalization from the academic and athletic 

structure and often additional negative impacts to their social and emotional health (Tupler et al., 

2017). To avoid having the same negative outcomes reported in existing research, participants in 

this study discussed a multitude of facets that were pivotal in the implementation and 

embeddedness phases of their respective inclusive policies. Specifically, participants discussed 

seven core facets, (a) education, (b) communication, (c) accommodations, (d) promotion, (e) 

buy-in, (f) reactions, and (g) purpose, that were continuously implemented, resulting in the 

embeddedness of their respective inclusive policies. Institutions seeking to develop inclusive 

policies for trans student athletes can employ the strategies employed by participants, as detailed 

in the following sections.  
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Education 

Participant actionable strategies for policy education were two-fold, self-education and 

education of stakeholders. Education for committee members responsible for implementing 

inclusive policies for trans student athletes were achieved through, but not limited to, self-

education of current research and attending formal educational sessions related to trans students 

and policy such as: cultural competency trainings, inclusive workshops, Title IX trainings, and 

One Team training by the NCAA. Education of stakeholders were achieved in a multitude of 

ways and varied by the participants’ availability of resources. Participants’ avenues of education 

to stakeholders (i.e., athletic department staff, student athletes, and respective constituencies) 

were as follows: provided meetings with open dialogue about policy content and procedures, 

provided meetings on how to apply inclusive policy at home institution as well as opposing 

institutions’, and recruited professional experts to speak on trans student health, well-being, and 

overall experience with trans student athletes.  

Communication 

Participants identified communicating inclusive policies with colleagues and external 

members (i.e., associating athletic conferences, NCAA, athletic department staff, and opposing 

teams) as a significant component to cultivating actionable steps towards implementing and 

ultimately embedding inclusive polices within their respective athletic department. Avenues of 

communicating respective inclusive policies varied and were unique to the participant. 

Participants’, and respective committee members, methods for communicating their inclusive 

policy to ensure policy adherence and trans student athlete safety were as follows: 1) athletic 

staff member was designated to present inclusive policy to respective athletic department staff 
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and student athletes, 2) athletic staff member was designated to communicate with athletic 

conference, other athletic directors, and other schools at opposing team facilities, and 3) an 

athletic staff member, typically athletic trainer, was designated to communicate with NCAA to 

ensure inclusive policy aligned with NCAA eligibility requirements.  

Accommodations 

Participants also described actionable steps towards implementing accommodations 

embedded in their inclusive policy for trans student athletes at their respective athletic 

departments. Accommodating trans student athletes comes in various forms, and it is contingent 

on institutional and student athlete needs. For this study, participants’ actionable steps were as 

follows: 1) enhance current athletic infrastructure to include safe spaces for trans student 

athletes, 2) provide meetings with stakeholders to identify needs and concerns for 

accommodating trans student athletes, and 3) set collective and achievable benchmarks to 

complete construction of safe space that benefit both stakeholders and trans student athletes. In 

addition to providing safe spaces for trans student athletes, participants’ found that their 

presentation of pronouns at meetings was also a significant means for trans student athletes and 

faculty to feel welcomed and safe within their respective setting. 

Promotion 

Participants identified having access to and promotion of inclusive policies for trans 

student athletes as an actionable means to implement and support inclusive policies for trans 

student athletes at their respective institutions. Furthermore, providing an accessible means for 

trans student athletes and stakeholders to view respective inclusive policies further identified 

participants’ commitment to supporting trans student athletes in their respective athletic 
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departments. Participants reported varied avenues of promoting respective inclusive policies 

varied that were unique to each participant. Participants’ methods for promoting their inclusive 

policy were as follows: (a) publicize inclusive policy to various websites associated with the 

institution (i.e., campus and athletics, university health services, LGBTQ+ support group, social 

media), (b) email inclusive policy to current staff, coaches, and student athletes, (c) provide a 

newsletter of inclusive policy to stakeholders, (d) incorporate inclusive policy within respective 

student athlete handbook, (e) provide visual representation (i.e., posters) of respective inclusive 

policy in the athletic training room and around the athletic building, and (f) extend access to and 

education of inclusive policy to incoming freshmen, transfer students, and new faculty and staff 

members.  

Buy-In 

Participants identified solidifying buy-in from internal constituencies, external 

constituencies, or both as a means to implement inclusive polices, garner policy adherence, and 

instill embeddedness of inclusive policies for trans student athletes to participate in 

intercollegiate athletics at their respective institution. As with promotion of policies, participants 

reported varied avenues of solidifying buy-in of respective inclusive policies that were unique to 

each participant. Participants’ means for solidifying buy-in of their inclusive policy were as 

follows: (a) establish a supportive network of colleagues internal and external to athletics who 

were responsible for educating stakeholders, (b) educate stakeholders of needs and content areas 

of inclusive policy, (c) educate stakeholders of the purpose behind creating and implementing an 

inclusive policy for trans student athletes, and (d) allow stakeholders to review and provide 

feedback of respective inclusive policy.  
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Reactions 

Participants also discussed their perceived reactions and reservations that others may 

have towards cultivating change in respect to implementing inclusive policy for trans student 

athletes to participate in intercollegiate athletics at their respective institutions. Overall, 

participants discussed positive encounters from campus constituencies or attributed their 

inclusive campus environment for positive reactions received toward creating and implementing 

their inclusive polices. Furthermore, utilizing various platforms to educate others of their 

respective policy further mitigated stakeholders’ reactions by enabling them to become aware of 

the policy’s existence, to ask questions regarding the policy’s content, and to provide valuable 

feedback. Inclusive campus environments, acceptance, and understanding of the undeniable need 

for their inclusive policy produced positive reinforcements to continue the implementation phase 

and eventual embeddedness of inclusive policies within their respective athletic department. 

Although the majority of stakeholder responses were positive for participants, some participants 

discussed concerns from stakeholders with specific content areas of their policy, specifically the 

utilization of shared spaces. Once again, educating stakeholders of the purpose behind 

implementing an inclusive policy for trans student athletes, as well as the need to abide by 

institutional mission, vision, and NCAA suggested best practice can further mitigate stakeholder 

reservations to implement such inclusive polices for institutions seeking to develop inclusive 

policies for trans student athletes. 

Purpose 

Participants also discussed identifying their purpose, vision for, and outcome of creating 

and implementing their inclusive policies for trans student athletes to participate in 
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intercollegiate athletics at their respective institution. Participants reported that identifying the 

purpose behind implementing inclusive policies for trans student athletes was instrumental to 

instilling participant and stakeholder motivation to adhere to the implementation and ultimate 

embeddedness of their respective inclusive policy. Trans students participating, or wanting to 

participate, in intercollegiate athletics is inevitable. Therefore, participants urged the need for 

institutions seeking to develop inclusive policies for trans student athletes to be prepared and 

adaptable to every situation.  

Participants identified the following areas to consider when identifying a purpose, vision 

for, and outcome of creating and implementing inclusive policies for trans student athletes to 

participate in intercollegiate athletics: (a) be intentional in creating a safe environment for trans 

student athletes, (b) ensure inclusive policy creates a positive impact for both trans students and 

stakeholders, (c) uphold responsibilities of advocating for and providing appropriate healthcare 

to trans student athletes, and (d) continuously advocate for and adhere to the vision and purpose 

of respective inclusive policy. Participants also identified the transformative impact made on 

trans student athletes as a significant motivating factor to being purposeful in creating and 

implementing inclusive policy at their respective institution. Furthermore, participants found that 

instilling purpose behind and embeddedness of inclusive policies for trans student athletes was a 

significant indication of athletic department and institutional support for trans student athletes to 

participate in intercollegiate athletics.  

Considerations for Future Research 

The results and research design of this study led to several considerations for future 

research. Considerations arose from the delimitations stated in Chapter 1, limitations that 
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occurred during the study, and the comparison of the results to the existing body of research. 

With regard to delimitations, future researchers may pursue a greater understanding of inclusive 

policy creation and implementation for trans student athletes to participate in intercollegiate 

athletics by changing the study’s data collection. Participants recruited for this study could only 

describe their individual experience with policy design and implementation. While this was 

beneficial to my study, a delimitation exists within the context of not having data of individuals 

who participated with participants as active committee members to voice their lived experiences 

with creating and implementing their respective inclusive policy. Interviewing and obtaining 

diverse perspectives from each member who was responsible for creating, implementing, and 

embedding their respective inclusive policy could have also revealed additional and diverse 

trends among the findings.  

While trans student athlete participation is the cause for implementing nondiscriminatory 

policies for participation in intercollegiate athletics, I did not include the perspectives of trans 

student athletes within this study. Even with a similar research design, focusing on the 

experiences of trans student athletes directly affected by inclusive policies could allow the 

research to yield different results as well as further provide a more robust understanding of the 

direct outcomes of having such a policy embedded within their respective athletic department. 

Furthermore, this study did not focus on barriers that preclude trans student athletes from 

participating in intercollegiate athletics at their respective institution. Addressing these barriers 

could also allow a further development of a more robust understanding of what restricts, or 

wavers, trans students from participating in intercollegiate athletics. Finally, future quantitative 

or mixed methods studies might continue with this study’s findings to include whether the 
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actionable steps of creating and implementing an inclusive policy for trans student athletes 

remain and, if they do, what impacts, if any, that has on trans student athletes competing in those 

respective athletic departments. 

In addition to garnering a greater understanding from delimitation, future researchers 

might also address limitations that arose from this study. While there were a small number of 

participants recruited for this study, employing a different means to recruit may yield a greater 

number of participants. Furthermore, future researchers might also shift the study’s focus to 

understanding participants’ experiences with policy creation and implementation as it occurs. 

Broadening the phase of data collection would require in-person access to participants and 

greater time commitment of both the researcher and the participants. However, this could 

broaden the results in a more in-depth, holistic understanding of the process participants take to 

create, implement, and embed inclusive policies for their respective athletic department.  

While patterns exist among the participants in this study, there seem to be some patterns 

evident among participants at diverse institutions, as opposed to participants at more 

homogeneous institutions. Future research might consider whether implementation processes 

should differ, depending on gender diversity at the institution Additionally, participants 

acknowledged the need for institutions seeking to create inclusive policies to achieve buy-in 

from stakeholders, yet they did not provide in-depth descriptions of how they obtained buy-in 

from stakeholders. Therefore, future research might consider exploring actionable steps that are 

involved in achieving buy-in from stakeholders to implement inclusive policies for trans student 

athletes to participate in intercollegiate athletic. Furthermore, participants acknowledged the 

need to identify and instill purpose in inclusive policies for trans student athletes, yet participants 
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did not provide an in-depth discussion of how they achieved this. Thus, this provides another 

opportunity for future researchers to explore actionable steps taken by athletic staff members to 

identify, create, and instill purpose behind an inclusive policy for trans student athletes to 

participate in intercollegiate athletics. Identifying the lived experiences of athletic staff members 

within the realm of these distinct areas could broaden the results in a more in-depth, holistic 

understanding of the process participants take to create, implement, and embed inclusive policies 

for their respective athletic department.  

Researcher Reflection 

Many of this study’s results identified actionable steps to create better outcomes of 

existing research of restricting and alienating policies that limit, if not deny, trans student athletes 

to participate in intercollegiate athletics. While there are multiple physical, mental, and social 

benefits to participating in physical activities, such as competitive sport, trans students attending 

institutions of higher education often encounter personal and physical barriers, precluding them 

from full immersion in the academic and athletic campus community. Dismantling these barriers 

and offering inclusive, safe, and equitable environments for trans student athletes was found to 

be the forefront of participants’ underlying purpose for creating inclusive policies for trans 

student athletes to participate in intercollegiate athletics at their respective institution.  

Education, understanding, and compassion are what bring us together. It is the 

unwavering responsibility for leaders in higher education to include these three elements into the 

classroom and into athletics. Learning from what others have done before us paves the way for a 

better tomorrow. The lived experiences of these participants have proven that utilizing these 

three elements further motivated them to break barriers by implementing policies that represent 
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equitable opportunities for trans students to participate in intercollegiate athletics at their 

respective athletic department. The mere presence of and access to inclusive policies for trans 

student athletes improves overall well-being and social mobility of trans students, and who 

knows, they may even save a trans student’s life.  
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