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Do transgender athletes have an unfair advantage?

In the US, there are currently 27 states that ban transgender athletes from participating in
school sports in the gender category that they identify with. These bans have been recently
upheld by the US Supreme Court in the cases of Little v Hecox and West Virginia v. B.P.J." At
the international level, we are witnessing similar restrictions: transgender women have
been banned from participating in the Olympics,” and the Women’s Tennis Association now

requires competing female players to verify their sex via genetic testing.?

Critics of such policies argue that they are a form of discrimination against transgender
persons, while those defending the bans claim that transgender athletes, more specifically
transgender women athletes (individuals who were assigned male at birth but identify as
women), have an unfair advantage against cisgender athletes (individuals who identify with
the same gender they were assigned at birth).

Despite these claims, current research on transgender athletes does not support universal
or blanket bans.* While transgender athletes may sometimes have differences from
cisgender athletes (for example, in some cases, having more absolute lean mass), the
scientific evidence does not find that such differences are consistent or provide a universal
advantage.” Instead of blanket bans, more research should be conducted to support the
development of sport-specific policies that balance fairness and inclusivity.

Furthermore, research does not find that allowing transgender athletes to participate in

school sports reduces fairness.® On the other hand, banning transgender students from
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school sports could harm transgender youth and prevent them from accessing the many

benefits of sport participation, which may be especially needed for this vulnerable group.’

Do transgender women always have a built-in athletic advantage
over cisgender women?

No. Transgender women do not always have a built-in athletic advantage over cisgender

women.

When it comes to transgender participation in sports, the most common concern (and
misconception) that people have is that transgender women automatically have an unfair
advantage over cisgender women.® This belief typically stems from assumptions about
biological differences between men and women. It is also rooted in a long history of
skepticism towards women who perform well in sports: for over 100 years, female athletes
who display traits categorized as “masculine” or who perform exceptionally well have faced
questioning, testing, and disqualification.® Male athletes are not subjected to such

challenges.™

Moving beyond these assumptions and examining research, we can gain a better

understanding of how things actually work in practice.

Studies find that though there are differences between transgender women and cisgender
women, these can be inconsistent, and do not always reflect an athletic advantage. In
addition, many transgender women receive gender affirming hormone therapy (GAHT),
which can further reduce potential advantages of transgender women athletes."” GAHT has
been found to reduce grip strength'? and to slow transgender women' s running times by

15% and swimming times by 5%."*

Recently, Sieczkowska and colleagues conducted a systematic review and meta-analysis (a

study that combines and analyzes results from many previous studies) on this subject
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matter.' In total, the researchers examined 52 studies involving 6485 participants! Their
analysis revealed that:

e Transgender women undergoing GAHT had higher absolute lean mass (total weight
of non-fat tissue, like muscles, organs, and bones) when compared to cisgender
women, but no difference was found when looking at relative lean mass (lean mass
adjusted for total body weight, a better indicator of how muscular someone is)

e Transgender women undergoing GAHT had no significant differences in relative VO2
max (a measure of aerobic fitness based on the rate of oxygen your body can
consume during exercise, that is especially relevant to sports such as running)

The study concluded that exercise test performance of transgender women and
cisgender women is comparable, and does not support that transgender women
have an athletic advantage that would support universal bans.

This conclusion is similar to that of previous studies: though there might be some
differences between transgender and cisgender women, these are not consistent enough
to warrant universal or blanket bans.™

Furthermore, studies find that measures of physical fitness in transgender women are
significantly lower than in cisgender men, meaning that, contrary to popular belief,
transgender women do not perform athletically like men.'® Scholars call for the
development of evidence-based sport-specific eligibility policies and explain that to support
these, more research is needed, especially research with actual athletes rather than the
general population, and with larger samples.

It is also important to remember that there is already a great deal of biological diversity
among cisgender women. Women can naturally vary in things like height, muscle mass and
testosterone levels due to various factors including but not limited to: genetics, age,
menstrual cycle phase, and medical conditions."” In some cases, these differences could
impact athletic ability. For example, a very tall basketball player may have a significant
advantage over shorter competitors.
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Individual differences are an inherent part of sports. In certain contexts, an individual
difference could provide an advantage, while in others it could be a disadvantage.
Regardless of gender, complete physical equality is impossible.

Is the inclusion of transgender athletes in school sports harmful?

No. There is no scientific evidence that including transgender athletes in school sports

harms other students.

Current transgender athlete bans in the United States are largely focused on school sports,
yet research does not demonstrate that these bans impact fairness. To begin with,
transgender athletes make up an incredibly small percentage of athletes in schools. For
example, it is estimated that less than 0.002% of college athletes in the National Collegiate
Athletic Association (NCAA) are transgender.'® Among younger athletes, it is suggested that
only 0.197% of female youth athletes are transgender.' This is in line with research that
finds that in the United States, transgender individuals only make up about 1% of the
population.?°

At the same time, there is already variability among school-aged athletes due to differences
in growth, puberty, financial privilege, access to training and resources, and community
and family environments.?' Given this preexisting variety, the number of transgender
athletes who want to participate in school sports is so small that it is unlikely to have a
meaningful impact on fairness.?

Though more than 20 states in 2021 introduced bills aimed at restricting transgender
participation in sports, “sponsors in nearly every case were unable to cite a single instance
in which such participation had caused fairness issues.”?® Furthermore, no evidence has
been found of a student falsely claiming a transgender identity in order to gain a
competitive advantage in sports.?* This is not surprising, given that being transgender can
involve numerous challenges, especially for youth. It would be unlikely that someone would
choose a potentially more difficult path simply to have a supposed advantage in sports.

'8 Creps 2025

9 Moyer et al. 2023

20 Herman & Flores 2025
2! Moyer at al. 2023

22 Moyer at al. 2023

= Moyer at al. 2023, p.8
24 Moyer et al. 2023



Although there is no evidence that including transgender athletes in school sports impacts
fairness for other students, excluding them from sports could have negative consequences.

Transgender youth want to participate in sports and physical activity,” but research finds
that they have lower participation levels®* and lower social support? than their cisgender
peers. Transgender youth feel less safe while playing sports and face more barriers to
participation.”® They also have a more negative perception of their physical self and
demonstrate lower self-efficacy for physical activity.?® As a result, transgender youth report
heightened levels of mental distress relating to sport, exercise, and physical activity.*

This is a serious issue; discrimination in sport participation can cause transgender youth to
feel frustrated and their interest to decrease, making them more at risk for depression,
suicide, drug abuse, and mental health disorders.?' Consistently, research demonstrates
that psychological distress in transgender youth is exacerbated by experiences of
discrimination and prejudice.?? Therefore, sports bans could further contribute to harm
against transgender people.

Given that transgender youth are particularly at risk for suicidal ideation, life-threatening
behaviors, and depression,® sport participation could be incredibly beneficial for this
population, as there are many physical and mental benefits to participating in sports and
physical activity. There is some evidence supporting this; for example, one study of LGBTQ+
youth found that participation in sports increased their well-being and sense of school
belonging.®*
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Recommendations

There is no scientific evidence that supports the universal bans on transgender athletes. In
some situations, there may be differences between transgender athletes and cisgender
athletes; these differences are heterogeneous and inconsistent, especially when
considered alongside the inequalities that are already inherent to sport (regardless of
gender).

At the same time, there is a clear need for more scientific research on this topic, especially
studies that directly examine differences in sports performance between transgender
athletes and cisgender athletes. Rather than relying on theoretical arguments and assumed
biological differences between men and women, policies should be based on empirical
evidence, supported by research, and grounded in measurable indicators that balance
inclusivity and fairness.

At the school level in particular, there is no evidence that justifies banning transgender
students from participating in sports, especially since transgender people make up such a
small percentage of school athletes. The potential benefits of including transgender youth
in school sports drastically outweigh the supposed harms, which have not been
demonstrated by the research. State-level school sport bans should be reconsidered and
replaced with the development of programs that encourage transgender youth to safely
participate in physical activity and sport.
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