
Citation:
Fraser, K and Williams, A and de Silva, T and Stebbings, G and Backhouse, S (2023) Making
Competent Decisions in Sport and Exercise Science and Sports Medicine: Practical Guidelines
on Sex and Gender. Journal of Science and Medicine in Sport. pp. 1-4. ISSN 1440-2440 DOI:
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsams.2023.12.005

Link to Leeds Beckett Repository record:
https://eprints.leedsbeckett.ac.uk/id/eprint/10308/

Document Version:
Article (Published Version)

Creative Commons: Attribution 4.0

c© 2023 The Authors.

The aim of the Leeds Beckett Repository is to provide open access to our research, as required by
funder policies and permitted by publishers and copyright law.

The Leeds Beckett repository holds a wide range of publications, each of which has been
checked for copyright and the relevant embargo period has been applied by the Research Services
team.

We operate on a standard take-down policy. If you are the author or publisher of an output
and you would like it removed from the repository, please contact us and we will investigate on a
case-by-case basis.

Each thesis in the repository has been cleared where necessary by the author for third party
copyright. If you would like a thesis to be removed from the repository or believe there is an issue
with copyright, please contact us on openaccess@leedsbeckett.ac.uk and we will investigate on a
case-by-case basis.

https://eprints.leedsbeckett.ac.uk/id/eprint/10308/
mailto:openaccess@leedsbeckett.ac.uk
mailto:openaccess@leedsbeckett.ac.uk


Viewpoint

Making competent decisions in sport and exercise science and sports
medicine: Preliminary practical guidelines on sex and gender

Kotryna K. Fraser a,⁎, Alun G. Williams b,c,d, T. Thirsha A. de Silva e, Georgina K. Stebbings b, Susan H. Backhouse f

a School of Health Sciences, Faculty of Medicine and Health, The University of Sydney, Central Sydney Patyegarang Precinct, Australia
b Department of Sport and Exercise Sciences, Manchester Metropolitan University Institute of Sport, Manchester Metropolitan University, UK
c Institute of Sport, Exercise and Health, University College London, UK
d Applied Sports Science Technology and Medicine Research Centre (A-STEM), Faculty of Science and Engineering, Swansea University, UK
e School of Psychology, Faculty of Humanities and Sciences, Sri Lanka Institute of Information Technology, Sri Lanka
f Carnegie School of Sport, Leeds Beckett University, UK

Sport and exercise science, allied health and sportsmedicine (SAMS)
professionals make daily decisionswhen designing research and imple-
menting interventions. It is unclear, however, to what extent SAMS
professionals consider clients' or research participants' intersectionality
(social and political identities) within their approach. Whilst the
Sex and Gender Equity in Research (SAGER) guidelines1 increase
researchers' awareness of sex and gender in research and provide a use-
ful checklist,2 they lack clarity and practicality regardingwhen, how and
why constructs of sex and/or gender should be addressed. Nor are we
aware of practical guidelines helping SAMS professionals create wel-
coming environments. This may result in a lack of knowledge, skills
and confidence to meaningfully engage with a client's sex and gender
and avoid inaccurate research3 and subsequent practice.

Therefore, we provide preliminary guidelines on how the constructs
of sex and gender could be implemented in SAMS based on existing
empirical4 and professional literature.5 We recognise the need to create
more inclusive spaces where individuals can express their authentic
selves without fear of direct or indirect discrimination. To do so, we
need to continually review emerging understanding based on new
evidence. These initial guidelines may help SAMS professionals who
lack confidence or have little experience with transgender or gender-
diverse clients or research participants, and for academics and educa-
tors to inform SAMS curriculum and pedagogy.

1. Sex and gender: problem and definitions

Biological sex or sex (recorded at birth as a binary option—male or
female — based on visual inspection of external reproductive organs),6

gender (a complex sociocultural construct regarding the roles, behav-
iours and norms associated with one's sex)6 and gender identity (the
personal sense of one's gender, which can correspond with or differ
from their sex)7 are often used interchangeably as a social practice or

in attempt to develop ‘inclusive language’. This often leads to errors
when assessing, reporting and/or communicating a client's sex and/or
gender identity. For instance, surveys often ask about one's gender but
provide answer options related to both sex (male or female) and gender
identity (non-binary) creating confusion for the recipient and collecting
inaccurate data.8–10 However, not everyone presents/expresses their
true gender identity as some may feel uncomfortable, judged, or
pressured to conform to prescribed norms.

Without accurate records of sex and gender identity (and other
possible sociocultural factors such as ethnicity or relevant opportunity),
it is impossible to determine what types of oppression and support one
has experienced that might be masked by biological attributes (e.g.,
hormone levels).11 Consequently, aggregation by sex disregards these
sociocultural realities and ignores the accumulated effects of gendered
expectations. It widens the gender gap by collecting and implementing
partial, biased evidence (e.g., female rugby players report poor tackling
coaching experiences constrained by men's rugby as a norm12).

Often these errors are adopted as ‘common practice’ without
questioning what is right given newly developed knowledge, shifted
norms and changed gendered expectations. In essence, making assump-
tions about one's sex and/or gender identity based on partial evidence
may further exacerbate negative experiences for researchers, participants,
practitioners and clients. Therefore, we offer a brief review of existing
empirical3,4,13 and professional literature5,7,14 resulting in the decision-
making flowchart (Fig. 1) aimed at helping SAMS professionals to make
better decisions, create an inclusive environment and move towards
evidence-based research and practice reflective of our modern society.

2. Research

The World Medical Association's Declaration of Helsinki15 provides
the ethical framework for the conduct of all scientific research involving
humans, including SAMS. Paragraphs 7–8 state that, although the pri-
mary research aim is to generate new knowledge, the rights and inter-
ests of research participants must always be prioritised, and research
participants must always be treated with respect. Consistent with
these goals, new knowledge can only be generated, and the interests
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of research participants upheld, when all data collection is accurate and
relevant to the research question.

Sex is invariably relevant to research questions within SAMS. If re-
searchers can confidently rule out any association with sex a priori,

then it would be inappropriate to record sex. Consequently, as appears
common practice in SAMS research literature, sex should be recorded
and reported in most research studies, using accurate language and
without confusing sex with gender identity.

Fig. 1. Making decisions on sex and gender identity in SAMS research and practice.
Part A. Deciding whether sex and gender identity should be recorded.
Part B. Working with gender identity of research participants and clients.
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Similarly, if researchers can confidently rule out any associationwith
gender identity, then it would be inappropriate to record it. However,
SAMS professionals typicallymeasure anatomical, physiological, biome-
chanical and psychosocial characteristics, most of which adapt to envi-
ronmental stimuli such as physical activity or coaching. Those stimuli
and an individual's response frequently differ in nature and magnitude
according to a gendered environment and/or attitudes.16 For instance, a
gendered environment may contribute to a higher risk of ACL injuries
among female athletes because resources, facilities and knowledge are
prioritised for male athletes leading to better conditioned bodies.11,16

Therefore, as most measured variables are (directly or indirectly)
potentially affected by gender identity, it would seem remiss not to re-
cord a known confounding factor when doing so requires no specialist
equipment and little time. A two-step approach to collecting data on
sex and gender identity is current best practice.8,17 However, SAMS pro-
fessionals should respect a person's privacy (i.e., “prefer not to say”) and
acknowledge the possibility of missing data.

The most likely and frequent approach in SAMS research — record-
ing sex and gender identity, when appropriate (Fig. 1 Part A) — is
broadly consistent with guidance from other similar fields, including
National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine7 because it
commonly involves measurements (physiological, psychological, etc.)
in vivo in human participants, or in vitro using tissue obtained from
them.

In each case, most research studies are arguably strongest when sex
and gender identity — as the proxy for relevant environmental and so-
ciocultural factors that disaggregate by gendered environments and/or
attitudes — are considered to create “gender-inclusive medicine”13 in
SAMS. To maximise data accuracy, participants should always be clear
what information is being recorded and why.

3. Practice

The increased diversity and awareness of one's intersectionality
highlight the need for a more culturally competent workforce in
SAMS.14 Nonetheless, our current approaches are based on English-
speaking, mostly White and educated populations that often dismiss
different views of gender identity (e.g., Indigenous peoples such as
Māori have multiple expressions of gender). Furthermore, few SAMS
professional bodies provide tangible guidance on sex and gender iden-
tity or call for culturally competent practitioners despite emerging evi-
dence of gendered experiences in SAMS and their effects on injury,16

coaching12 and involvement.18 Consequently, there is a need for struc-
tural change in the way we understand and deal with notions of sex
and gender identity. A more aligned, organisational approach would
help SAMS professionals develop the language, skills and confidence
needed to create welcoming environments and engage with culturally
appropriate practices.

A good starting point is adapting existing psychological guidelines
(e.g., New Zealand Psychologists Board5) to create a client-centred envi-
ronment. Inclusive and respectful language canmitigate the pressure of
fitting into heteronormative standards dominant in sport.19 SAMS pro-
fessionals should allow their clients to self-identify their gender identity
or maintain gender privacy.20 Therefore, SAMS professionals should
never assume a client's gender identity but should ask about it (via in-
take forms) including preferred language (Fig. 1 Part B).

Conversely, deeply embedded cultural and gendered normsmay in-
hibit a client's ability to express themselves in their mother tongue
(e.g., French uses binary descriptions andmasculine as a default gender)
or negatively affect their mental wellbeing due to expectations to con-
form. Others may avoid engaging in such discussion as they reject the
notion of gender identity or feel incompetent/illiterate to contribute.
Consequently, SAMS professionals should self-reflect and self-educate
first before challenging unconscious biases and providing culturally
competent services, whilst remaining cognisant of the language and ap-
proaches with which clients feel most comfortable.

4. Decision-making in research and practice: practical implications

SAMS professionals can minimise negative experiences by respect-
ing clients' and participants' intersecting identities and compiling
more accurate research evidence that leaves no one behind. We offer
preliminary practical guidelines to aid sound decision-making and en-
hance researchers' and practitioners' competence/confidence when
working with notions of sex, and gender (Fig. 1). Part A helps SAMS
professionals identify which concept is most relevant and thus should
be addressed: sex or specific biological attributes, gender identity or
specific sociocultural factors. Part B offers more practical tips on
how to approach a client's or research participant's gender identity,
which is also applicable for (qualitative) researchers when describing
participants.

5. Conclusion

Sport and exercise science, allied health and sports medicine
professionals need to be equipped with the knowledge and skills to
enable inclusive sporting environments.Weacknowledge that our under-
standing of sex and gender is constantly evolving and thus, care is re-
quired regarding definitions and practical guidelines. However, adopting
small but important changes develops shared understanding and mutual
respect, and our preliminary guidelines help the SAMS professional to
build confidence and awareness.We recommend SAMS professionals en-
gage in continuous professional development to uphold our responsibility
to ensure respectful, compassionate, and equitable interactions with the
diverse community we serve. This will help enhance the quality of re-
search evidence, develop client-centred support, and cultivate a welcom-
ing environment where people feel safe, accepted and cared for.
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