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Abstract
Background Sexual minority student-athletes (SMSAs) face discrimination and identity conflicts in intercollegiate 
sport, impacting their participation and mental health. This study explores the perceptions of Chinese SMSAs 
regarding their sexual minority identities, aiming to fill the current gap in research related to non-Western countries.

Methods A qualitative methodology was adopted, utilising the Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) 
approach with self-categorization theory as the theoretical framework. Participants were recruited through purposive 
and snowball sampling, and data were collected via semi-structured interviews, documents, and field notes. Sixteen 
former and current Chinese SMSAs participated in this study.

Results The study reveals four themes:  hidden truths, prioritisation of athlete identity, self-stereotyping, and 
attempt. The results revealed that while SMSAs were common in intercollegiate sport, their identities were often 
concealed and not openly discussed. The predominant focus on athlete identity in sport overshadowed their sexual 
minority identities. Additionally, SMSAs developed self-stereotypes that influenced their thoughts and behaviours. 
The non-heterosexual team atmosphere in women’s teams led to the development of intimate relationships among 
teammates.

Conclusions The findings from this study could be incorporated into existing sport policies to ensure the safe 
participation of SMSAs in Chinese intercollegiate sports. This research offers valuable insights for the development 
and implementation of inclusive policies. Future research in China could investigate the attitudes of coaches and 
heterosexual student-athletes toward sexual minority identities to inform targeted interventions.

Keywords Identity conflicts, Interpretive phenomenological analysis, Mental health, Team interaction, Self-
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Background
Collegiate sport serves as a conduit for hope, compe-
tition, learning, success, and enhanced well-being for 
students [1, 2]. Within this context, situated at the inter-
section of student-athlete and sexual minority identities 
[3], sexual minority student-athletes (SMSAs) experience 
more challenges than their heterosexual counterparts. 
Sexual minority constitutes a group of individuals whose 
sexual and affectual orientation, romantic attraction, or 
sexual characteristics differ from that of heterosexuals. 
Sexual minority persons are inclusive of lesbian, gay, bi+, 
and asexual-identified individuals [4].

In an effort to enhance the support of SMSAs in sport, 
Team DC, the association of sexual minorities sport 
club, awarded seven SMSAs the 2023 Team DC College 
Scholarship [5]. Besides the Team DC scholarship, there 
are the Rambler Scholarship, US Lacrosse SMSAs Inclu-
sion Scholarship, NCAA Women’s Athletics Scholarship 
and Ryan O’Callaghan Foundation [6–8]. These scholar-
ships were set up to make sport a more welcoming and 
safer environment for SMSAs. In particular, the Sexual 
Minority Scholarship echoes the International Olympic 
Committee’s framework of equity, inclusion, and non-
discrimination, which states that everyone has the right 
to participate in sport without discrimination and in a 
manner that respects their health, safety and dignity [9, 
10].

Despite efforts by educational and sport organisations 
to foster inclusivity, research shows that the sport envi-
ronment remains hostile to sexual minority individu-
als [11, 12]. In intercollegiate sport, empirical evidence 
points to persistent negative attitudes [13–17], which 
are expressed through marginalisation, exclusion, use of 
homophobic language, discrimination, and harassment 
[17–20]. SMSAs frequently confront the difficult choice 
of disclosing their identity, often opting for concealment. 
Denison et al. found that SMSAs who disclose their iden-
tity to their teams may face increased discrimination 
[21]. Pariera et al. also observed deep-rooted fears among 
SMSAs of being marginalised by their teams upon reveal-
ing their sexual orientation [22]. Consequently, the hos-
tile environment led to lower participation rates among 
sexual minority youth compared to their heterosexual 
counterparts [23].

In China, there is a lack of clear public policies related 
to the sexual minority population [24]. Despite homosex-
uality being removed from the Chinese Classification of 
Mental Disorders-3 in 2001 [25]. China’s stance towards 
sexual minority issues remains ambiguous. Many schol-
ars describe this attitude as “no approval, no disapproval, 
and no promotion” [26–29]. Due to the lack of legal pro-
tection, sexual minorities frequently encounter discrimi-
nation. A Chinese national survey revealed that only 5.1% 
of sexual minority individuals felt comfortable being 

open about their gender and sexual identity in China [30]. 
This discrimination is particularly severe among Chinese 
sexual minority youth, who are at higher risk of bullying 
in school and college [31, 32]. These youths face child-
hood victimisation [33–35], which heightens their risk of 
mental and behavioural health issues [36–38], including 
non-medical use of prescription drugs [39], depression 
[40, 41], and suicide [42].

While sports participation is crucial for the well-being 
of sexual minority individuals, research on the sports 
participation of sexual minority youth in China is limited. 
The literature highlights a significant gap in understand-
ing the status and circumstances of SMSAs in China. 
Most existing studies focus on Western populations 
[43–45], overlooking the unique sociocultural interac-
tions affecting SMSAs in non-Western contexts, making 
it challenging for China to apply these findings. Further-
more, the lack of reliable research on the interactions 
between sexual minorities and institutions in Chinese 
higher education hampers a comprehensive understand-
ing of SMSAs’ situations. This research gap impedes the 
development of effective interventions to foster inclusiv-
ity. Persistent discrimination and inadequate protective 
policies underscore the urgent need for academic, policy, 
and practical advancements to support sexual minori-
ties in China [46]. Therefore, the aim of this study was 
to explore SMSAs’ perceptions of their sexual minority 
identity in Chinese sports, providing insights to guide 
the creation of supportive educational and organisational 
strategies.

Homonegativity and discrimination in sport
Homonegativity refers to any prejudicial attitude or dis-
criminatory behaviour directed towards an individual 
because of their homosexual orientation [47]. Com-
pared to the more common term “homophobia,” [48] 
“homonegativity” more accurately describes negative 
attitudes towards homosexuality [49] because the fear is 
not irrational but is learned from parents, peers, teach-
ers, coaches, and the daily interaction environment [50]. 
Sport context is an integral part of society, and an exten-
sive body of research has consistently demonstrated the 
presence of homonegativity in sport [12, 21, 51–59].

Homonegativity can manifest in forms such as verbal 
harassment, physical violence, or discriminatory behav-
iours. The “Out on the Fields” survey, conducted in 
2015, represents the first large-scale international study 
focusing on homophobia in sports [60]. Participants 
were from six countries: Canada, Australia, Ireland, the 
United States, New Zealand, and the United Kingdom. 
It revealed extensive discrimination in sport, with a high 
percentage of gay men and lesbians experiencing ver-
bal slander, bullying, threats, and physical assault. The 
OUTSPORT project, completed in 2019 and funded by 
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the European Union, is the first comprehensive EU-wide 
study on homophobia and transphobia in sport. The 
project collected data from over 5500 sexual minority 
individuals across all 28 EU member countries [61]. The 
results revealed that a significant portion of participants 
faced adverse experiences in sport contexts related to 
their sexual orientation and gender identity, including 
verbal abuse, structural discrimination, physical bound-
ary crossing, and violence. An overwhelming majority of 
respondents (92.9%) view homophobia and transphobia 
in sport as current issues. Additionally, 20% of respon-
dents reported avoiding participation in sport due to 
concerns about their sexual orientation or gender iden-
tity, while 16% of active participants experienced at least 
one related negative incident in the past year. Notably, 
male student-athletes exhibited higher levels of homo-
phobic attitudes compared to their female counterparts 
and non-physical education students [15, 16, 62]. Con-
versely, female athletes reported experiencing less fear of 
exclusion and a more inclusive team environment [22, 63, 
64], highlighting significant gender disparities in homon-
egativity in sport.

Group and individual identity
The distinct team interaction inherent in sport may 
enhance or support expressions of homonegativity and 
discrimination, as Social Identity Theory posits that 
negative beliefs about certain groups may develop group 
identity [65–67]. This phenomenon is particularly notice-
able in intercollegiate sport, where a strong emphasis on 
physical attributes and abilities often results in prejudices 
against those who deviate from established norms [16]. 
Such discrimination and mistreatment of SMSAs fre-
quently stem from their teammates and coaches. Many 
SMSAs choose to conceal their sexual orientation due to 
fear of ostracism [60], with team members often identi-
fied as the primary perpetrators of discrimination [61].

Therefore, navigating sexual identity within intercol-
legiate sport is challenging for SMSAs, as their minor-
ity status becomes a focal point, impacting their overall 
experience [68, 69]. They encounter a unique psycho-
logical and emotional burden, striving to reconcile soci-
etal norms and expectations with their true selves. This 
constant negotiation and management of their identity 
across different contexts further complicates their expe-
riences, frequently leading to difficulties in maintaining 
authenticity [19]. Therefore, SMSAs in intercollegiate 
sport face intricate challenges in balancing their authen-
tic identity with societal norms, significantly impacting 
their experience and sense of self.

Theoretical framework
Self-categorisation theory (SCT), an extension of Social 
Identity Theory, provides a valuable perspective for 

examining the perceptions of SMSAs in China, focusing 
on intragroup processes and individual navigation of per-
sonal and social identities [70, 71]. Key principles of SCT, 
including self-categorisation, salience, depersonalisation, 
and individuality [67], are instrumental in understand-
ing how SMSAs navigate their sexual identities within the 
confines of sport norms. Applying SCT, this study could 
explore the complex interplay of intragroup relations and 
identity processes among SMSAs in the Chinese sport 
context, underscoring how contextual factors distinctly 
shape their identity.

Purpose of the study
The purpose of this study is to explore SMSAs’ percep-
tions of their sexual minority identity within the Chinese 
sports context and understand how this identity influ-
ences their participation in sports. By illuminating the 
specific challenges and issues related to sexual minority 
identity in Chinese intercollegiate sports, this study pro-
vides a deeper understanding of the experiences of sexual 
minorities in this field.

Methods
Research design
This study was conducted with the interpretivist para-
digm, which emphasises understanding the subjective 
experiences and meanings that individuals assign to 
their world. It posits that reality is not objective but is 
constructed through individual perceptions and social 
interactions [72]. Given the aim of exploring the percep-
tions of sexual minority identity in sport from SMSAs’ 
perspectives, a qualitative research approach is appropri-
ate. In line with the purpose of the study, the Interpre-
tative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) was adopted in 
this study, an approach aimed at understanding people’s 
lived experiences and how they make sense of these expe-
riences in the context of their personal and social worlds 
[73]. IPA research encompasses phenomenology, herme-
neutics, and idiography and emphasises the personal 
significance of self-reflection among individuals with a 
shared experience in a specific context [74]. Additionally, 
IPA is particularly suitable for research focusing on iden-
tity and self-awareness [75]. The features and focus of 
IPA are consistent with the purpose of this study. There-
fore, IPA was considered a suitable approach to explore 
the SMSAs’ perceptions of their sexual minority identity 
within the sport context in China.

Researcher characteristics and reflexivity
During the data collection phase of this study, the first 
researcher was a Ph.D. candidate and had obtained 
her Ph.D. by the time of this manuscript’s submis-
sion. Her doctoral committee continuously supervised 
the research. The first researcher’s doctoral committee 
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members are proficient in qualitative research. The first 
researcher and the second coder have received system-
atic qualitative training, are skilled in qualitative analysis 
software (NVivo), and have published empirical studies 
using the IPA approach. Although none of the research 
team members were SMSAs, the first researcher and the 
second coder maintained long-term contact with SMSAs 
through their involvement in sport teams. The first 
researcher was a former student-athlete and is currently 
working as a coach. Given her background, she has had 
extensive time to interact with and understand SMSAs 
within student teams.

Participants and procedures
Purposive and snowball sampling methods were 
employed to recruit a homogeneous sample for this 
study, as recommended by Smith and Nizza [73]. Fol-
lowing approval from Universiti Putra Malaysia’s Human 
Research Review Committee, the researcher initially 
reached out to SMSAs within her network, subsequently 

expanding outreach through social media to reach a 
broader pool of potential participants. The partici-
pants were selected based on specific inclusion crite-
ria (Table 1), ensuring relevance to the study’s focus. Of 
the 22 individuals contacted, 16 agreed to participate, 
while six individuals declined participation due to con-
cerns regarding potential exposure. The sample included 
a diverse representation of sexual minority subgroups: 
one asexual man, four bisexual women, three gay men, 
and eight lesbians. Given the relatively low prevalence 
of asexual individuals [76, 77], we only had one partici-
pant from this subgroup. Strict confidentiality measures 
were enforced, with participants assigned pseudonyms 
and their college affiliations omitted for anonymity. The 
demographic details of the participants are outlined in 
Table 2.

In phenomenological research, the focus is on rich 
individual experiences rather than data saturation [78]. 
Similarly, IPA research aims to explore participants’ 
personal and social worlds through detailed, in-depth 
analysis [79]. Smith and Nizza [73] also highlighted that 
in IPA research, sample size is less crucial because of the 
emphasis on detailed analysis in small, homogeneous 
samples. Therefore, the richness of data and the depth 
of insight into each participant’s experience are more 
important than the number of participants or reaching 
data saturation. This study utilised IPA’s in-depth analyti-
cal approach with sixteen participants to provide detailed 

Table 1 Inclusion criteria of participants
No. Inclusion Criteria
1 Participants should be involved in or have participated in 

intercollegiate sport (no more than four years).
2 Participants must be over 18 years old.
3 Participants should self-identify as sexual minority individuals.
4 Participants should be Chinese.

Table 2 Demographic information of participants
No. Pseudonyms Age Sport Sport status Years in 

Sport
Sexual 
orientation

Data collection method 
(length)

1 Lucas 25 Volleyball Former 4 Asexual Face-to-face Interview
(45 min)

2 Joy 23 Volleyball and Soccer Current 5 Bisexual Online Interview (90 min)
3 Mia 25 Volleyball Former 6 Bisexual Face-to-face Interview

(42 min)
4 Jackie 24 Volleyball and Basketball Current 6 Bisexual Face-to-face Interview

(85 min) & Journal
5 Savannah 24 Volleyball Former 5 Bisexual Face-to-face Interview

(58 min)
6 Adam 25 Volleyball Current 6 Gay Essay (4 times)
7 William 26 Volleyball Former 6 Gay Online Interview (64 min)
8 Royal 22 Volleyball Current 4 Gay Online Interview (58 min)
9 Sophia 25 Volleyball Former 4 Lesbian Online Interview (87 min)
10 Zoe 26 Volleyball, Soccer and 

Basketball
Former 12 Lesbian Face-to-face Interview

(63 min)
11 Ruby 18 Track and Field Current 6 Lesbian Online Interview (52 min)
12 Jan 20 Track and Field and Tennis Current 4 Lesbian Online Interview (40 min)
13 Emma 21 Martial arts Current 3 Lesbian Online Interview (55 min)
14 Charlotte 18 Volleyball and Basketball Current 4 Lesbian Online Interview (45 min)
15 Ava 18 Basketball and Track and 

Field
Current 5 Lesbian Online Interview (72 min)

16 Anna 25 Swimming, Track and Field 
and Cheerleading

Former 10 Lesbian Face-to-face Interview
(90 min)
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data. This methodological approach allows for a compre-
hensive exploration of individual experiences, aligning 
with the study’s objectives.

Data collection
Data for this study were collected through semi-struc-
tured interviews (Appendix A), allowing participants to 
choose the mode, time, and location, including face-to-
face or online sessions on Chinese social networks. Each 
interview’s length is detailed in Table 2, with an average 
duration of 63  min. Before each interview, participants 
signed informed consent forms following a detailed brief-
ing on the study’s purpose and procedures. Given the 
sensitive nature of the research, the interviews were con-
ducted solely between the researcher and the participant 
to ensure a safe and comfortable environment, fostering 
open and honest communication.

The methods of data collection exhibited some quali-
tative differences. In face-to-face interviews, participants 
were often cautious and hesitant to share personal expe-
riences. Conversely, online interviews proved more effec-
tive, as participants felt more relaxed, leading to quicker 
rapport and greater openness. This difference likely 
stems from the reduced perceived risk of exposure in an 
online setting. Due to the clear objectives of the study 
and the structured interview guide, there were no differ-
ences between the data from current SMSAs and former 
SMSAs.

Notably, one participant provided data through writ-
ten essays instead of a semi-structured interview due to 

concerns about exposure and discomfort. After discuss-
ing the matter, the participant agreed to respond to inter-
view questions in written form. The first researcher sent 
the interview questions to the participant, who then pro-
vided written responses. Follow-up questions were asked 
based on these initial responses, resulting in four sets of 
essay responses. This approach, which aligns with the 
conventions of phenomenological research [80], allowed 
the participant to express their experiences comfortably. 
The essay data were analysed alongside the semi-struc-
tured interview data, with common themes identified 
across all responses.

Documents and field notes supplemented the data col-
lection. Documents included photographs, videos, and 
diaries. With participant consent, these documents were 
analysed for relevance to the research purpose. Field 
notes captured contextual information during both face-
to-face and online interviews, including keywords and 
participants’ pauses and intonations, with immediate 
elaboration post-interview to avoid biases [81, 82]. These 
detailed notes contextualised data analysis [74] and con-
tributed to the research’s credibility.

Data analysis
The data analysis in this study followed a seven-step pro-
cess aligned with IPA research guidelines and contem-
porary IPA terminology. The data analysis procedure is 
depicted in Fig. 1. The IPA analysis is iterative and induc-
tive [83], involving the organisation of data into a struc-
tured format for easy tracking through various stages 

Fig. 1 Data Analysis Procedure. Adapted from Smith et al. (74)
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– from initial exploratory notes on transcripts to the 
development of empirical statements, theme clustering, 
and final group theme structure. The theoretical frame-
work was incorporated at the final stage of empirical 
theme development.

To enhance the study’s validity, the first author invited 
another Ph.D. candidate to participate in the data analysis 
process. After the interview recordings were translated 
into transcripts using audio software, the first researcher 
listened to the recordings repeatedly to correct the tran-
scripts. The second coder reviewed the recordings to 
ensure the transcriptions were accurate and verbatim. 
The first author employed NVivo software (released 
in March 2020) for coding, and the second coder uti-
lised manual coding. All data were analysed in Chinese 
to maintain linguistic integrity and then translated into 
English for theme presentation.

Rigour
The procedures of this study adhered to the COREQ 
Checklist [84] (Appendix B) and the IPA Quality Evalu-
ation Guide [85] to ensure rigour. The research met the 
good quality requirements for IPA studies as outlined by 
Smith [85] (Table  3). Throughout the research, empha-
sis was placed on internal validity, external validity, and 
reliability to maintain the study’s rigour and quality. The 
methods employed to address these aspects are sum-
marised in Table 4.

Results
This study explored SMSAs’ perceptions of sexual minor-
ity identity within intercollegiate sport in China. From 
the perspective of SCT, the results uncovered four key 
themes from SMSA’s team-based interactive experiences. 
The research themes, along with their corresponding 
sub-themes and occurrences, are presented in Table 5.

Hidden truths
The hidden truths refer to facts, scenarios, or knowledge 
that are not commonly known or readily available. In this 
study, the existence of SMSAs in intercollegiate sport was 
undeniable, yet it remained concealed due to the prevail-
ing lack of transparency.

SMSAs are common in sport
This research uncovered the extensive existence of 
SMSAs in Chinese sport. Almost all participants 
acknowledged the ubiquity of sexual minorities in sport, 
with 12 out of the 16 participants specifically highlighting 
the presence of SMSAs in collegiate sport:

I think everyone is generally aware of sexual minori-
ties; all people are aware of them to a greater or 
lesser extent. It is generally agreed that the existence 
of sexual minorities is a common phenomenon in 
modern society, and even more so in Sport, as any-
one involved in sport knows that (Adam).

Participants frequently described the presence of SMSAs 
in intercollegiate sport, using terms like “widespread”, 
“common”, “normal”, and “quite many”. Several partici-
pants also provided specific details about the number of 
SMSAs in their respective teams. Jackie remarked, “At 

Table 3 Good quality for IPA studies
No. Good Quality for IPA Studies
1 The study clearly subscribes to the theoretical principles of 

IPA: it is phenomenological, hermeneutic, and idiographic.
2 The study promotes transparency in describing the data 

collection and analysis for readers to understand the 
methodology employed.

3 The study effectively sampled from the corpus, ensuring 
evidence density for each theme. Extracts from at least 
three participants were provided for each theme when 
the participant count exceeded 8.

4 The study focuses on the sports experiences of SMSAs in 
China, offering an in-depth analysis of this topic.

Table 4 Rigor of the study
Internal validity External 

validity
Reliability Others

Triangulation Thick 
description

Audit trail COREQ 
checklistMember checking Triangulation

Peer review Diversity of the 
sample

Peer review IPA quality 
evalua-
tion guide

Research reflexivity Research 
reflexivity

Table 5 Main themes and occurrence
No. Group Experi-

ential Themes 
(GETs)

Sub-themes Occurrence

1 Hidden truths SMSAs are Common 
in Sport

Joy, Mia, Jackie, 
Savannah, Adam, 
William, Royal, So-
phia, Zoe, Charlotte, 
Ava, and Anna.

Silent Identity

2 Prioritisation of 
athlete identity

Be an Athlete Joy, Mia, Jackie, 
Adam, Royal, Zoe, 
Ruby, Jan, Charlotte, 
Emma, Ava and 
Anna.

Sport Performance 
First norms

3 Self-stereotyping Specific physical traits Joy, Jackie, William, 
Royal, Sophia, Zoe, 
Ruby, and Ava

Behavioural 
tendencies

4 Attempt Prolonged Contact 
Leading to Intimacy

Lucas, Joy, Mia, 
Jackie, Savannah, 
Zoe, Ruby, and Ava.Influence from Sexual 

Minority Teammates
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that time, half of my teammates were lesbians” (Jackie). 
Similarly, Zoe noted the significant presence of SMSAs in 
her team, “I think it (the number of SMSAs) was almost 
half of the team at that time. But I don’t know about the 
senior players; almost half of our junior players were 
SMSAs” (Zoe).

Silent identity
Participants noted the prevalence of SMSAs in sport but 
also emphasised the difficulty of openly discussing sex-
ual minority identity in this context. They described the 
sport environment as reserved and lacking open conver-
sations about SMSAs and their experiences.

The reticent nature of sport teams regarding sexual 
minority identity was evident in their attitudes. William 
observed, “I feel like most of my teammates just don’t 
take a stand. They don’t want to make a statement about 
SMSAs. Nor did they say they supported it or didn’t 
support it” (William). Similarly, Mia considered sexual 
minority identity as a personal issue, inappropriate for 
open discussion.

No one wants to ask or discuss this openly…we live 
in a very conservative environment all the time, and 
none of this content is something that teammates 
should be concerned about, and people would feel 
offended if you don’t handle it well (Mia).

Some SMSAs viewed avoiding discussions on sexual 
minorities in sport as respectful to teammates, aiming 
for a comfortable, stress-free environment. Joy said, “We 
came here to play, right? I don’t think any of the other 
players want to feel phased by who you are” (Joy). Mia 
echoed this sentiment:

…in team training, the game is the game, and I 
rarely bring other emotions into it…. In the company 
of most of our teammates, we don’t interact with 
each other in that way. It’s probably a default rule 
that respect is distance, I guess (Mia).

Charlotte, involved in volleyball and basketball, 
recounted a teammate’s public derogation due to her sex-
ual minority identity, an incident not openly addressed 
by the team. She perceived sexual identity as a “taboo” 
topic. The narratives revealed a cautious approach among 
SMSAs towards expressing their sexual minority iden-
tity in sport. They felt compelled to carefully manage 
their sexual orientation, minimising its disclosure. This 
hesitancy likely stemmed from the existing reticence 
and limited acceptance of SMSAs in sport, fostering a 
sense of invisibility and concern over potential negative 
consequences.

Prioritisation of athlete identity
The theme of prioritisation of athlete identity suggests 
that for SMSAs, their identity as an athlete may play a 
more prominent or influential role in shaping their self-
conception compared to their sexual minority identity.

Be an athlete
Several participants believed their primary role as stu-
dent-athletes was to engage in sport, and they valued this 
aspect of their identity significantly. Joy expressed this 
sentiment, “I love volleyball very much … I don’t care 
much about relationships; I just love volleyball, and I 
think we are all here to do this, and nothing else matters. 
You don’t need to stress about it (sexual minority iden-
tity)” (Joy).

Emma echoed a similar perspective, noting, “I think my 
teammates are very professional; our program requires a 
high technical standard, and we spend most of our time 
training; other than that, things don’t seem that impor-
tant” (Emma). When queried about the importance of 
sexual minority identity, she responded, “Yes, at least 
not concerning sport performance, or maybe it will have 
a bad effect” (Emma). Additionally, some participants 
felt that in the context of sport, sexual minority identity 
might be sidelined. Adam commented:

“We don’t share it (sexual minority identity) unless 
someone asks. We’re a team first, and then we’re 
individuals, and for me, I’m important personally, 
but in the team, we all probably need to sacrifice 
some of ourselves to make the team more united and 
stronger” (Adam).

Participants’ views as both student-athletes and sexual 
minorities highlighted contrasts in the intercollegiate 
sport environment. Their student-athlete identity was key 
in shaping self-perception and fostering a sense of com-
munity, while their sexual minority identity was often 
marginalised in aspects of interpersonal relations, team 
support, and self-identity development.

Sport performance first norms
In team sport, leaders are crucial in creating inclusive 
spaces for SMSAs and setting behavioural and attitudi-
nal standards, including those towards SMSAs. In this 
study, some participants believed that coaches’ criteria 
for acceptance of sexual minority individuals or intra-
team romantic relationships were based on athletic 
performance.

Some coaches firmly believe that team relationships 
negatively impact team performance and, therefore, 
strictly prohibit romantic relationships between team-
mates. Joy recalled,
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She couldn’t accept that… she thinks being an ath-
lete like that is ridiculous. It would make a mess; her 
team would be in a mess. She said you two are dat-
ing and that playing will affect your emotions, which 
means she meant to say there is no way I can treat 
another girl as a normal teammate… (Joy).

In contrast, some coaches adopt a more tolerant attitude. 
Jackie’s coach believes that if the team’s overall perfor-
mance is not affected, issues such as sexual orientation 
or team relationships can be ignored. Jackie stated, “My 
coach is male and old, but he should know what’s going 
on, especially since our captain has dated several team-
mates and the coach pretends not to know. He would 
only care if we were winning games” (Jackie).

Whether it instructs prohibition or an indifferent atti-
tude, both narratives reflect that the team’s norms for 
inclusivity are based on sport performance. These norms 
also influence how SMSAs assess their own sexual minor-
ity identity within the team, as Adam said:

As of now, I have someone in the team that I have 
a crush on and haven’t dated. Maybe if he and 
I argued over training or a game, it would affect 
the performance of the team and the relationship 
between teammates…. I don’t think I could let that 
happen (Adam).

The participants’ narratives emphasise how the “Sports 
Performance First” norms influence the attitudes and 
behaviours of coaches and SMSAs within the team. These 
norms not only shape the team culture but also pro-
foundly affect how SMSAs navigate their identities and 
relationships in the team environment.

However, the excessive focus on sport performance 
highlights the athletic identity of student-athletes while 
neglecting their other identities, especially those of sex-
ual minorities. This singular focus leads to the neglect 
of the personal needs and diverse identities of athletes. 
Although these measures may seem to ensure the overall 
performance of the team, they overlook the psychological 
health and holistic development needs of the individuals.

Self-stereotyping
Self-stereotyping denotes the tendency of SMSAs to 
describe themselves using stereotypical attributes in the 
sport context. These descriptions frequently align with 
stereotypical perceptions prevalent in the external envi-
ronment. SMSAs tend to be perceived as having specific 
physical traits or behavioural tendencies.

Specific physical traits
Sophia provided an illustrative example of self-stereotyp-
ing through her personal experience. She commented:

In the beginning, I would think that if you are an 
SMSA, you must fit some characteristics. For exam-
ple, at that time, I saw some lesbians in my team 
who had short hair or wore baggy t-shirts; I was a 
bit frustrated by my long hair and feminine appear-
ance…and I felt that I might not quite fit those crite-
ria. So, then I cut my hair and even wore a wrapping 
bra to the training ground (Sophia).
Sophia’s narrative underscores how the pressure to 
conform to certain physical traits led her to change 
her appearance to fit the stereotypical image of an 
SMSA within the sport context.

Behavioural tendencies
In addition to physical traits, SMSAs also feel compelled 
to conform to certain behavioural tendencies that are 
stereotypically associated with SMSAs. Zoe explained, 
“Because of who I am (T), I felt I should have to per-
form stronger, so I put up with much training…. I felt I 
should be there to protect the other players; if I were vul-
nerable, I would look down on myself” (Zoe). This indi-
cates a sense of obligation among some female SMSAs to 
embody strength, aligning with the stereotypical image of 
female SMSAs in sport. Conversely, male SMSAs in men’s 
teams often faced stereotypes of being fragile, weak, or 
exhibiting feminine traits. Royal noted that behaviours 
of some male SMSAs, like engaging in non-sport-related 
banter, led to gossip and negative perceptions within 
men’s sport. To avoid these stereotypes, Royal aimed to 
mimic the mannerisms of heterosexual athletes, as he 
explained:

I try to avoid being close to the team’s prominent 
male SMSAs and try to stay out of related conversa-
tions; I don’t want to be a standard gay; I want to 
have the same college life as the rest of the team (het-
erosexuality) (Royal).

Stereotypes in sport often forced SMSAs into roles 
incongruent with their authentic identities, significantly 
impacting their self-expression and identity. The pressure 
to conform to societal norms in sport settings created 
internal conflicts for SMSAs, challenging their ability to 
maintain their true sense of self.

Attempt
This theme addresses situations where student-athletes 
engage in intra-team intimacy or mimic being SMSAs in 
sport. This attempt has two key elements: prolonged con-
tact leading to intimacy and influence from sexual minor-
ity teammates.
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Prolonged contact leading to intimacy
Participants noted that extensive training and competi-
tion schedules in sport fostered close bonds among team 
members. Lucas shared, “When we were preparing for 
the tournament, we trained together every morning and 
evening…the game spanned for almost a month, and 
after that, we felt as close as family to our teammates” 
(Lucas). Similarly, Ruby pointed out, “Back then, we were 
training every afternoon until late at night; it was quite 
hard (the training was very strenuous) … it lasted for six 
months” (Ruby). These prolonged interactions sometimes 
led to the development of more profound attractions 
among student-athletes.

“I think we had many moments of trust and inti-
macy together on the field that built up some 
heartfelt feelings. These feelings made me feel emo-
tions beyond that of a teammate…. Then I realised 
that gender might not be so important because it’s 
hard to build that kind of relationship in a typical 
romance” (Savannah).

Influence from sexual minority teammates
Participants also described how interactions with sexual 
minority teammates led them to explore their own sexual 
identities, as illustrated by Ava’s recounting of her initial 
same-gender relationship experience:

That time we went out to a tournament, and I found 
that four of my teammates, three of them were lesbi-
ans…we didn’t have games at night, so they had been 
talking to their girlfriends every night on the phone, 
and I just felt as if that was not too bad. Probably 
influenced by them, I got a girlfriend at that tourna-
ment as well…. Even though we broke up when we 
returned, I could accept girls (Ava).

Mia described a similar experience:

There were some lesbians in my team, and then it 
just seemed natural that I got close to one of them…. 
Well, I was thinking about whether that relation-
ship would affect the team. But then I found out that 
there were other couples on the team. So, I feel like I 
wasn’t doing anything wrong (Mia).

The phenomenon highlights the significant role of peer 
influence in team settings. When individuals are around 
many teammates in same-gender relationships, it fos-
ters an environment that normalises such relationships. 
Notably, this influence is not coercive but stems from 
observing and interacting with teammates who are com-
fortable with their sexual orientations. This environment 

helps individuals feel accepted and more confident in 
exploring their identities and relationships.

Discussion
This study explored the perceptions of SMSAs regarding 
their sexual identity within intercollegiate sport in China. 
Its importance lies in its contribution to understanding 
the complex realities of SMSAs in China, an area that has 
lacked depth in the literature. By reaffirming the neces-
sity of examining these athletes’ experiences, this study 
reveals the intricate conflict between adhering to team 
norms and expressing personal characteristics within the 
context of the Chinese social and cultural background.

The results show that SMSAs are a recognised reality 
in Chinese intercollegiate sport, consistent with find-
ings from Western countries. While precise figures of 
sexual minorities in sport may vary across countries, 
it is acknowledged that they are present at all competi-
tive levels, from school and college sport to the profes-
sional sphere [22, 86–91]. Although no national census 
on sexual minorities in China or in sports environments 
exists, related research indicates that many college and 
university students self-identify as sexual minorities. For 
instance, an online survey conducted across 26 colleges 
and universities in 10 Chinese provinces found that over 
8% of students identify as sexual minorities [36]. Addi-
tionally, another national survey revealed that nearly a 
quarter of college students identify as non-heterosexual 
[92]. Recognising and addressing the unique challenges 
faced by sexual minority youth, who make up a notable 
percentage of the student population, is essential for 
sport and educational institutions.

Despite the apparent prevalence of SMSAs, the study 
confirms that their identities often remain hidden in 
the context of Chinese intercollegiate sport. This can be 
attributed to two main reasons: First is the concern about 
discrimination if exposed. Chinese sexual minorities fre-
quently report experiencing abuse or discrimination in 
families, schools, and workplaces [93]. Additionally, con-
version therapies and discriminatory counselling prac-
tices persist in mental health services [94], creating an 
environment where discrimination is a significant con-
cern, thereby reducing the likelihood of SMSAs coming 
out in the sports environment. The second reason is the 
constraint of traditional Chinese culture. The dominant 
Confucian culture in China emphasises harmony, inter-
nalised homonegativity, and conformity [95, 96], often at 
the expense of individual expression and identity devel-
opment. This cultural backdrop influences how sexual 
minorities perceive their own identities [97] and creates 
an ideological constraint that leads to social rejection and 
resistance towards sexual minorities [98], thereby reduc-
ing the visibility of sexual orientation-related topics in 
the Chinese sport context.
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Moreover, SMSAs in China often prioritise their ath-
lete identity over their sexual minority identity, influ-
enced by the attitudes of team leaders. This tendency is 
reinforced by coaches who primarily focus on the bio-
logical sex of athletes and lack training or understanding 
related to sexual minority issues [99]. Consequently, the 
Chinese coaches’ lack of knowledge about sex and sexual 
orientation exacerbates the silence surrounding sexual 
minority identities in the Chinese collegiate sport envi-
ronment and intensifies the identity conflict for SMSAs. 
Emphasising athletic performance is central in sport 
but should not overshadow the holistic development of 
student-athletes. McCavanagh and Cadaret [100] noted 
that student-athletes might face challenges in reconcil-
ing various aspects of their identity in a heteronormative 
sport context. The suppression of sexual minority iden-
tity can lead to isolation from potential support systems 
that nurture positive sexual and gender identities. Pri-
oritising athletic success over broader student develop-
ment in sport departments limits growth opportunities 
for all students, including SMSAs. Chavez et al. [101] 
emphasised that student development requires recognis-
ing and valuing diversity, suggesting that a singular focus 
on athletic prowess can diminish the benefits of diversity 
among student-athletes. Embracing diversity is not only 
a personal journey but also one that can enhance the col-
lective experience within sport settings.

In addition, self-stereotyping within SCT involves 
aligning one’s self-concept with the characteristics of val-
ued social categories [102]. Latrofa [103] suggests that 
members of low-status groups, like SMSAs in sport, may 
self-stereotype to align more closely with their group, 
reflecting recognition of lower status and self-percep-
tion through peers. This study revealed SMSAs shape 
their self-identity based on the attitudes prevalent in 
their sport environment, with influences from peers and 
coaches being internalised as personal attitudes [104]. 
Such self-stereotyping supports maintaining a favourable 
social identity and adhering to group norms but can rein-
force negative stereotypes and prejudices within sport.

Internalising stereotypes may lead SMSAs to develop 
prejudices against themselves and others, perpetuat-
ing discrimination. It can also hinder individual devel-
opment, impacting self-esteem and confidence. For 
example, aligning with negative stereotypes could cause 
SMSAs to doubt their worth and capabilities, affecting 
emotional well-being and satisfaction. Liu and Song’s 
[105] survey of Chinese college students illustrated the 
direct impact of gender self-stereotypes on life satisfac-
tion, highlighting the significant effects of self-stereotyp-
ing on individual well-being.

Furthermore, in the context of traditional and reserved 
Chinese culture, intercollegiate sport offers a relatively 
free and open space for sexual minority women. The 

results of this study suggest that the visibility of sex-
ual minority women in teams and the long time spent 
together allow these athletes to explore and establish inti-
mate relationships. These results are similar to findings in 
Spanish studies [103], which highlighted the protective 
and liberating role of sports teams in the sexual explo-
ration of female sexual minority athletes. Research by 
Organista and Kossakowski on Polish female footballers 
[106] and Xiong and Guo [96] on Chinese women’s bas-
ketball teams also revealed a climate of non-heteronor-
mativity in women’s sport. These climates provide a 
sanctuary from heterosexual pressures, allowing sexual 
minority athletes to engage in sport free from tradi-
tional constraints. Such environments help female sexual 
minority athletes navigate and subvert heteronormative 
norms by cultivating supportive subcultural networks 
within their teams.

Conclusion
This study addresses the lack of in-depth research on the 
experiences of SMSAs in Chinese intercollegiate sport. It 
fills the gap by exploring the complex realities of SMSAs, 
focusing on their identity conflicts and the influence of 
the Chinese social and cultural background. Specifically, 
this study provides valuable insights that align with SCT 
[71]. This study addresses a notable gap in the existing 
literature regarding sexual minority sport participation, 
as rarely have these perceptions been explored. Drawing 
from the lens of SCT, the results of this study revealed 
several valuable insights into how their sexual minority 
identity impacts their participation in sport. These find-
ings not only enhance our understanding of how SCT 
applies to the sport experiences of sexual minority indi-
viduals but also contribute to the advancement of SCT 
in research on sexual minority sport participation. The 
themes uncovered in this study closely align with central 
SCT concepts such as identity salience, self-stereotyping, 
and depersonalisation, illuminating the ways SMSAs 
comprehend and express their sexual minority identity 
within the intercollegiate sport context. SCT, with its 
focus on both intragroup and intergroup relations within 
the multifaceted construct of the self, offers valuable 
insights into the complexities of SMSAs’ self-perceptions 
and the intricacies involved in developing and manifest-
ing their identities in the realm of sport.

Based on the results, more effort needs to be put 
into understanding sexual minority identities in inter-
collegiate sport. By examining the perspectives and 
experiences of SMSAs, we can gain insights into the 
interactions and influences of sexual minority individuals 
in the sport context. The interplay between an individu-
al’s self-perception and situational dynamics results in a 
self-identity that mirrors the collective. In addition, the 
prevalent pressures and normative prejudices inherent 
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in the sport system significantly influence their self-iden-
tity. Therefore, valuing SMSAs’ understanding of their 
self-identity shows respect for each person’s differences 
and rights. We hope the findings will be incorporated 
into existing sport policies to promote inclusivity and 
ensure safe participation for sexual minority students. To 
encourage and support the full development of SMSAs, 
college athletics and related institutions should prioritise 
understanding and respecting their perceptions of their 
sexual minority identity. By doing so, institutions can 
create a more inclusive and supportive environment that 
acknowledges and addresses the unique challenges faced 
by SMSAs.

Nevertheless, caution should be exercised when gen-
eralizing the findings, especially for subgroups with low 
representation, such as asexual individuals. While the 
study provides valuable insights into SMSAs’ percep-
tions of their sexual minority identity within the Chinese 
sport context, the limited number of asexual participants 
means their unique perspectives may not be fully cap-
tured. Therefore, these findings may not fully represent 
all sexual minority subgroups.

Future research could focus on exploring the percep-
tions and experiences among various sexual minority 
subgroups within sport participation in China. Addition-
ally, considering the cultural diversity across China’s vast 
geographic regions, it would be valuable to examine how 
SMSAs perceive their minority identity in different cul-
tural contexts. Given the scarcity of related studies in 
China, it is also important to survey other stakeholders in 
the sport environment, such as coaches and heterosexual 
student-athletes, to gain a broader understanding of per-
ceptions of sexual minority identities. These insights can 
inform the development of targeted interventions aimed 
at ensuring the safe and inclusive participation of SMSAs 
in intercollegiate sport.
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