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Sexual orientation, invisibility and silencing in sport: The role of LGBTI sports groups and associations in gaining visibility.

1. Purpose
The reasons for the invisibility and silencing of LGBTI participants within grassroots sports are analysed. The role of LGBTI sports clubs and development bodies in increasing visibility is analysed, with areas for further research outlined.
2. Design/methodology/approach
The paper is a developmental paper, largely drawing on existing literature, but highlighting areas for proposed research.
3. Findings if paper is empirical

n/a
4. Research limitations/implications 

n/a
5. Originality/value of the paper
The paper follows existing literature concerned with increasing LGBTI visibility in sports, proposing two original areas of enquiry: (1) the challenges of managing different expectations , levels of competitiveness and political dispositions within individual LGBTI sports clubs and (2) international differences in the amount of visibility that LGBTI sports clubs are able to achieve. Furthermore, the article makes connections between articles in sociology of sport literature which concentrate on LGBTI exclusion and invisibility, and articles in the management literature which address cultures of workplace heteronormativity and hegemonic masculinity.
Introduction
This developmental paper examines LGBTI (Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and intersex) participation in sport, characterised by invisibility and silencing. This is exemplified by the 2008 Olympics where, out of 11,000 participants, only ten LGBTI participants could be identified (Buzinski, 2008), a massive underrepresentation compared with society at large. At the 2010 FIFA World Cup in South Africa, this figure was zero. Invisibility and underrepresentation at the elite level does not necessarily signify LGBTI non-participation per se, but the extent to which competitors are not visibly ‘out’ to the public. 
There is also considerable evidence of LGBTI invisibility in grassroots sport, which is the main focus for this article. It is often analysed in sport and sexual orientation literature as the result of exclusion from sport caused by varying degrees of homophobia (see Brackenridge et al. (2008) for a literature review and policy recommendations).
The article begins with two main areas of LGBTI grassroots invisibility, research and social attitudes, taking the lead from the two broad areas identified in the foreword of the Brackenridge report. Whilst the latter of these by necessity examines the negative side of homophobia and exclusion from sport, the article will also celebrate and raise awareness of positive developments in promoting LGBTI visibility and participation. 

The article thus concentrates more specifically on sports development for LGBTI participants and communities. I examine the role of the ever-growing number of LGBTI sports groups and organisations, with examples of the activities of some of these.  This leads to two proposed areas of research:
First, LGBTI sports clubs, and indeed individual participants, have differences in their competitive ethos , and between radical separatist and liberal assimilationist stances towards mainstream sports (mainstream sports here refers to sport in society at large, rather than specific LGBTI sports groups). Research into UK gay men’s football clubs is suggested which focuses on understanding the challenges of managing these disparate aims from the point of view of club officials.
Second, an international dimension to research is suggested, focussing on the 2012 Eurogames multi-sports LGBTI sports event. This event takes place in a particular national context  where considerable challenges and LGBTI silencing and invisibility issues exist to a greater extent than that faced in other more socially liberal countries.

Finally, links between LGBTI silencing and invisibility in sport and those evidenced in wider workplace and organisational research are suggested for further development and enquiry.
Invisibility in research
Much academic research concentrates on ethnographies of particular sports teams, highlighting cultures which contribute to homophobia and exclusion, or dealing with identity and power structures, with the latter drawing particular insights from queer and poststructuralist theories (Brackenridge et al., 2008; Johnson and Kivel, 2007). Such studies are valuable, especially when supplemented with individual narratives perhaps not representable through quantitative data (Brackenridge et al., 2008; Carless, 2010). However, the located nature of the studies (in specific teams, institutions and cultures) makes it impossible to get a broad, abstract overview of issues such as the incidence of homophobia (McCormack and Anderson, 2010, p. 915) or levels of LGBTI participation in mainstream sports. 

Brackenridge et al. (2008) note that in academic and social research there is a lack of quantitative measurement of LGBTI sports participation (for an exception see Elling and Janssens, 2009). Social surveys on sports participation tend not to include LGBTI categories . Such instruments are therefore of little use in creating knowledge and policy about LGBTI sports development and participation, indeed there are data gaps which render such participation invisible. The aforementioned example of LGBTI invisibility in the Olympic Games could be as much a symptom of a lack of data as of actual non-participation. With so many data gaps, some evidence in this article can only, as yet, be presented at an anecdotal level, perhaps suggesting areas for future investigation.
The nature of sexual and gendered identity further complicates coherent enquiry. Whilst used as a catch-all to encompass a number of identities which are outside of the heterosexual mainstream, LGBTI also encompasses five distinct identities which have some shared but many differing concerns (indeed, transgender and intersex are not sexual orientations and do not imply homosexuality). Brackenridge et al. (2008) and Caudwell (2007, p. 191) note that bisexuality and transgender (and to this we can add intersex) are undertheorised and almost invisible in academic research. Furthermore, LGBTI categorisations are not necessary labels that people themselves would use to self-identify.

Invisibility and social attitudes

Despite these definitional issues, LGBTI can be seen as a grouping which has historically encountered social attitudes which promote exclusion from and disadvantage within mainstream sports, often presented under the label ‘sport and homophobia.’  This is often analysed in terms of the dominance of heterosexual masculinity, or heteronormativity. Concepts such as 'hegemonic masculinity' (Connell, 1995); 'compulsory heterosexuality' (Rich, 1995) and  'heterosexual matrix' (Butler, 1992) suggest that heterosexual masculinity is a privileged norm within society. Other genders, sexualities and masculinities outside of this norm are cast in an inferior, sometimes stigmatised position, a position replicated in sports settings (e.g. Brackenridge et al. 2008; Caudwell, 2007; Cox and Thompson, 2001). 
Whilst such attitudes exist in society generally, a particularly aggressive, violent and competitive form of masculinity is said to exist in sport, particularly team sports (e.g. Pappas et al., 2004; Fitzclarence and Hickey, 2001). Sport exists as a space that reproduces such hegemonic masculine environments (Caudwell, 2007). Whilst such environments might produce outright homophobic bullying and violence, there are also more covert forms of homophobia (Brackenridge et al., 2007), evident in banter, language, behaviours and team cultures.
Many of the problematic behaviours and attitudes which contribute to LGBTI invisibility exist at the deeper levels of heteronormative team cultures and group dynamics, which can be hidden and obdurate.  Literature often identifies school PE as an influential area for originating and reproducing such power relations and behaviours, which can lead to LGBTI exclusion or opting out of mainstream sports (e.g. Carless, 2010; Brackenridge et al., 2007; Brown, 2005; Fitzclarence and Hickey, 2003; Robertson ,2003; Hekma, 1998).

Such attitudes and behaviours can thus result in silencing and invisibility from sport by LGBTI participants – either through forced exclusion or self-removal. This has been noted especially in studies of gay men and team sports. Hekma’s (1998) Dutch study, for example, found that rather than encountering outright homophobia, many gay men simply reported feeling out of place or ‘not at home’ in aggressively masculine team cultures, and would thus opt-out of such activities, often from school sports onwards. Robertson (2003) and Elling and Janssens (2009) suggest similarly that gay men's participation in sport is steered from team sports to more individual sports such as athletics, swimming or the use of gyms.
Thus gay men become invisible by exclusion or by self-removal from mainstream sports altogether, or from particular team sports. For those gay men who remain in mainstream sports, there are still forces of silencing and invisibility. Language and behaviours may lead to participants ‘passing’ or staying ‘in the closet,’ i.e. keeping their sexual identity hidden (e.g. Anderson, 2002). Anderson further notes that some athletes do come out, but there are pressures towards toning down (i.e. not ‘flaunting’) their sexual identity, thus moderating behaviour and appearance or not discussing personal life and relationships.
Similar but different issues affect the visibility of lesbians in sport. Women in general may be seen as outsiders, violating heteronormative codes of 'acceptable' femininity. Female participants are assumed automatically to be lesbians since they do not display stereotypical forms of femininity, as such both homophobic and misogynistic attitudes can be experienced by women participating in sport (e.g. Russell, 2007; Caudwell, 2002; Cox and Thompson, 2001). 
As with gay men, mechanisms of silencing sexual identity thus exist.  Griffin (1998) uses the term 'glass closet' to describe women being ‘out’ but not openly displaying signs of their sexuality. An example of this is might be the management of appearance to demonstrate an ‘acceptable’ (i.e. heterosexual) form of femininity. Lesbians may find community and friendships in mainstream teams, but it is done under a 'code of silence' (Symons, 2007), concealed and apolitical (Brackenridge et al., 2007; Caudwell, 2002). 
As previously noted, issues affecting transgender and intersex sports participants are under-researched. In practice there are further issues of exclusion and invisibility.

Intersex, where people exhibit physical characteristics of both sexes, problematises the gender dualism (male/female) which is an organising principle of heteronormative power relations in both society and sport. It is beyond the frame of reference for most discourse on gender, and in this respect, is invisible. Sex tests have historically taken place in competitive sport, and resonate with Preves's (2000) description of the medicalisation of people with intersex characteristics, being subjected to undignified and invasive examinations. 
Whilst the instances of such tests have reduced, anecdotal evidence exists of exclusion from competition and sport in general , for example the documentary ‘Too fast to be a woman? The Story of Caster Semanya’ (Broadcast in the UK on BBC2, 22 February, 2011) suggests athletes with intersex characteristics have been forced to withdraw from competitive sports under the guise of fictitious injuries.

Transgender similarly does not fit with traditional dualistic gender models. Discourses of 'unfair advantage', especially with male to female transgendered people, can again lead to exclusion from competition. A UK government report on transgender participation in sport (Department of Culture Media and Sport, 2005) is initially supportive, suggesting that participants should be accepted as the gender they present, but later reinforces the notion that exclusion from competitive sport can take place on the grounds of ensuring  ‘fair competition’.
Gender identity challenges can affect transgender participation in grassroots sport, for example when negotiating dualistic gendered spaces such as male and female changing rooms, and the degree of comfort people have with their own bodies in such environments. Marlin, a swimming group for transgendered people in Manchester, UK, thus uses a pool with individual cubicles around the edge for changing, and where people may swim in the level of clothing with which they feel comfortable.
LGBTI sports groups
In recent years there has been a worldwide growth of LGBTI sports groups, events and organisations, with over 100 such groups in the UK alone. A wide variety of sports are represented, and equally diverse are the politics, ethos, organisational capacities and participant ability levels of such groups. Groups may be aimed at the LGBTI community in general, or at particular groups within the LGBTI community, and may also have non-LGBTI members. These groups often grow out of their communities rather than being planned from above, and range from small, independent groups to large-scale events, the international Gay Games multi-sports event having participants in the thousands.
Collectively such groups contribute to LGBTI participation and visibility in sports and thus perform a sports development role.
National contexts

Different national contexts provide different challenges of visibility for LGBTI sports groups. In some countries LGBTI groups can operate reasonably openly, in others the national political, legal and cultural climate means that facilities might not even be able to be booked by a group named as or known to be part of the LGBTI community. Communication, coordination, publicity and operation of such groups become much harder in such circumstances where their identity has to remain invisible.

Participants
Hekma (1998, p. 17) suggested that gay male participants in LGBTI team sports groups are generally 'low achievers' in terms of ability, with biographies of exclusion from or opting out of team sports for reasons previously discussed. They are generally older than mainstream sports participants (30s upwards), often having a first taste of team sports since school. Over a decade later, Jones and McCarthy (2010) found more diverse participation levels in UK gay football clubs. There are older low achievers, but equally there are players across all age and ability ranges. Furthermore, participants have a range of sporting biographies, such as having experienced homophobia in other teams or, conversely, being more happily integrated into mainstream clubs.
Jones and McCarthy (2010) highlight the importance of LGBTI clubs in providing welcoming, supportive atmospheres with less of an aggressive, competitive edge,  with some participants reporting the clubs to be ‘like a family’ (p. 170). A similar, less competitive ethos is said to characterise the Gay Games (Waitt, 2003), where the emphasis is on inclusion and personal sporting development, with personal bests rewarded as much as winning competitions outright.
So, whilst 'push' factors such as homophobia in sport are an important reason for the existence of LGBTI clubs, they are by no means the sole reason why people might join. Men and women participating happily in mainstream clubs may feel 'pull' factors towards LGBTI clubs, often for social, bonding and affinitive reasons. (Elling et al., 2003; Elling and Janssens, 2009). In this respect, participation in such clubs is as much about being with like-minded people as it is about providing a 'safe space' from homophobia and discrimination.
Affinity and social bonding highlights a second function of LGBTI sports  clubs – as an alternative to the gay ‘scene’ (Elling and Janssens, 2009), which tends to be dominated by nightclubs and bars. This scene in itself can be exclusive and cause isolation, with norms of appearance and behaviour expected and certain accepted gay identities reproduced. Some attitudes to sport within the gay scene can be resistant and hostile, with gay people seeing sport as ‘not for them’ whilst being dismissive of those gay people who do take part as 'freaks' (Robertson, 2003, p.712). 
LGBTI sports clubs thus play a role in combatting isolation and its associated mental health issues (Flowers and Buston, 2001) on two fronts. First, there is exclusion within society and in particular from mainstream sports clubs as previously described. Second, there is potential isolation from the gay scene itself for those who are more interested in sport as a social milieu. By promoting and developing sports participation on these two fronts, LGBTI sports groups play a role in overcoming  the ‘double isolation’ (or double silencing?) – from mainstream sports and from the gay scene – experienced in some cases.
Politics and ethos
Some literature  analyses  the politics of LGBTI sports organisations. For example, in a study of a gay rugby team, Price and Parker (2003), suggest that the team’s liberal, assimilationist agenda of competing alongside mainstream clubs (to show that gay men can play just as well), blunts a more radical, transformative potential. A more radical agenda portrays clubs as opening up spaces which challenge power structures of hegemonic masculinity (e.g. Caudwell, 2007). Jones and McCarthy (2010, p. 170) suggest that gay football clubs recreate the space of football with a unique ‘gay sensibility.’

Whilst such spaces can be seen to increase LGBTI visibility and participation, there is an argument that LGBTI groups ghettoise their participants - raising walls and creating isolation from the mainstream, whilst reinforcing an idea that LGBTI people are ‘not good enough’ to participate alongside others (Symons, 2007; Elling et al., 2003; Waitt, 2003).
In practice, the divide is not as clear cut as might be suggested by a liberal vs. radical view, or a ghettoisation vs. integration view. Many groups have straight participants, teams might compete against both mainstream or LGBTI opposition, or have a split focus (such as a first team playing in a mainstream league and a second team playing in gay league), and players might play only within their LGBTI group or also participate in mainstream groups. Furthermore, a wide spectrum between a competitive or inclusive ethos across different clubs can be found (e.g. Jones and McCarthy, 2010, p. 168).  
Given this diversity of outlook, Hekma (1998, p. 20) suggests that, taken collectively, LGBTI clubs lack a clear set of ‘central aims’, a fragmented political agenda and ethos which is still in evidence today.
LGBTI sports development organisations and areas for proposed research
Whilst fragmented in terms of aims and focus, LGBTI sports clubs are also often isolated from sports governing bodies. This might be because such groups originate and develop more within their own LGBTI community rather than a sporting community of practice, or may be a more explicit decision. For example, in the latter case some English gay-community football clubs, whilst predominantly male, have female members who play in competitive games. This is forbidden under the rules of the English Football Association, the sport’s governing body, thus clubs may choose not to affiliate.
LGBTI sports groups can thus be invisible from the view of their sports governing bodies, or face circumstances which can lead to a lack of access to infrastructures and organisations which would aid them with sports development. In this section, two examples of what could be considered to be LGBTI sports development bodies – at national and European levels – are presented. 
Both cases will be used as research subjects, the nature of the proposed research will be outlined briefly. 

GFSN League and UK gay-community football teams
The GFSN League, based in the UK, is the only national gay football league worldwide. Whilst gay football clubs exist in other countries, they tend to play in mainstream local leagues or at periodic international LGBTI tournaments. Founded in 2002 with just four teams, the league has grown to fifteen teams in the 2011/12 season. In addition, there are other gay football teams in the UK which play in mainstream leagues or on a more irregular basis (see Jones and McCarthy, 2010, for a study of gay football clubs in the UK).

Whilst not being directly involved with campaigning and advocacy issues, it is connected to the GFSN (Gay Football Supporters’ Network) which is involved with anti-homophobia campaigns.

The GFSN League is not involved in sports development at a club level, but as an organising framework that allows for regular competition between gay football clubs it does provide the impetus for the setting up and continued running of gay football teams.

Whilst Jones and McCarthy (2010) have analysed gay football in the UK from a radical perspective of opening up a separate space with a ‘gay sensibility’, giving visibility to gay men who were hitherto invisible in gay sports, this needs to be seen alongside the disparate political aims and differences in competitive ethos not only between teams, but equally between players in teams. 
The first area of proposed research is to undertake semi-structured interviews with officials in UK gay-community clubs – both within and outside the GFSN set-up. The core research questions with such interviews are:
a) What position between radical separatist and liberal assimilationist politics does each club take?

b) What level of competitive ethos does the club have?

c) What challenges do officials within such clubs have in managing different political and competitive outlooks between different members of their clubs?

EGLSF and Eurogames
The European Gay and Lesbian Sports Federation (EGLSF) is a pan-European agency for LGBTI sports development and inclusion. Founded in 1989, it has the status of a non-governmental organisation  and participates in the Council of Europe, liaising with European, governmental and sports governing bodies. It describes itself a 'servicing and co-ordinating body' for LGBTI sports groups and tournaments across Europe, with a number of linked goals to promote LGBTI issues in sports. 
Thus it undertakes advocacy work to campaign against discrimination in sports; organises the Eurogames LGBTI multi-sports tournament,  held in Rotterdam in 2011 and to be held in Budapest in 2012; and runs the gaysport.info website, a directory of LGBTI sports groups and events across Europe. Other activities include funding, supporting players in coming out and encouraging integration with mainstream sports.
The European dimension of EGLSF brings different challenges across the continent.  The aforementioned national differences in visibility for LGBTI sports groups can be seen between different European countries, particularly split between a more tolerant atmosphere in the west of Europe and more challenging circumstances in the east of Europe . In the latter case,  EGLSF plays a particularly vital role in facilitating LGBTI groups.
A number of research opportunities present themselves around the 2012 Eurogames in Budapest, not least that it takes place in one of the more challenging national environments for LGBTI sports to gain visibility, and as such provides a comparative international case study with the much higher-profile 2011 Eurogames held in the Netherlands.  Furthermore, the international nature and large number  of competitors lends itself to the possibility to undertake quantitative studies of the form previously suggested as being absent from studies of LGBTI sports participation.

Conclusion – further research and links with management and OB literature.
In that LGBTI sports clubs bring people into sports who otherwise would not participate, they play an important role in sports development, individual development and social inclusion, not just in opposition to mainstream sports but within wider LGBTI communities. As such they play a role in challenging the levels of invisibility and silencing faced by LGBTI sports participants.
This paper outlines two areas of potential research into this area. One is specific to the UK, examining the management of disparate political and competitive expectations within gay-community football clubs. No other similar league exists elsewhere in the world. The second takes a more international dimension, highlighting the differences in challenges for visibility of LGBTI sports participation in different national contexts whilst allowing for the possibility of hitherto neglected quantitative research to be undertaken.
A further potential development from this paper is to make links between work in the sociology of sport literature and work in management and organisational behaviour texts. In particular, it is suggested that many similarities exist between ethnographic studies of cultures of invisibility and exclusion in sporting contexts and similar studies of cultures and group dynamics in an organisation and workplace setting.

Gregory (2009) makes a link between ‘locker room’ sporting cultures and cultures of male homosociability and, ultimately,  of exclusion and inequality in the workplace. Examples of workplaces as different as the factory floor (eg Ackroyd and Crowdy, 1990) and the City of London (eg McDowell and Court, 1994) highlight aggressively masculine cultures which render  different gendered presentations (eg female, non-heterosexual) excluded, inferior and invisible.
The characteristics and effects of these cultures are similar between sports and workplace contexts. A further area of similarity that should be noted is that, like workplaces, sports clubs and governing bodies are themselves organisations. Thus it is in structures, rules, governance and other organisational characteristics - as well as cultures and group dynamics – that LGBTI invisibility and silencing is also promoted.
In that sport exhibits characteristics of LGBTI silencing and invisibility similar to those of workplace organisations, it makes sport a case worthy of interest alongside other workplace contexts. In that this invisibility and silencing is statistically so much greater in both elite and grassroots sport, as evidenced by figures for participation in the Olympics and football World Cup, it makes the organisational characteristics of sport which contribute to this invisibility a case worthy of enquiry in its own right. 
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