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G:
Thanks everybody, my name’s Dr Gillian Fletcher, I’m from the Australian Research Centre in Sex Health and Society and I’m only going to say that once ‘cause it’s such a long title, and I’m here today to talk to you about issues of sport, sexuality, participation and inclusion. Now I don’t expect you all to spontaneously jump for joy at the end but hopefully I can give you something to think about in terms of the way in which sport is or could be used to promote more inclusive societies for everyone. So first I’ll talk to you about the research project in which I’m involved and then I’ll talk about the opportunities that I believe this research opens up in terms of our national sports participation agenda. So to begin I’d just like to share this statement from the Commonwealth Government you can see, sport is integral to Australia’s way of life, our view of ourselves and how we are viewed by the rest of the world. It helps build the social cohesion that binds families, communities, regions and the nation, sport has a unique ability to transcend race, religion, gender and creed, it is truly a tool of social cohesion.

This is a prime example of what I call the sports nirvana view, it’s prevalent in the national literature related to sports participation and inclusion and what strikes me most about this quote is the absoluteness of it. There are no qualifiers, there’s no might be or could transcend, the clear impression is that if only everyone played sport then the world would be a better place. And of course research exists that demonstrates positive outcomes from sports participation. But the reality is that specific types of benefits can be only be claimed for specific types of people in specific contexts and within specific parameters. Everyone I interviewed for my research was playing or had recently played team or competitive sports and they all spoke of the benefits that they got from it, they loved their sport, that was a unifying thing. But many of them were also well aware that sport is not necessarily an inclusive space. One of my participants who I’ll call YB told me about a volleyball match he’d been involved in where he and a young woman had ended up on a team with these two guys who had he said nothing nice about them at all. They were there for the competition and the pounding the ball through someone’s head on the other side of the net and that was really about it. Nevertheless sport is increasingly used as a site for programs that seek to expand the participation of specific groups such as people with a disability, women and girls, Aboriginal people, people from culturally and linguistically diverse communities which I always find a very strange phrase in a migrant community such as Australia but anyway, and so on. And in the vast majority of these programs the focus is on the groups themselves, the difference of these groups so in other words women and girls or others need special attention if they are to be included in sport and they have special needs that need to be taken care of. Historically such programs have not focused on gay, lesbian or bisexual people although sport is internationally recognised as a site of homophobia and particularly for gay men. So quick pop quiz for you, do you think that lesbian and bisexual women play sport? You’re laughing, yes, seems fairly ... bit of a no-brainer. What about gay men? Little bit less sure? Are there particular sports you think that they play? What about lesbian women? Do they play particular kinds of sport? Silence. It’s alright, it’s not a trick, there’s no right or wrong answer.
A:
Roller derby.

G:
Yes, yes, they do play roller derby. The reality is that there are certain stereotypes around gay, lesbian and bisexual people in sport and you know as with most stereotypes they’re actually really not that true. Gay, lesbian and bisexual people do play team sports and they play all sorts of team sports. And in a research carried out in 2010 identified that 84% of gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender respondents to this survey who played sport did so in a mainstream club, in other words it was a club that wasn’t gay, lesbian or bisexually identified. And my question is, can broader sports participation and inclusion programs learn from the experiences of gay, lesbian and bisexual people who do participate in mainstream sport despite the fact that there are recognised barriers? And you’ll notice I’m talking about gay, lesbian and bisexual people, I’m not talking about transgender or intersex people because there are very specific issues involved with those people and I didn’t feel I could do justice to those issues within the bounds of this research.
So I was lucky enough to receive funding from Vic Health. As part of my research I’ve interviewed 26 sports people, five of them identified ... self-identified as straight and that’s four men and one woman, 11 identified as gay men, seven identified as lesbian and three, all women, identified as bi or queer. And between them they played an amazing array of sports and it was from Aussie Rules football to volleyball, 26 different kinds of sports, they either played now or have played. They were aged from 25 to 70, some had played sport throughout their life from school right the way through, others had only been playing team sport for the year or so prior to interview. So let me just talk you through some of the findings from that. 
So first as I said gay, lesbian and bisexual people do play all types of team sports however the space that’s available to them in a sporting setting is constrained and as an aside I also have data related to clubs whose members were predominantly lesbian and in those clubs there was limited space available to women who identified as straight so this is not just a them and us, this is about what happens in groups. So I argue that this constraint takes four intersecting forms and the first of these is what I call assumptive heterosexuality and this was experienced most frequently by men and women who identify as gay, lesbian or bisexual but don’t conform to a stereotypical image. So one of my participants, Amy, was 24, pretty, slightly built, had shoulder-length fair hair and she’s out in a lesbian in her hockey club but she still faces questions such as are you sure you’re a lesbian? She also said it’s happened to me about twice in my life but when someone asks not do you have a boyfriend or girlfriend but do you have a partner, it’s such a relief but that’s very rare. And I asked Amy what people would normally say and she replied do you have a boyfriend?

The second constraint on gay, lesbian and bisexual people was that of don’t ask, don’t tell, and this applied particularly to people whose image was closer to our stereotypical view of what a lesbian or a gay man should look like. Sorrento who was 61 described herself as a sort of scruffy butch. She has short hair, she never wears any jewellery or makeup and she had actually avoided team sports for years because she assumed that she would not be welcome in that space. She recently started playing badminton and has actually found that she is very good at it but she told me that club members very noticeably didn’t ask me if I had a husband or children, it was the don’t ask, don’t tell policy in action which you know I’m pretty used to. And then she went on you know like even with my mother who doesn’t like to come out about me to some of her friends, you know? And I sort of leave that choice to her but then you know it’s the constant right through my life. 
The third type of constraint is that of don’t rock the boat. This is particularly insidious in sport, after all the aim is to be one of the team, to belong. Ben's story was particularly illustrative of this constraint. He’s a 25 year old gay man who played rugby union and who used to play cricket and Aussie Rules football and Ben loves sport, it’s his life. But he told me that within his rugby club they’re all fully aware of me being gay, it’s never been an issue except for one guy at training likes to try and knock me ‘round a little bit. When I come in he likes to every now and then drop the pad and put his elbow out and I’ve pulled him up on it a few times and he’s you know he’s pretty open about the fact that I’m yeah just a blah, blah, blah and I said what does he say? And he said oh you know just along the lines of your generic homophobic sort of you know faggot or poof or whatever it is and then Ben added when I’ve brought it up with a couple of other people at the club and they’ve said not to worry about it you know just keep ignoring it, if it goes further than this then come back and see us but just try to you know ignore it and just do your own thing. 

The fourth and final type of constraint is that of focusing on difference. Mate was a 59 year old golfer and gay man and he’d belonged to the same club for more than 30 years. During that time he had volunteered on committees and he’d competed at a high level on behalf of the club. He was fairly sure that his sexuality was common knowledge at the club and had been for many years. He told me I still get the things oh when did you turn sort of thing? You know I got that last week as a joke, yeah, I mean they were sort of making a joke at my expense to somebody who may not ... who may or may not have known that I was gay. And the person who made the joke, Mate said, had known him for nearly all of the years he had been at the club and so in that instance Mate, who was one of the team, has been there forever, is instantly made the outsider, you’re not like us, you’re different, you’re the queer. And you know we could say so what? Well I would say that inclusion is a socially mediated process an you cannot genuinely include people who you either do not see or who you only allow to be visible within certain parameters. For example the parameters of what you see as their difference. 

This project has established a reference group which includes representatives from Vic Health, the State Government Sport and Recreation Department, state sporting organisations and Vic Sports which is the sports and recreation industry body for Victoria and in the next few months we will convene a workshop to discuss the findings and their relevance to future participation programs. And we’ll also be presenting the following diagram which I have developed in discussion of sport so here you can see it’s a balancing act. The commonality is love of sport, people that play team sports love their sports whatever their sexuality but if you have inclusion in practice in a team then what you have is you have a starting point which is assumption of difference, an awareness that people are heterogeneous, we are not all the same and that that is a point of interest and can be a point of engagement. 
Another interesting thing that I find interesting in this is that the most inclusion occurs where a club values doing your best above winning. You remember the first quote from  YB where the guys who just wanted to win actually were incredibly excluding. Even though they were on the same team, he just felt humiliated and belittled and absolutely excluded from that situation. And then the other element on this side is that diversity is seen as a positive quality, it’s not something that you need to hide from. The alternative is an image of inclusion and in an image of inclusion people start from an assumption of similarity so they’ll assume that people are straight unless they look absolutely queer. Often winning is valued above everything and that really affects cohesion and friendliness and teamship, and people who are seen as different in any aspect remain treated as outsiders. So Mate, even after more than 30 years in his golf club, oh yeah, you’re gay, that’s why you’re like this.

And so I argue ... I don’t know if it’s a big fat idea but I’ll claim it as one ... if government and sports organisations are serious about the development of generally inclusive clubs and sports organisations they need to develop participation and inclusion programs that look at clubs and organisations as dynamic shifting social spaces rather than focusing on the difference of specific groups. And further they need to work on tipping the balance towards clubs and organisations in which the values of sport are continually brought to life. And I would argue that this cannot occur when people’s everyday language and behaviours unintentionally or otherwise work to reinforce perceived norms and to police the threat of difference. Thank you.
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