Why Belonging Matters in LGBTQIA+ Sport Inclusion
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Sporting organisations may have inclusion policies on paper, but Kalinda Robinson says the real test is whether people feel they belong. The former track cyclist and IOC Young Leader is urging sports leaders to turn written commitments into everyday practice, particularly for LGBTQIA+ participants. Here’s why listening, clear support and consistent follow-through matter.
Essential Takeaways
Policies need practice: Written commitments matter only when they shape everyday behaviour and decisions.
Belonging is the goal: Robinson says people should feel connected, able to participate and free to be themselves.
Listening builds understanding: Taking different experiences seriously can help leaders recognise where change is needed.
Make support visible: Set out the organisation’s position, name a person participants can approach and treat inclusion as an ongoing priority.
A policy on paper isn't the same as belonging
A policy can look reassuring in a folder. But for LGBTQIA+ participants, the more important question is whether the sporting environment feels welcoming in practice. Former professional track cyclist, IOC Young Leader and Sport In Colour founder Kalinda Robinson argues that compliance is a starting point, not the measure of success.
The Australian Sports Commission's Clearinghouse explains why that distinction matters: inclusion can rely too heavily on one-off activities or individual champions unless organisations build it into their leadership and everyday systems. A systematic review of LGBTQ+ sport leadership research also highlights how marginalisation can persist in sporting environments, despite formal commitments.
Listening is a leadership skill
Robinson's answer to how leaders can support cultural change is not a new form or slogan. It's listening to people whose experiences may be different from their own, then using that understanding to see where the organisation can do better.
The Australian Olympic Committee has described Robinson's aim as using sport to promote positive social impact, including wider LGBTQ inclusion in local communities as well as elite sport. That connection between participation and community is a useful reminder: people don't experience inclusion as policy language; they experience it through how they're treated.
Make inclusion part of the organisation's routine
There are practical steps leaders can take. Robinson recommends making the organisation's position clear, including on trans inclusion, deciding in advance how issues will be handled, and giving participants, staff and volunteers a named person to contact.
Australian Human Rights Commission guidelines for transgender and gender-diverse inclusion similarly recommend an accessible policy, guidance for staff and volunteers, and an inclusion officer as a point of contact. They also cover everyday areas such as codes of conduct, facilities and privacy, showing how inclusion reaches well beyond a statement of intent.
Clear procedures matter when problems arise
A policy's value becomes especially visible when someone needs support or a complaint needs attention. Sport Integrity Australia's LGBTQ+ Sport Integrity Guideline is designed to help sporting organisations respond to incidents involving homophobia, biphobia and transphobia, with examples and case studies for people handling complaints and making decisions.
That kind of preparation can help turn broad commitments into more consistent responses. The Australian Sports Commission's evidence resource also stresses that lasting inclusion needs to be embedded in both grassroots and elite sport, rather than left to isolated initiatives.
Belonging takes more than a launch
Robinson's message is both straightforward and demanding: inclusion isn't finished when a policy is approved. It takes leaders who listen, clear routes to support and the willingness to follow through when something goes wrong.
The research review finds that LGBTQ+ sport leaders can face stigma and pressure to conceal aspects of their identity, while also pointing to gaps in research on leadership behaviour and education. There isn't a single document that can settle every question, but a visible commitment backed by everyday action is a more meaningful place to start.
Start with the conversation, then make sure the organisation is ready to act on what it hears.
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