
Sports still not safe for those within the LGBT+ 

community 
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Holly Conroy is an openly trans woman, who came out for the second time in 2017, ten 

years after the first time she came out, where her transition was met negatively. She is a 

footballer and AFL player, who plays for Wagga United and Riverina Lions in both the 

women’s divisions and is best known for creating Wagga Wagga’s first ever 

pride parade.  

For Holly and many other people in the sporting field they want to feel 

accepted and welcomed and to feel like organisations want them to be apart 

of sports and not pushed away. 

“Because I had seen in being handled, I was able to feel like I was taken 

seriously, and it was being treated as a serious incident. Soccer didn’t treat it 

like that, they basically treated it like I didn’t hear it, it didn’t happen.” 

Holly is sadly no stranger to transphobic abuse on and around the field. Since 

she has come out she has faced multiple forms of abuse from all spectrums of 

the sporting arena, from players, spectators and local media. Image supplied by Holly Conroy  



“There was one particular incident where a member of the opposite team made 

inappropriate comment towards me about being trans.” 

“On this particular day, one of their players had the ball and I was running over to them to 

try and get the ball off them and their players are yelling out man on, but after she got rid of 

the ball she kicked it and it hit me in the legs and went out. This is when it went sour, I was 

marking her and she leaned into me and whispered, “You really are a man, aren’t you.” 

I was like “what, what was that” “say it again.” I said, “go on say it a-f***ing-gain.” Because I 

swore the referee was like you can’t swear. I was like “did you hear what she said,” I was 

like “she can’t f’ing say that she is making inappropriate transgender comments.” The ref 

was like “I didn’t hear it.” 

Sadly, Holly is not alone in her experience, with 82% of people having witnessed some sort 

of homophobic or transphobic language in the past twelve months. 

For Holly the situation that occurred that day only got worse. “Three weeks later I got a visit 

from the police saying that I threatened to bash her, drag her around the carpark. None of it 

happened, she was trying to get me into as much trouble as she could. She wanted me out 

of the game. She didn’t believe I belonged in women’s sport, She went to the police and said 

I was trying to bash her, and the police tried to charge me with 

Intimidation. It went through court, and she ended up dropping 

everything.” 

Former NRL player and actor Ian Roberts, who was the first openly gay 

Rugby League players, feels like “There has been an awareness about 

homophobia and transphobia in sport, but there has been a huge void in 

recognising how troubling and how serious the issue is, especially in team 

sports and sports in general.”.  

Ian has been a key figure in trying to make sports a safer place with his 

role as a patron of Pride in Sport, which is an organisation in sport that 

facilitates an index system that they have to clubs and sports who want to 

improve awareness around the LGBT+ community and make them feel 

safer. The index is a six to twelve month project where they are required 

to interview and investigate procedures within their club to make LGBT+ 

plus feel safe and there is recommendation made after to the club to 

make it safer for the LGBT+ community. 

Through this work and work with the NRL, Ian has found that very few clubs in the league 

are taking this that seriously, with Ian saying, “I would have thought that for all clubs in the 

NRL that would have been a no brainer to take on and participate in the pride in sport index 

to see how they are going and how they can improve, but up till now there is only two 

possibly three clubs who have taken it on.” 

Roberts added, “We need to keep having these conversations about homophobia and we 

have to keep regurgitating it. You have to keep acknowledging that these problems are 

real.” 
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Pride in Sport aren’t the only group trying to change this with the Out on the Fields Study 

and Outsports study looking to understand the full effect of how bad the situation is.  

Both studies were conducted to find out the full effect of Homophobia and Transphobia in 

and around the sporting field through the use of a questionnaire, with the originally Out on 

the Fields study conducted in 2015 and the follow up study Outsports being conducted four 

years later in 2019. 

One of the two authors of the Out on the Fields study Alistair Kitchen noted that “Out On 

The Fields confirmed a lot of what we already suspected, but what took me by surprise was 

the consistency of the responses. The data showed just how endemic homophobia is in our 

sporting culture”. 

When asked about Australia being number two in both under and over 22 categories for gay 

men staying in the closet and whether it surprised him at all? Alistair replied, “we knew 

from personal experience that Australian sport was not a safe environment, what surprised 

us was how bad Australia was relative to other countries.” 

That sad truth is backed up by the damming statistic that 73% of participants believe youth 

sport is not safe and welcoming for LGB people and 54% of Gay men 

believing they are not at all accepted or only accepted a little. 

Since that study in 2015 awareness for this problem has grown but still 

little action has taken place to combat it. With a five year follow up study 

to the original Out on the Fields study written by Erik Denison (the other 

co author of the original study), Nadia Bevans and Ruth Jeanes finding 

that sports organisations continue to be slow with addressing the 

exclusion and discrimination experienced by LGBTQ+ people. 

The follow up study found that there is a general resistance by the sports 

sector to engage in diversity due to a more business minded vision and 

the LGBT+ community being seen as not being seen as an important 

market. 

Holly added, “Sports organisations have gotten better, Rugby Australia 

has recently updated their trans policy and the Olympics have trans 

policies. Not only do the sports need to put these policies in place but, they really need to 

advertise these policies to the public and I think a lot of sporting organisations are scared of 

what sort of backlash there will be.” 

When asked about if more clubs and organisations got involved and behind LGBT+ players 

that we would have more open players Holly answered “absolutely, just with me playing 

sport I have tried to recruit a couple of trans women here in town to come and play and 

they said we don’t want the added exposure, we don’t want the criticism. They don’t want 

to put themselves in that position, whereas if they had seen that sports were making a 

genuine effort, that spectators and other teams were making a genuine effort to accept 

everyone you would get more trans and LGBT+ people playing sport. 
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For statements on the issue by the four major sporting codes AFL, NRL, Football Federation 

Australia and Rugby Australia the links are below. 

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-04-09/sporting-codes-commit-to-ending-

homophobia/5378946  

AFL- https://www.afl.com.au/news/83835/afl-elite-tackles-homophobia  

https://resources.afl.com.au/afl/document/2021/02/18/d6ed1dab-f21b-4d36-924b-

6cac89687e8e/AM-7411-0920-AFL-GDP-Companion-Booklet-D5.pdf  

NRL- https://www.nrl.com/siteassets/community/nrl---lgbti-fact-sheet-v6.pdf  

Football Federation Australia- https://footballnsw.com.au/wp-

content/uploads/2017/04/FFA-National-Member-Protection-Policy.pdf  

https://www.footballaustralia.com.au/news/ffa-commits-developing-trans-and-gender-

diverse-inclusion-frameworks  

https://www.footballaustralia.com.au/sites/ffa/files/2020-12/20-12%20-

%20Member%20Protection%20Framework%20-%20Anti-

Discrimination%20Policy%20%28Final%29_0.pdf  

Rugby Australia- https://australia.rugby/-/media/rugbyau/rugby-au-inclusion-

policy.pdf?la=en&hash=BA183810E156787967B8D471A6CDBBBD  
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