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Introduction 

Intersexuality is complex issue within society and has long been disregarded (Cull & 

Simmonds, 2010). The neglect of intersexuality has caused problems. Especially in 

women’s sports, it has developed to one of the most contentious issues (Harper et al., 

2018). Different stakeholders have commented, criticized, and proposed on the issue 

for years. Still, what is missing is an approach free of all kinds of discrimination, 

humiliation and exclusion. Science has become an evident stakeholder within the issue 

of intersexuality and sports to support decision- and policy-making. However, 

approaches to intersexuality in elite sports within science appear to vary. An overview 

of these approaches is proposed to provide a better insight into the aspects and 

underlying values relevant for intersexuality from the scientific perspective and to 

serve as a starting-point to establish a solid solution in future.  

Aim 

The aim of this systematic review was to discover how the issue of intersex athletes 

within elite sports is positioned in science from 2000 till 2020.  

Methode / Method 

A comprehensive search in eleven databases (PubMed, Web of Science, SPONET, 

SPORTDiscus, SURF, BASE, Scopus, ScienceDirect, JSTOR, ProQuest and Darwin 

Correspondence Project) using the search terms [intersex* and sport*] and covering 
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the time period from January 2000 till April 2020 yielded 65 articles. A detailed 

qualitative analysis of the content was conducted to find all the authors’ statements 

including perspectives on intersexuality and proposals for solutions. Underlying values 

were extracted from the statements and connected to each other with axial coding.  

Results 

The results of the substantive analysis provided an overview of the different 

perspectives towards intersexuality in elite sports and multiple proposals for solution, 

which sometimes appear contradictory. Axial coding revealed three core values on 

which the statements within the articles are build: social justice, competition fairness 

and evidence-based practice (Figure 1). The other distilled values form the outer rim 

that presents the different aspects within the core values. The statements within the 

included articles disclose an interaction or conflict between the core values social 

justice and competition fairness, especially when seen from different perspectives. For 

example, excluding athletes with intersex conditions and relatively high testosterone 

level from competition might be considered as a mean to increase competition fairness, 

but contradicts to the value of inclusiveness.    

Figure 1. Distilled core values presented in scientific literature (2000-2020) regarding 

intersexuality in elite sports.   
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Conclusion & Implications 

In conclusion, the results give an overview of the author’s statements reflecting how 

scientists, mainly from the medical field, perceived the handling of intersexuality in 

elite sports. The perspectives point out criticism concerning the binary categorization in 

elite sports, the regulations set by World Athletics and a lacking state of research. The 

proposals for solutions include discussions on how to enable the binary division of all 

athletes, but also on alternative categorizations for elite sports. The underlying values 

indicate the issue’s complexity and reveal the conflict between the approaches on 

creating social justice and competition fairness. A closer look at these values entails a 

discussion on the role of science within the issue of intersex in elite sports. The 

importance of other approaches within and beyond science becomes evident. The 

solution-finding process needs a multidisciplinary approach including scientists and 

other experts from, among others, medical science, ethics, social sciences and sports 

practice. Additionally, more awareness and a better education on sex diversity is 

expected to contribute to a better understanding of the complex issues as well as to a 

respectful approach to all involved.  
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