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The position of trans people in news media has long been researched but much of this body 
of research does not consider op-eds pages. Considering the recent increase in anti-trans 
discourses in Europe, this study investigates how transgender issues are debated in the 
opinion pages of the Flemish press. Through a quantitative content analysis and a qualita-
tive thematic analysis inspired by a Critical Frame Analysis, we uncover which themes are 
problematized by whom and which solutions are proposed on the opinion pages. The find-
ings show that non-trans authors dominate the debates on trans issues and that trans-ex-
clusionary arguments are widespread. The debates center the themes of sex and gender, 
freedom of speech, and discrimination and violence, sports, and health care. However, un-
derlying these themes, the boundaries of transness are debated and defined. This way, a 
debate is induced on what it means to be transgender which is instigated by non-trans au-
thors in trans-exclusionary texts.
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Transgender people increasingly find themselves the topic of politicized debates 
where their identities and rights are contested.1 This tendency also surfaced in the fi-

1	 The authors are listed alphabetically but would like it to be known that they should be regar-
ded as joint first authors with equal contributions to the article.

http://bulletin.appliedtransstudies.org/
mailto:emma.verhoeven%40ugent.be%20?subject=
http://doi.org/10.57814/x35w-9m72 


244 © 2025 The Author(s)   Bulletin of Applied Transgender Studies   Vol. 4, No. 4: 243–264.

nal weeks leading up to the federal and regional elections in Flanders in 2024. One of 
the talking points of the far-right Flemish-nationalist party Vlaams Belang included 
denying the existence of gender and wanting to scale back transgender rights (Droev-
en 2024). This flare up of attention for trans themes was short-lived and superficial. 
The spur of media attention seemed out of place, as research on Flemish news media 
did not previously identify transgender rights as up for debate (Verhoeven, Paulussen, 
and Dhoest 2023). However, in this article we investigate how, in the years leading up 
to these elections, the debate on trans topics has been shaped in the opinion pages, 
where the debate was present but remains severely understudied. 

News media, and opinion pages in particular, can serve as a platform for debates 
surrounding transgender rights and policies (Pfannebecker and Kay 2021). Especially 
in current times, when anti-gender activism increasingly mobilizes on transgender 
rights and attempts (and sometimes succeeds) to restrict access to gender-affirming 
health care, unravelling these debates is relevant (Bassi and LaFleur 2022; Verloo and 
van der Vleuten 2020; Verlooy 2024). Many recent studies have analyzed news content 
about trans people and have listed ways in which journalistic coverage can be improved 
(e.g., Billard 2016; Capuzza 2016). However, these studies rarely discuss opinion pages 
(i.e., editorials, op-eds, and letters to the editor) or even exclude them (Capuzza 2016), 
although these pages include more trans-exclusionary discourses (Verhoeven, Paulus-
sen, and Dhoest 2023) and include more delegitimizing language about trans people 
(Billard 2016) compared to editorial pages. Moreover, op-eds can have a long-lasting 
effect on readers’ opinions (Coppock, Ekins, and Kirby 2018). In this study, we will ana-
lyze how these discussions are shaped through a combination of thematic analysis and 
a quantitative content analysis.

LITERATURE REVIEW
In interchangeably using the terms transgender and trans, we refer to Talia Mae Bet-
tcher’s (2013) understanding of “transgender” as a broad umbrella term that brings 
together different gender-variant people including, but not limited to, trans men and 
trans women, non-binary people, and cross-dressers. The term “transgender” has been 
popularized in an Anglo-American institutionalized context after which it travelled to 
European contexts (Gill-Peterson 2024). While the term “transgender” can resonate 
less in a non-Western context, we use this term because the empirical material in this 
study is situated in a European context.

Transgender topics in journalism
Interest in trans topics has risen significantly over the past few decades (Das et al. 
2023), resulting in more extensive media coverage and fewer instances of delegit-
imization such as deadnaming (using names from before transitioning) or misgen-
dering (using wrong pronouns) in news articles (Olveira-Araujo 2023b). Despite this 
increase in trans coverage, news media tend to deploy a rigid binary conception of 
gender (Åkerlund 2019; Capuzza 2014). The reason we focus on journalism is its agen-
da-setting function (McCombs and Shaw 1972). Without wanting to overstate the me-
dia’s power on the public, it has been thoroughly demonstrated that the media serve 
as powerful tools to put topics on the agenda. Opinion pages provide such a platform 
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where the focus lies on defining issues and offering solutions. A study on the discus-
sion on LGBT topics in Spanish online-only opinion journalism found that, although 
transgender topics were rarely discussed, this format put LGBT topics on the agenda 
in 2016 in progressive outlets (Pineda, Bellido-Pérez, and Sánchez-Gutiérrez 2022).  

One study on Flemish news shows that half of the news articles on trans topics 
feature at least one transgender source (Verhoeven, Paulussen, and Dhoest 2023). Con-
versely, American research reveals that approximately half of the citations in transgen-
der news are attributed to experts, with one-third coming from transgender sources 
with lived experiences (Capuzza 2014). As a result, transgender people are more often 
talked about than doing the talking. All studies on transgender news representation 
conclude that trans women are overrepresented (Billard 2016; Bracco, Sczesny, and 
Gustafsson Sendén 2024; Capuzza 2014; Verhoeven, Paulussen, and Dhoest 2023) and 
that they are frequently fitted into stereotypical images of womanhood (Cavalcante 
2018).

Opinion journalism provides an alternative. There, people do not function as a 
source but can take matters into their own hands and write about what they find im-
portant in their own words. While there is still editing and gatekeeping—journalistic 
actors decide whether the opinion piece is published, for example (Serino 2010)—it 
grants authors more agency. While these opinion pages are designed to be a public fo-
rum, evidence suggests that they are dominated by professional journalists and public 
figures (Ciofalo and Traverso 1994; De Smaele 2024). Research taking a gender per-
spective into account shows that op-eds are still predominantly written by men (Harp, 
Bachmann, and Loke 2014; Savage 2011). Research that focused on news articles more 
broadly found that journalists’ gender, conceptualized as male/female without refer-
ence to cis or trans identities, had almost no significant impact on how they covered 
transgender topics (Olveira-Araujo 2024). There is, to our knowledge, no research to 
date that considers the authorship of opinion pieces or journalism more broadly that 
takes into account transgender authors. Opinion journalism provides an interesting 
platform to study this for two reasons. First, people make their positions—includ-
ing their trans identities—much more explicit in their bylines. Second, opinion jour-
nalism is not bound by the same objectivity paradigm as news journalism (Tuchman 
1972), which means an author’s identity and position are more pronounced in opinion 
pieces. Therefore, this article aims to investigate these mechanics, and asks: Who writes 
opinion pieces on trans topics? (RQ1)

The themes covered in opinion pieces are equally significant, as they shape how 
transgender issues are publicly understood and possibly contested. Opinion pieces do 
not merely reflect public discourse; they also actively construct it by framing certain 
topics as urgent or controversial (Van Dijk 1998). Therefore, we believe it is necessary 
to examine in relation to which themes transgender topics receive attention in opin-
ion pages. Quantitative analyses have shown that transgender topics are most often 
covered in relation to sports, representation in the media and arts, and discrimina-
tion or violence in Europe (Verhoeven, Paulussen, and Dhoest 2023) and the United 
States (Capuzza 2016). There seems to be an underrepresentation of transgender care 
and legislation (Das et al. 2023). As Billard (2016) notes, scholarship on transgender 
representation in the news that surpasses journalistic coverage of public figures and 
hate-crime victims is scarce. Dutch research shows that while general news coverage 
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of transgender topic seems to be framed neutrally or positively, neutral attitudes are 
becoming less frequent as transgender themes are becoming increasingly polarized 
(i.e., either positive or negative; Das et al. 2023). Flemish research demonstrates that 
there is more room for trans-exclusionary discourse in the op-eds pages (Verhoeven, 
Paulussen, and Dhoest 2023). Consequently, this article asks: Which themes are covered 
in opinion pieces on trans topics? (RQ2)

Resistance to transgender equality
Alongside trans people and their rights, anti-trans activism, too, has become more vis-
ible in news media (Olveira-Araujo 2023a). Anti-trans activism understands gender as 
binary and essentialist and conceives trans women as dangerous men and trans men as 
confused girls. Different actors converge in anti-trans activism including far-right ac-
tors, gender essentialist academics, trans-exclusionary feminists, and Catholic actors 
(Bassi and LaFleur 2022; Platero 2023; Thurlow 2024). They deny the existence of trans 
people but target trans women differently than trans men, tapping into the racialized 
history of transmisogyny (Gill-Peterson 2024). Racialized trans women, non-binary 
people, and intersex people are rendered particularly suspicious or even dangerous 
for white cisgender women. These dynamics arise especially in discussions about gen-
der-based segregated spaces like bathrooms or women’s sports which are framed as 
“safe spaces” for cis women. In arguing against the inclusion of trans women in sports 
for example, white cisgender women are portrayed as especially vulnerable when faced 
with the racialized Other (Pearce, Erikainen, and Vincent 2020). Sara Ahmed (2016, 26) 
explains how these discourses on violence flip the victim-perpetrator roles:

Thus minorities are often deemed as being violent, or as causing vio-
lence, or even as causing the violence directed against them. To give an 
account of trans people as causing violence (by virtue of being trans) is 
to cause violence against trans people.

These tendencies become even clearer when discourses revolve around children (Nash 
and Browne 2020; Van Wichelen, Verhoeven, and Hau 2023). Consequently, transgen-
der health care for minors is especially contested (Olveira-Araujo 2023a). 

In a different vein, actors who aim to scale back transgender rights may refrain 
from using overt transphobic language or targeting transgender people outright to 
avoid easily being labeled as transphobic. More often, these discourses take the form 
of understanding sex and gender as “natural” or “truthful,” whereas so-called “gender 
ideology” is perceived as harmful for society (Nash and Browne 2020). Much of the 
recent trans-exclusionary rhetoric is situated in the register of care, making trans-ex-
clusionary actors appear benevolent, which Elster (2022) terms “insidious concern.” 
This benevolence is mostly granted to trans masculine persons, whose assigned female 
sex is emphasized to portray them as vulnerable, which perpetuates misogynistic ste-
reotypes. On the other hand, trans feminine persons are not subjected to this register 
of care, and they are reimagined as predatory men. As such, this concern seems to 
revolve mostly around the preservation of cis and (white) womanhood. 

Another way to justify transphobia is to weaponize free speech and position hate 
speech as a democratic right (Cammaerts 2022; Nash and Browne 2020). Trans-exclu-
sionary actors attempt to position themselves as victims of an anti-democratic force 
which restricts their right to speak their mind. Contradictory to this perceived loss of 
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free speech is the extensive and influential platforms these actors have to spread their 
message. Sara Ahmed (2016) reminds us that “[w]henever people keep being given a 
platform to say they have no platform […] you are witnessing a mechanism of power.” 
In this context, the ability to position oneself as a victim, and to be recognized as such, 
is a privilege of a position of power. As described above, mainly white cisgender wom-
en can rely on this privilege of positioning themselves as victims against the imagined 
danger of trans women of color. Considering these dynamics in anti-trans discourses, 
this article also asks: Which diagnoses and prognoses are used when discussing trans topics? 
(RQ3)

CASE STUDY
We studied opinion pieces published in Flanders, the Dutch-speaking region in Bel-
gium, a Western European country. The country’s media are divided along language, 
with very little interaction between French-speaking media and Dutch-speaking me-
dia. The Belgian legal framework for transgender rights is relatively extensive; trans 
people can change their binary sex registration based on self-determination and there 
are non-discrimination laws aimed to protect trans people. However, these measures 
do not always correspond with trans people’s lived experiences as they reflect a domi-
nant binary man/woman understanding (Meier and Motmans 2020) and transphobia 
remains widespread in the Belgian population (Dierckx, Meier, and Motmans 2017; 
European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights 2024). This discrepancy between 
the legal context that portrays Belgium as a “paradise for LGBT rights” (Eeckhout and 
Paternotte 2011) and transphobia makes it particularly interesting to study the opin-
ion pieces in Flemish media, as they serve as a crucial space where public attitudes 
toward transgender issues are shaped, challenged, or reinforced. The polarization of 
transgender topics in news coverage (Das et al. 2023) and the established presence of 
trans-exclusionary discourse in Flemish opinion pages (Verhoeven, Paulussen, and 
Dhoest 2023) make Flanders a particularly interesting case for examining these de-
bates in opinion pieces. 

Research has shown that trans issues are gaining traction in anti-gender mobili-
zations in public debates in Belgium, thereby moving away from (more marginalized) 
actions against abortion and LGB rights (Verlooy 2024). Anti-trans mobilizations in 
the country are not limited to the far right and unite a myriad of actors who employ a 
diverse array of platforms to spread transphobia. This tendency has been unravelling 
since 2017 and, as we have briefly discussed in the introduction, has surfaced in the 
weeks before the elections in Flanders in 2024. The far-right Flemish-nationalist party 
Vlaams Belang denied the existence of gender and wanted to scale back transgender 
rights (Droeven 2024). However, Vlaams Belang’s overt transphobia was quickly dis-
missed by politicians from other parties as well as journalists.

METHODS
Sample
The sample of opinion articles were gathered through BelgaPress, a searchable archive 
of Belgian news media. We searched for opinion articles published by two Flemish 
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newspapers (De Morgen, De Standaard) and one magazine (Knack). With this selection, 
we have every print medium that publishes opinion pages in Flanders, besides De Ti-
jd—a financial newspaper that did not publish any opinion pieces about trans topics. 
We used a combination of search terms (see Appendix A) to gather as many opinion 
articles as possible, limiting the time period to the previous four years. This led to a 
selection of 204 articles published between 2020 and 2023, from which we manually 
selected the articles that covered transgender topics as the main subject (N = 87). Ex-
cluded articles mentioned trans topics in passing, for example in a listing of discrim-
ination grounds. For the qualitative analysis, we selected a subsample of articles that 
represented a wide array of topics, which allowed us to investigate different lines of 
argumentation while keeping a fine-grained, in-depth analysis possible. In selecting 
these articles, we aimed to include five articles per medium per year. However, Knack 
did not publish enough articles every year. As such, we analyzed 15 articles from 2020 
and 2021, 13 from 2022, and 12 from 2023, making for a qualitative analysis of 55 arti-
cles in total. The analyzed articles and search string are listed in Appendix A.

Quantitative Content Analysis
We applied quantitative content analysis to the full sample of 87 opinion pieces to get a 
descriptive overview of the authors (RQ1) and themes (RQ2). The codebook was derived 
inductively through collective close readings and discussions by both authors and is 
attached in Appendix B. Aside from metadata (medium, number of words, date, and 
whether it was an editorial, letter to the editor, column, or a separate opinion piece), 
we included a binary variable to code if the opinion piece responded to a different 
opinion piece.2 Regarding author, we coded the function of the author (e.g., activist, 
health care professional, politician) and if they were trans (no/yes).3 For these variables, 
we relied on the biographies provided with opinion pieces, our own extensive knowl-
edge of Flemish media and trans actors, and information available online. If there was 
any doubt, we coded a person as non-trans, because trans identities were almost al-
ways made explicit. For themes, the variable included ten codes which are listed in the 
results in Table 2. To provide a quantitative indication for the discussion, we coded 
stance (trans-inclusionary/trans-exclusionary/neutral or unclear).4 In coding stance, 
we were aware this is a reductive understanding of the full text, but it allowed us to 
provide a concise overview, whereas the thematic analysis investigates the debate in-

2	 We refer to all these texts as “opinion pieces”; “separate opinion pieces” are op-eds written by 
someone without (financial) attachments to the medium that are not styled as letters to the 
editor.

3	 For this paper, we employed a binary coding between trans and non-trans authors. However, 
we do not regard the distinction between trans and non-trans as a strict binary, but rather re-
cognize that anyone can experience discomfort with gender role expectations and affirm their 
gender in ways that transcend traditional understandings of masculinity and femininity.

4	 Neutral pieces were mostly explanatory in nature (e.g., item 16 that explains which words 
the newspaper used). Articles were coded as unclear if they contained both inclusionary and 
exclusionary standpoints to not skew the data (e.g., item 81 calls for more understanding for 
trans teens, but consistently misgenders a non-binary student) or the stance could not be 
deduced clearly (e.g., item 25 is a satirical column).
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depth. We coded a text as trans-exclusionary when it excludes or denies the validity of 
transgender people and/or identities (Ashley 2024). Trans-inclusionary texts are those 
that support and/or rally for the inclusion of transgender people and/or identities.5 
Each author coded half of the sample, and intercoder reliability was checked by double 
coding 10 articles, exceeding the commonly recommended 10% threshold. In the first 
round of coding, the variable for trans identity included “unknown,” which led to a dis-
crepancy in coding between the two authors (Krippendorff ’s apha .35, indicating bad 
intercoder reliability). This code was adapted to a binary code and authors were coded 
as “not trans” if there were no indications for the contrary. Krippendorff ’s alpha for all 
variables ranged between .84 and one, indicating very good reliability (De Swert 2012). 
The quantitative data analysis was performed in SPSS and was limited to descriptive 
statistics. Because of the small sample size, we used crosstabs to show some trends in 
the data but refrained from making statements about significance. 

Thematic Analysis
To address the three research questions on authors and themes in the opinion pages 
in depth, we applied a thematic analysis (Braun et al. 2019) to identify and analyze 
patterns (themes) in the data. This analysis was guided by the principles of Critical 
Frame Analysis (CFA), because of its potential to make exclusionary process visible and 
to expose prejudices against trans people in media (Verloo 2007). It provides a meth-
odological framework to address different understandings of gender equality by in-
vestigating representations of the problems (diagnosis) and solutions (prognosis) for 
gender inequality. This structuring of diagnosis and prognosis makes explicit the logic 
underlying the opinion pieces. Moreover, by analyzing who suggests the problems and 
solutions, it allows to identify who is included or excluded in proposing problems and 
solutions. To achieve this, a set of sensitizing questions served as the basis to analyze a 
selection of opinion pieces (see Verloo, 2007, 47–49). The sensitizing questions helped 
us identify the proposed problems and solutions, as well as who has a voice in framing 
the issues. We manually coded the data and used Excel to structure the codes along the 
sensitizing questions. 

RESULTS
In discussing the results, we will always first discuss the most present voices, diagno-
ses, and solutions, making explicit whether these are trans-inclusionary or trans-ex-
clusionary. First, we look deeper into who has a voice in opinion pieces on trans issues 
and is thus granted legitimacy and the power to set the agenda about these themes. 
Second, we report on what is problematized in the opinion pieces, the diagnosis. 
Third, we look at the solutions proposed by the authors, the prognosis. We discuss 
each of these elements for the five most prevalent themes we found, namely sex/gen-
der, freedom of speech, discrimination and violence, sports, and health care. 

5	 See Appendix B for a more detailed operationalization of the terms trans-inclusionary and 
exclusionary. 
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Voice
The stance towards trans issues in the separate opinion pieces was predominant-
ly trans-inclusionary (79.5% of all opinion pieces) while the columns reflected more 
trans-exclusionary stances (71.9% of all columns). Columnists also have the advan-
tage of writing what they want, within the margins of what their coordinators accept, 
whereas loose opinion pieces need to be selected by op-eds coordinators first. Colum-
nists are often considered to be credible sources, as they have earned a recurring col-
umn in which they share their opinions and insights every few weeks. 

Journalists (28.7%) and academics (27.6%) were the most present voices in the 
entire sample, authoring more than half of the contributions. They were followed by 
activists (12.6%), and politicians (10.3%). Remaining categories, including trans people 
writing from lived experiences, their families or partners, or health care professionals, 
each accounted for less than 5% of the coverage. Table 1 lists these author categories 
per stance towards transgender topics. This table clearly shows that while all author 
categories have written trans-inclusionary articles, the trans-exclusionary articles are 
dominated by academics and journalists, and to a lesser extent politicians. 

Only a minority of the authors openly identify as transgender (20.7%). Almost 
all opinion pieces written by trans authors were trans-inclusionary, two were coded 
as unclear as they were mostly informative. Trans authors wrote articles on all themes 
(see Table 2), but they mainly had a voice to write about discrimination and violence 
(27.8% of all articles by trans people) and health care (16.7%). Authors who were not cod-
ed as trans focused more on debates on sex and gender, as well as freedom of speech 
(each making up 18.8% of all articles by non-trans people), sports (13.0%), and health 
care (10.1%). Trans people thus mainly have a voice in talking about personal experi-
ences related to violence or health care. They discuss the meaning of transness related 
to gender and sex or can judge on trans-inclusion in sports or speech. 

Another evolution is that the share of trans authors in the debate is diminishing, 
whereas non-trans authors are weighing in on these topics more (see Figure 1). While 
trans authors wrote 33.3% of the opinion pieces in 2020, this percentage dropped to 
28.6% in 2021, 12.5% in 2022 and 10.0% in 2023. These findings are in stark contrast 

Table 1. Author Categories by Stance (N = 87)

Author category Trans-inclusionary
(n = 39)

Trans-exclusionary
(n = 32)

Neutral or 
unclear
(n = 16)

Total

Journalists (n = 25) 5 (20.5%) 6 (25.0%) 14 (56.3%) 100.0%

Academic (n = 24) 5 (20.8%) 16 (66.7%) 3 (12.5%) 100.0%

Activists (n = 11) 11 (100.0%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 100.0%

Politician (n = 9) 4 (44.4%) 5 (55.6%) 0 (0.0%) 100.0%

Speaking from own 
trans experience (n = 4)

2 (50.0%) 0 (0.0%) 2 (50.0%) 100.0%

Health care professional  
(n = 3)

2 (66.7%) 1 (33.3%) 0 (0.0%) 100.0%

Family/partner of trans 
person (n = 3)

3 (100.0%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 100.0%

Other (n = 8) 4 (50.0%) 2 (25.0%) 2 (25.0%) 100.0%
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with research on transgender inclusion in the news in which transgender people were 
heard more often (Verhoeven, Paulussen, and Dhoest 2023).

Diagnosis
The most recurring topic in the analyzed texts revolves around sex/gender debates that 
discuss the definitions and boundaries of both concepts. These discussions are pri-
marily initiated by academics. Trans-exclusionary texts argue that debates on trans-
gender issues are polarized and ruled by emotions, which they claim hinder rational 
conversations on the issues at stake: 

[Shying away from gender theory] suggests that as a right-minded per-
son, you are not allowed to criticize some views and practices about 
gender. […] People with extreme emotions rule the sex-gender debate: 
self-proclaimed “gender critics” who deny the existence of trans people 
and hypersensitive trans activists who detect transphobia everywhere. 
Most people avoid that minefield. (4)

They problematize the lack of nuance in discussions about trans rights, sex, and gen-
der, and claim that what they label as extreme positions on both sides—trans-exclu-
sionary feminists and trans activists—are undesirable. A reported consequence of 
the lack of debate, according to the authors, is the rising influence of trans lobbies or 
pharmaceutical industries who are blamed for the increase of gender dysphoria. In 
addition to meta-discussions about transgender debates, trans-exclusionary authors 
question the boundaries of trans identities. For instance, an article titled “How trans 
are trans teenagers?” (74) questions the trans identities of minors, suggesting that they 
are not actually trans but rather have been falsely made to believe they are. 

In contrast, trans-inclusionary texts in the theme sex/gender debates were most-
ly authored by health care professionals or trans people speaking from personal expe-

Figure 1. Number of Trans/Non-Trans Authors
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rience. They critique the legitimation of theories like Rapid Onset Gender Dysphoria 
(ROGD) or autogynephilia in trans-exclusionary texts which are “used to discredit peo-
ple […] despite the scientific rebuttal” (47). ROGD frames the increase of youth coming 
out as trans as an epidemic as social contagion and mental illness (Ashley 2020). The 
theory was widely criticized by transgender health care professionals and associations 
but nevertheless spread amongst trans-exclusionary academics. Similarly, autogyne-
philia, the hypothesis that trans women’s identities stem from sexual arousal at imag-
ining themselves as feminine, is defended by trans-exclusionary actors. 

Strongly connected to the sex/gender debates are the opinion pieces discussing 
freedom of speech, nearly all of which adopt a trans-exclusionary stance, save for one. 
Adopting similar arguments to those in the sex/gender debates, these texts argue that 
freedom of speech and academic freedom are under attack, as illustrated by the fol-
lowing excerpt: 

On campuses these days, things are going quite wrong: students and 
professors are walking on eggshells and no longer dare to speak freely, 
and anyone who has an ‘uncomfortable’ opinion is silenced […] after all, 
they try to avoid hurting anyone to the point of absurdity. (70) 

Trans-exclusionary authors argue that the increased visibility of trans people 
and the adoption of sensitive language to describe trans issues constitute an attack on 
free speech and are manifestations of cancel culture. For example, one author states: 

You can hardly even talk about women anymore. It became suspicious 
to hold a women’s day because it is insufficiently “inclusive.” It is “trans-
phobic” to talk about female menstruation, or to call pregnant wom-
en “mothers to be,” because there are trans men who still menstruate, 
or who quickly bear a child before they let themselves be transformed 
[sic]. (5) 

These texts oppose trans-inclusive language, labeling it as “Orwellian Newspeak” (70), a 
dog whistle term used in conspiracy theories to signal the supposed danger of feminist 
and queer activism (Borba 2022; Kuhar and Paternotte 2017). The sole trans-inclusion-
ary text of this theme reverses the roles, allocating the problem to those stirring the free 
speech debate, namely privileged people who already have a voice in debates (8). 

A third theme in the opinion pages is homo- and transphobic discrimination and 
violence, a topic discussed mainly in trans-inclusionary texts. Authors frame violence 
against LGBTQI+ people, and especially trans people, as a structural issue rooted in 
cisheteronormativity, as illustrated by the following quote: 

We must look at the broader, often hetero- and gender-normative con-
text. Gender-stereotypical images and heteronormativity, in which cer-
tain masculinities and masculine behavior equal status and prestige, 
are an important breeding ground for homo- and transphobic violence. 
(9) 

These texts argue that transphobia is systematically minimalized: “As trans people we 
are systematically pathologized [...], excluded [...], and victimized, but we are expect-
ed to keep laughing with [the transphobic comedy of] Ricky Gervais” (57). Further-
more, these texts challenge news coverage that frequently charges racialized commu-
nities with homophobic and transphobic violence, arguing that these issues are not “a 
monopoly of a certain ethnicity” (9, 36). One text states that the media are particularly 
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harmful towards Female, Lesbian, Intersex, Nonbinary, Trans and Agender (FLINTA*) 
people. According to the author, the media add another layer of violence to the already 
violent cisheteronormative patriarchy: “Your sensationalist articles and your so-called 
neutrality […] lead to extra transphobic and sexist comments” (36).

Fourthly, the sports theme was predominantly addressed in trans-exclusionary 
texts, with a particular focus on trans women’s participation in women’s categories. 
Authors frequently argue that the inclusion of trans women unsettles the integrity 
of women’s sports and even threatens the safety of cisgender women, arguing that 
“people could die” (29). These articles explicitly accredit the cause of this problem to 
trans women and regard cis women as the victims: “Mediocre sportsmen merrily hi-
jack sponsorships, scholarships, medals, and titles such as ‘sportswoman of the year’ 
in the ‘women’s sector’” (53). In this argument, trans women are reduced to their (male) 
sex assigned at birth: “These [trans] athletes may identify as women, their bodies think 
otherwise” (53). Remarkably, opinion pieces critiquing trans women’s participation in 
women’s sports were the only ones where trans women were deadnamed and misgen-
dered. Here, transmisogyny and stereotypes regarding trans women were rampant. 
The authors referred to their sex assigned at birth, imposing sexist stereotypes on 
trans women as being violent, masculine, and threatening towards cis women. 

The opinion pieces focused solely on trans women in sports, yet they never prob-
lematized trans men or non-binary people assigned female at birth. However, they 
did mention female intersex athletes. Despite the differences between intersex and 
trans experiences, opinion piece authors drew parallels between both intersex wom-
en and trans women’s participation in sports. The authors, mainly sports journalists, 
were profoundly focused on the women’s bodies, describing their genitals, hormones, 
bone structure, and chromosomes, emphasizing their “male mass, male bone-struc-
ture, and male-born power” (29). Through this focus on their bodies, trans and intersex 
women are portrayed as masculine, violent, and a threat for cis white womanhood. 
Scholars have drawn attention to how such processes of differentiation tap into the 
“colonial legacies that have long defined racialized women as the unfeminine or ‘mas-
culine’ contrast to white women’s presumed ‘natural’ femininity” (Pearce, Erikainen, 
and Vincent 2020, 6). Trans-inclusionary texts in the sports theme were not included 
in the qualitative analysis because of the lack of salience of transgender specific argu-
ments in those texts and because of their numerical minority. 

The final popular theme, health care, was mainly covered from an exclusionary 
stance toward trans people. These texts focus on gender-affirming health care for mi-
nors. The authors first problematize the increasing prevalence of gender dysphoria: 
“Since a few years, the number of people with gender dysphoria has explosively grown” 
(66). These texts are puzzled by the rising prevalence of gender dysphoria and prob-
lematize the lack of explanation, a wonder that aligns with international trans-exclu-
sionary actors (Ashley 2020; Billard 2023; Thurlow 2024). This text suggests some pos-
sible causes for gender dysphoria:

The strong feeling of discomfort with their sex characteristics has noth-
ing do to with them being trans. It had different causes, that were in-
sufficiently explored by the clinicians guiding their transition […] Au-
tism stands out […] Anxiety and depression disorders also are prevalent 
in this group, besides eating-, compulsive-, and learning disorders. (31)
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Next to pointing to autism and anxiety disorders as possible causes for gender dys-
phoria, the following quote also names social contagion as a cause of dysphoria: 

Lisa Littman […] discovered that there is sometimes social contagion. 
The trans identification emerged in a friend group where others had 
outed themselves as trans. Moreover, parents reported intense use of 
social media before the child came out as trans. (74)

Through the frequent references to these theories, despite their rejection by several 
scientific communities, parallels with the discourses of transnational trans-exclusion-
ary movements become apparent (Ashley 2020). 

After suggesting possible causes of gender dysphoria, these texts problematize 
gender-affirming treatments in minors, especially the use of puberty blockers. One 
author argues that the lack of blind control-group monitored studies infringes the 
validity of the treatment: “Applying an insufficiently substantiated medical treatment 
to vulnerable children, with far-reaching and irreversible consequences, we consid-
er irresponsible” (66). While pointing out the flaws in research to gender-affirming 
health care is as such not necessarily trans-exclusionary, it is a much-used argument 
in transnational anti-trans mobilizations (Billard 2024). Trans-exclusionary actors 
readily point out the lack of blinded control-group studies but omit the moral argu-
ments against such methodologies in gender-affirming health care (Oosthoek et al. 
2024). The argument evokes the “register of care” according to which trans-exclusion-
ary actors claim to act out of benevolence while actually aiming to curb trans rights 
(Elster 2022). 

On the other side are opinion pieces with a trans-inclusionary stance who argue 
that trans-exclusionary opinion pieces spread misinformation. These are often writ-
ten by trans persons or their loved ones (a parent or partner) and reframe the issue: 
“It is a strange experience that our son’s personal trajectory is the subject of social de-
bate” (6). They problematize the attacks on gender-affirming health care in trans-ex-
clusionary opinion pieces. Furthermore, since these articles are a reaction to earlier 
trans-exclusionary texts, much of their content is aimed at debunking misinformation 
or highlighting misleading statistics on health care or transgender people: 

[Author of 31] wrote: “A Reddit forum for detransitioners has 38.000 
members.“ By doing so, she creates the impression that all those 38.000 
people regret their transition. (32)

Terms such as “contagion,” “epidemy,” and “phenomena” indicate what 
[Author of 74]’s explanation is [for the increase in trans teens]: social 
contagion. “Isn’t it a bit of a trend?“ (75)

Prognosis
Similar to the diagnostic polarization on sex/gender debates, the proposed actions to 
address the identified problems differ considerably between trans-exclusionary and 
trans-inclusionary texts. Trans-exclusionary texts argue that the primary problem is 
the lack of rational debate on trans issues. Their proposed solution is to continue such 
debates. The authors urge to keep talking about the described tensions between wom-
en’s rights and trans rights which, according to the authors, are a crucial part of “the 
trans debate” (4, 28). One author sees more debate as a tool to find a way out of an 
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impasse: “We need to find a compromise between [women’s] rights and trans persons’ 
rights” (28). 

On the other hand, trans-inclusionary texts problematizing “the transgender 
debates” urge the opposite: to stop debates on trans people’s rights and lives. One text 
explicitly places the responsibility of solving the issue with actors that initiate these 
debates, and advocates: “It is time to question your thinking and your privileges” 
(9). These articles argue that the debates should cease because trans experiences are 
non-debatable and that transness is not a new phenomenon. Other texts emphasize 
the importance of positive and affirming messages for trans and non-conforming 
youth.

Regarding freedom of speech, where texts were all coded as trans-exclusionary ex-
cept for one, the proposed solutions include continuing to debate trans topics, similar 
to the prognosis of sex/gender debates. The authors argue for spaces where ideas can 
clash and where critiquing “wokeness” or “transgender activism” is part of a healthy 
debate (65). 

Proposed actions aimed at reducing homo- and transphobic discrimination and vio-
lence situated in trans-inclusionary texts include firstly reforming and expanding edu-
cation on LGBTQI+ themes. The articles pose that educational tools should historically 
situate the current gender norms and diversify teaching materials: “In education […] 
the course content needs to be different and more inclusive” (9). Relatedly, they argue 
that there should be more diversity among teachers. Other authors distribute the re-
sponsibility for taking action: they call on (future) parents to accept their child’s sexu-
ality or gender identity but also motivate queer people to organize and come togeth-
er to fight against LGBTQI+-phobia and structural oppressions like racism, sexism, 
and ableism. Finally, authors pose that queer people should also create safe spaces for 
FLINTA* people to shield them from structural oppression and “cismasculine domina-
tion” (36). 

The articles on the participation of trans people in sports, which mainly adopt 
a trans-exclusionary stance, claim that trans and intersex women’s participation in 
the women’s competition should be limited. At the base, they all argue for at least the 
reinforcement of binary sex categories, because “biological women have the right to 
play sports in a space reserved for them” (23). Proposed solutions include maintaining 
exclusive categories for cis women, opening the men’s category for everyone, installing 
a new “open” category, or integrating such categories within the Paralympics. Once, a 
text suggested to exclude all trans women from all sport categories, “to protect a very, 
very big majority [of cis women]” (29). These options are defended by referring to a 
principle of fairness, sometimes arguing that discrimination of a few to protect the 
majority is desirable. This author defends this solution by pointing at the numerical 
minority of trans women compared to cis women, stating that it entails “discrimina-
tion of some rare individuals, but it is meant to protect a large group” (12). Protecting 
the interests of the majority (cis women) is thus presented as a legitimation for the 
discrimination of the minority (trans and intersex women). 

Proposed solutions for issues with gender-affirming health care, mainly put 
forward in trans-exclusionary texts, include the barring of puberty blockers to let 
gender dysphoric minors experience the puberty aligned with their sex assigned at 
birth: 
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Allowing puberty to set in is important, because in 85% [of gender dys-
phoric youth], gender dysphoria spontaneously disappears. Their bud-
ding sexuality will mostly lead them to discover they are not trans, but 
gay or lesbian. (31) 

These authors point out that, for those who continue to experience gender dyspho-
ria, medical transitions should be restricted to adulthood (66). Some authors suggest 
to not treat the dysphoria of the adolescents but instead “focus first and foremost on 
mental health care” (63), implying that mental health care is not addressed in current 
treatments. They assert that this will prevent people from transitioning recklessly or 
unnecessarily, suggesting that this is the current norm. Another author does not ex-
plicitly oppose gender-affirming health care but builds his argument around the as-
sumption that the increase in gender dysphoria is caused by “gender ideology” (59), 
thereby suggesting that being transgender is a hype or trend: “Permanent doubt about 
your sexed character is upgraded to a new sort of being” (59). This leads the author to 
conclude that “liberation can also lay in accepting your body as it is,” proposing the 
acceptance of dysphoria as an alternative to gender-affirming health care. The authors 
calling to halt the use of puberty blockers urge trans health care professionals to exer-
cise greater caution. 

On the other side are trans-inclusionary texts that respond to the solutions put 
forward in trans-exclusionary texts. They propose more extensive support for trans 
and detransitioned people: “Trans teens are a vulnerable group, everyone agrees on 
that. What they all need is understanding, support, love, and acknowledgment” (75). 

	 Almost all opinion pieces on health care—both inclusionary and exclusion-
ary—argue that more research is necessary. What distinguishes them from each other 
is the object of this research. Trans-inclusionary pieces argue for more research into 
the needs of trans and detransitioned persons. One author phrases it as follows: “If 
more research is needed about trans teenagers, it is research that examines how that 
guidance is best shaped. Not this kind of manipulative propaganda packaged as sci-
entific research” (75). Trans-exclusionary pieces, however, claim that research needs 
to clarify the causes of gender dysphoria and the long-term effects of gender-affirm-
ing treatments. In the meantime, these texts argue for a halt in gender-affirming care 
which further differentiates them from the inclusionary texts. 

DISCUSSION
In this discussion, we first want to draw attention to a more latent theme that be-
came apparent during the analysis, namely the debating transness theme. This theme 
is mainly present in trans-exclusionary texts, although some inclusionary texts also 
touch upon it. In trans-exclusionary texts, debates on the boundaries of transness 
were the most vigorous in themes of sports, health care, and sex/gender. These sur-
face-leveled themes served to induce a debate on what it means to be transgender and 
were instigated by non-trans authors in trans-exclusionary texts. One way transness 
was (de)legitimized was by presenting sex assigned at birth as a determining factor in 
someone’s gender identity. This resonates with findings from Anglo-Saxon contexts 
where anti-trans mobilizations construct sex as binary and immutable (Libby 2022; 
Pearce, Erikainen, and Vincent 2020; Thurlow 2024). Another way the legitimacy of a 
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trans identity was assessed in Flemish opinion pages was by determining its causes. 
For example, gender dysphoria was often deemed as causing transness, but transness 
was only deemed legitimate when the dysphoria had been present since childhood, 
and when the person was neurotypical. Trans-exclusionary texts also drew from leg-
acies of exclusion like racism, sexism, ableism, and ageism to delegitimize transness, 
which Hsu (2022) calls affective drift. Understanding the cause of transness and gender 
dysphoria is further postulated as a prerequisite for providing health care treatment. 
The assumption that transness is debateable becomes especially apparent in the avoid-
ance to name gender dysphoric people “trans” but rather referring to them as “gender 
dysphoric youth.” This suggests that gender dysphoric youth are not considered trans 
nor able to determine their transness, as research from the UK has also demonstrated 
(Amery 2023). Moreover, their transness is pathologized and they are constructed as 
cis minors in need of saving (Elster 2022).

Transness is further debated in the freedom of speech theme, where questions 
on the validity of trans rights and identities are catalyzed by debates on freedom of 
speech. Here, transness serves as the object of an abstract debate which accumulates 
trans-exclusionary arguments. Calls for upholding debates on trans rights as part of 
freedom of speech then use free speech as an ideological weapon, as also noted by 
Ahmed (2016). They position trans identities as up for debate and represent transpho-
bia as a defensible and responsible opinion. 

While the latent debating transness theme is quite dominant in trans-exclusion-
ary texts, it is also present in some trans-inclusionary texts which were often written 
in reaction to the exclusionary texts. Consequently, through the rebuttal of the argu-
ments of trans-exclusionary texts, trans-inclusionary texts actually affirm the legiti-
macy of this debate. The latent theme manifested across different texts, irrespective of 
the coded themes. The qualitative analysis also showed that there was a lot of overlap 
between the different themes. Especially the theme sex/gender was present in many 
opinion pieces with themes such as sports, health care, and freedom of speech. These 
themes serve as entrance points to draw boundaries on transness in both exclusionary 
and inclusionary texts. 

Detransitioned people and their experiences are used in inclusionary and ex-
clusionary texts to define transness. While boundary-making in trans spaces has re-
ceived some scholarly attention (Sutherland 2023), the role that detrans stories play 
in anti-trans mobilizations remains understudied and deserving of more (scholarly) 
attention, also to increase allyship between trans and detrans communities in fighting 
anti-trans mobilizations (Pearce, Erikainen, and Vincent 2020). 

Considering the voices present in the opinion pieces, the quantitative analysis 
showed that only a small minority of the authors is openly transgender and that the 
majority of the texts takes a trans-exclusionary stance. These findings are in line with 
research that questions the role of opinion pages as a true public forum, as the de-
bate is dominated by already established actors (Ciofalo and Traverso 1994; De Smaele 
2024). Although research on news journalism showed that gender had little impact on 
how journalists cover trans topics (Olveira-Araujo 2024), these findings demonstrate 
the importance of including trans identities in this analysis. The imbalance of voices 
points to structural issues in the way debates on trans issues are currently held. The 
qualitative analysis showed that trans people mainly have a voice in addressing their 
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personal experiences with (amongst others) discrimination and health care. While 
trans authors also have a voice in addressing issues in sports, and debates on sex/
gender, they do not refrain from referring to their gendered experiences. Non-trans 
authors then, position themselves more as independent professionals and claim au-
thority in discussing the relation between sex and gender, gender-affirming health 
care, or sports. These findings suggest that discussions on transgender issues are pre-
dominantly shaped and set on the agenda by non-trans authors. Studies on news cov-
erage already indicated that transgender sources are often included as sources shar-
ing personal experiences rather than as authoritative commentators and that they are 
drowned out by other sources (Capuzza 2014; Verhoeven, Paulussen, and Dhoest 2023). 
This pattern is even more pronounced in opinion pages. This raises questions about 
the workings of opinion pages. Ideally, they should provide a space for diverse voices 
and informed debate, yet in practice, they often reinforce existing power dynamics. 

With half of the trans-exclusionary texts in the sample originating from aca-
demic authors and a quarter from journalists, it becomes clear that the opposition to 
trans rights goes beyond the field of institutional politics. Rather, the debate in Flan-
ders is dominated by columnists who enjoy a certain amount of discursive authority 
and capitalize on writing polemic texts. Columnists put debates on gender diversity 
on the agenda and thus set the tones for these debates with mainly trans-exclusionary 
columns. The themes they put forward do not necessarily reflect the issues that pertain 
to trans people (Pearce, Erikainen, and Vincent 2020). Further research is necessary to 
the causes and consequences of the imbalance in voices, how the imbalance is perpet-
uated, and who enjoys legitimacy and authority in debates on trans issues.

From the results, an imbalance between diagnoses and prognoses became ap-
parent. Most of the analyzed texts problematized at least one issue while few texts 
proposed actual solutions. This is partly due to the format of the op-eds pages, which 
often serve as a platform to address societal issues and which favor clear, strong opin-
ions. Inclusionary texts suggest fewer solutions and are more focused on problematiz-
ing trans-exclusionary opinion pieces.

The results further show that the proposed problems and solutions differ greatly 
depending on the stance of the text. While the diagnoses sometimes align (for example 
the lack of knowledge on gender-affirming health care), the disparity between exclu-
sionary and inclusionary texts is most visible in the prognoses. In different trans-ex-
clusionary opinion pieces, the proposed solution in fact harms trans people. This was 
especially clear in the texts on sports, where the proposed solutions were the exclusion 
and discrimination against athletes specifically because of their transness. Similarly 
in texts on health care, trans-exclusionary authors propose halting gender-affirming 
treatments which is not only considered harmful for trans people individually, but is 
also considered as harming their human rights (Ashley 2024; Horton et al. 2024; Suess 
Schwend 2020).

CONCLUSION
This article analyzed the discussions on transgender topics in opinion articles in the 
Flemish press through a quantitative content analysis and a qualitative thematic anal-
ysis inspired by Critical Framing Analysis. The research questions asked who wrote 
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opinion pieces on trans topics, which themes were covered, and which arguments were 
used. The findings show that the themes of sex/gender, freedom of speech, discrim-
ination and violence, health care, and sports were most discussed. We demonstrated 
how non-trans authors put forth themes and discussions to contest trans rights and in 
doing so, also debate transness as such. The identification of the meta-theme of debat-
ing transness contributes to the research to anti-trans mobilizations outside of the UK 
and US contexts and provides another layer of analysis of these phenomena by going 
beyond the analysis of actors and discourses. While this article captured the ongoing 
debates in the news, there is a large share of the public debate that we did not capture, 
for example on social media or in right-wing alternative media, where arguments are 
likely to be more extreme (e.g., Verhoeven 2024).

Given the parallels Flemish trans-exclusionary opinion pieces show with inter-
national trans-exclusionary discourses, we are left to wonder what role opinion pieces 
play in transnational anti-trans mobilizations. From our analysis, it became clear that 
non-trans authors have the upper hand in framing discussions on transgender topics. 
It appears that opinion pieces play an important role in spreading trans-exclusionary 
discourses but are rarely included in research. Therefore, to further investigate how 
opinion pieces contribute to the increasing presence of anti-trans activism, we urge 
media researchers to include opinion pieces. We also recommend researchers on an-
ti-gender activism to include anti-trans activism. Moreover, considering that trans 
people rarely get a voice in the opinion pages, we strongly recommend that research-
ers investigate from a production perspective how the distribution of legitimacy and 
authority to speak about transgender topics is granted through opinion pages. 

We conclude this article with the words of Sara Ahmed (2016, 31) who reminds 
us that

[t]ransphobia and antitrans statements should not be treated as just 
another viewpoint that we should be free to express at the happy table 
of diversity. There cannot be a dialogue when some at the table are in 
effect (or intent on) arguing for the elimination of others at the table. 
When you have “dialogue or debate” with those who wish to eliminate 
you from the conversation (because they do not recognize what is nec-
essary for your survival, or because they don’t even think your existence 
is possible), then “dialogue and debate” becomes a technique of elimi-
nation. 
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