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Abstract

Purpose: This study analyses the polarisation of public discourse on the social network X (formerly Twitter) surrounding Algerian boxer Imane Khelif’s participation in the Paris 2024 Olympic Games. The aim is to examine how different positions on gender identity, fairness and legitimacy in elite sport are constructed, disseminated and contested. Methodology: A total of 35,676 posts from 25,984 unique users were collected and analysed using the professional tool Tweet Binder during the period from 27 July to 10 August 2024. Automated sentiment analysis based on natural language processing (NLP) was applied, classifying posts into four categories (positive, negative, neutral and undefined), supplemented by temporal, linguistic and key-actor analysis. Results: Significant polarisation was identified. Although positive posts outnumbered negative ones (18% versus 17%), critical publications generated twice as many impressions (194.8 million versus 93.3 million). Public figures such as Elon Musk and J. K. Rowling amplified the controversy with posts exceeding 670 million combined views. Activity peaks coincided with key events such as Angela Carini’s withdrawal. Conclusions: Social media platforms function as spaces of symbolic confrontation where emotionally negative content achieves greater reach. Misinformation about the athlete’s medical condition fuelled reductionist narratives. Digital discourse may influence future sports regulations on inclusion and fairness.
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Resumen

Propósito: Este estudio analiza la polarización del discurso público generado en la red social X (anteriormente Twitter) en torno a la participación de la boxeadora argelina Imane Khelif en los Juegos Olímpicos de París 2024. El objetivo es examinar cómo se construyen, difunden y confrontan las distintas posturas sobre identidad de género, equidad y legitimidad en el deporte de élite. Metodología: Se recopilaron y analizaron 35.676 publicaciones de 25.984 usuarios únicos mediante la herramienta profesional Tweet Binder, durante el periodo del 27 de julio al 10 de agosto de 2024. Se aplicó análisis de sentimiento automatizado basado en procesamiento de lenguaje natural (NLP), clasificadas en cuatro categorías (positivo, negativo, neutral e indefinido), complementado con análisis temporal, lingüístico y de actores influyentes. Resultados: Se identifica una polarización significativa. Aunque los mensajes positivos superan en número a los negativos (18% frente a 17%), las publicaciones críticas generaron el doble de impresiones (194,8 millones frente a 93,3 millones). Figuras públicas como Elon Musk y J. K. Rowling amplificaron la controversia con publicaciones que superaron los 670 millones de visualizaciones combinadas. Los picos de actividad coinciden con eventos clave como el abandono de Angela Carini. Conclusiones: Las redes sociales operan como espacios de confrontación simbólica donde los contenidos con carga emocional negativa alcanzan mayor difusión. La desinformación sobre la condición médica de la deportista alimentó narrativas reduccionistas. El discurso digital puede incidir en futuras normativas deportivas sobre inclusión y equidad.
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Resumo

Objetivo: Este estudo analisa a polarização do discurso público gerado na rede social X (anteriormente Twitter) em torno da participação da boxeadora argelina Imane Khelif nos Jogos Olímpicos de Paris 2024. O objetivo é examinar como se constroem, difundem e confrontam as distintas posições sobre identidade de género, equidade e legitimidade no desporto de elite. Metodologia: Foram recolhidas e analisadas 35.676 publicações de 25.984 utilizadores únicos através da ferramenta profissional Tweet Binder, durante o período de 27 de julho a 10 de agosto de 2024. Foi aplicada análise de sentimento automatizada baseada em processamento de linguagem natural (PLN), com classificação em quatro categorias (positivo, negativo, neutro e indefinido), complementada por análise temporal, linguística e de atores influentes. Resultados: Identificou-se uma polarização significativa. Embora as mensagens positivas sejam mais numerosas do que as negativas (18% contra 17%), as publicações críticas geraram o dobro das impressões (194,8 milhões contra 93,3 milhões). Figuras públicas como Elon Musk e J. K. Rowling amplificaram a controvérsia com publicações que ultrapassaram 670 milhões de visualizações combinadas. Os picos de atividade coincidem com eventos-chave como a desistência de Angela Carini. Conclusões: As redes sociais funcionam como espaços de confrontação simbólica onde os conteúdos com carga emocional negativa alcançam maior difusão. A desinformação sobre a condição médica da desportista alimentou narrativas reducionistas. O discurso digital pode influenciar futuras normativas desportivas sobre inclusão e equidade.

Palavras-chave 
Identidade de género; Polarização; Análise de sentimento; Redes sociais; Jogos Olímpicos; Desinformação.

1. Introduction

Imane Khelif is a 25-year-old Algerian boxer who was crowned Olympic champion at the recently concluded Paris Olympic Games after defeating the Chinese athlete Liu Yang in the final held on 9 August 2024. However, the news of her victory was overshadowed by the controversy surrounding her first bout of the tournament, which generated significant media coverage and sparked widespread discussion on social media.

Khelif made her debut at the Paris Olympics on 1 August, facing the Italian Angela Carini. The Italian boxer withdrew from the bout after just 46 seconds, claiming she had never felt such pain from blows received in the ring. This incident sparked speculation about the Algerian boxer’s gender, who had already been the subject of controversy in 2023 when she was excluded from the Women’s World Boxing Championships for failing a gender test administered by the International Boxing Association (IBA, 2024).

Carini’s withdrawal sparked a flood of posts on social media, with public figures such as Donald Trump, Javier Milei and J. K. Rowling joining the discussion to question Khelif’s eligibility. Italian Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni even paid a personal visit to Carini, expressing doubts about Khelif’s suitability for the competition. On the social media platform X alone, intense debates unfolded on that day and in the days that followed, generating over 1,040,000 tweets and more than 4,000 million impressions.

Imane Khelif has been competing since 2017 and is a highly prominent figure in the world of women’s boxing. However, her gender identity has placed her participation in the Olympic Games at the centre of a global controversy, sparking debates not only in political and sporting circles but also in the public sphere, where social media has played a crucial role. X, in particular, has become a space where opinions on this issue have been expressed and amplified, ranging from support for inclusion to opposition based on all manner of biological and competitive arguments, and with varying degrees of rigour.

This article focuses on analysing this controversy and how social media, specifically X, has served as a platform for the formation and dissemination of opinions regarding the Algerian boxer’s participation. The analysis of X is fundamental to understanding the formation and dissemination of opinions in the digital age, and through our analysis we aim to explore whether X can serve as a reflection of global public opinion on this issue.

By analysing tweets relating to Imane Khelif and her participation in the Olympic Games, we will identify the predominant narratives, the key actors in the debates, and the dynamics of interaction between users. Furthermore, we will examine how different perspectives have influenced public perception of the inclusion of intersex athletes in sport, and how this online debate may affect future political and sporting decisions.

2. Theoretical framework

2.1. Gender identity and sport

2.1.1. Gender identity and sport in the 21st century

In the 21st century, gender identity has gained greater visibility in various spheres of society, including sport. The growing presence of intersex athletes has sparked significant debates regarding the recognition of gender identity and the social and cultural implications of their inclusion in high-level sporting competitions. Gender identity, understood as each individual’s internal and personal perception of their gender, regardless of the sex assigned at birth, has challenged the traditional norms of sport, which has historically been organised into binary categories based on the biological sex (Bianchi, 2019; Jones et al., 2017).

Similar changes have also been observed in other fields, such as education and the workplace, with wider recognition of gender identity and the implementation of policies aimed at equal opportunities and respect for diversity (Moss-Racusin et al., 2018).

The inclusion of intersex people in sport presents a range of challenges and opportunities. From a social and cultural perspective, the visibility of these athletes contributes to greater acceptance and understanding of the diversity of gender identities. Furthermore, it promotes inclusion and equality in spaces that have long been restrictive for people who do not fit into traditional gender categories (Cooper, 2023).

However, the inclusion of intersex athletes in elite sport is not without controversy. Discussions centre on competitive fairness, as some argue that intersex athletes may have physical advantages over their cisgender counterparts. These perceptions can lead to the marginalisation and stigmatisation of intersex athletes, affecting their participation and well-being in the sporting arena (Jones et al., 2017; Pike, 2021). Therefore, the debates on gender identity in sport are not limited to the physical sphere, but also encompass ethical, human rights and equal opportunities issues (Jones et al., 2017; Schneider, 2020).

2.1.2. International policies and regulations

The regulations of the International Olympic Committee (IOC) and other sports federations play a crucial role in the participation of intersex athletes in high-level competitions. The IOC has developed guidelines that seek to balance inclusion with competitive fairness. In 2003, the IOC permitted the participation of transgender athletes under certain conditions, such as undergoing gender-affirming surgery and maintaining hormone levels within certain limits (Heggie, 2010). However, these rules have evolved and, since 2015, the IOC has not required surgery, but it has focused instead on testosterone levels as the criterion for participation (IOC, 2015).

These policies have been adopted and modified in various ways by international and national sports federations, with significant variations in requirements and approaches. For example, some federations allow intersex women to compete in women’s competitions provided their testosterone levels remain within a specific range for a set period (Harper, 2022). However, these regulations have been criticised by activists and human rights experts, who argue that they impose unfair barriers and perpetuate stigmas against intersex athletes (Harper, 2019).

The impact of these policies on equity and inclusion in sport remains a subject of intense debate. Whilst some argue that current regulations are necessary to preserve competitive fairness, others maintain that they may discriminate against intersex athletes and limit their participation (Pike, 2021). The ongoing review of these regulations is essential to ensure that they reflect scientific advances in the understanding of gender identity and human rights principles. Furthermore, it is important that sports policies focus not only on physical aspects, but also on psychological and social support for intersex athletes, promoting an inclusive and respectful environment.

2.2. Social media as a forum for public debates

2.2.1. X as a platform for public opinion

The social media platform X (formerly Twitter) has established itself as one of the leading digital platforms for discussion and the formation of public opinion, particularly on controversial issues and those relating to social justice. Since its creation, X has provided an open space where users from all over the world can express their views, share information and take part in debates on a wide range of topics. Its short-form messaging format and ability for immediate dissemination have made X a powerful tool for social mobilisation and the articulation of collective demands (Bruns and Highfield, 2015).

On issues of social justice, X has proved to be a particularly relevant forum. Movements such as #BlackLivesMatter, #MeToo, and more recently, #TransRightsAreHumanRights, have found in this platform an effective means of raising awareness of various issues and organising protests. X not only serves as a space for individual expression, but also as a channel for coordinating collective action, enabling users to form networks of support and solidarity around common causes (Jackson et al., 2020; Tufekci, 2017).

X’s role in shaping public opinion is, however, complex and multifaceted. Whilst it facilitates the dissemination of information and the exchange of ideas, it can also amplify polarisation and the spread of disinformation. The platform’s algorithms, designed to maximise user engagement, tend to prioritise contents that generate strong emotional reactions, which can intensify conflicts and contribute to the creation of echo chambers where extreme views are reinforced (Marwick and Lewis, 2017). Other recent studies have shown how disinformation on social media is shaped by users’ attitudes, cognitive biases and emotions, thereby reinforcing its role in amplifying polarisation (Blanco-Alfonso et al., 2024).

2.2.2. Public discourse on X

Public discourse on X is characterised by the speed and brevity of interactions, as well as by the presence of other digital elements such as hashtags, memes or parodies, and other visual and textual formats. Hashtags, in particular, play a crucial role in the construction and dissemination of narratives, functioning as labels that group conversations together and allow users to join specific debates. Hashtags can raise the visibility of certain topics and facilitate the organisation of movements by providing a common framework for discussion (Zappavigna, 2018).

The dynamics of interactions on X are characterised by immediacy and the possibility of direct responses between users, which fosters constant and often confrontational dialogue. Tweets spread rapidly through retweets, mentions and likes, which can amplify both positive and negative messages. Memes and other elements of digital culture, such as viral images and GIFs, add further layers of meaning and cultural context to discussions, often simplifying complex messages into accessible and visually appealing formats (Shifman, 2013).

However, public discourse on X is not without its problems. The platform’s inherent brevity can limit the depth of discussions and encourage oversimplification or misunderstandings. Furthermore, the anonymity and decentralised nature of X can facilitate the spread of hate speech, harassment and disinformation, posing significant challenges for content moderation and the protection of users’ rights (Papacharissi, 2015).

For all these reasons, X represents a dynamic and constantly evolving space for public debate and opinion-forming. Its ability to connect individuals and amplify voices on a global scale makes it a powerful tool for shaping opinions and collective mobilisation. However, the challenges associated with polarisation, disinformation and content management remain critical issues that require attention and innovative solutions to preserve the integrity of public discourse on the platform.

2.3. Controversy and debates surrounding intersex athletes

The inclusion of intersex athletes in international competitions has been a source of intense controversy and debates in the sporting world for years. One of the earliest and most high-profile cases was that of the South African middle-distance runner, Caster Semenya. Her participation in World Championships and the Olympic Games sparked widespread debates due to her high testosterone levels. Although she is not an intersex athlete, her case has influenced the discussion on the participation of athletes with variations in their sexual development and has led to the creation of specific regulations by World Athletics, establishing hormonal limits for participation in certain women’s events (Karkazis and Jordan-Young, 2018).

Another notable case is that of Laurel Hubbard, a New Zealand weightlifter, who competed at the Tokyo 2020 Olympic Games as the first intersex athlete in the history of the Olympic Games. Her participation generated significant media coverage and divided opinions, with some defending her right to compete and others questioning the fairness of her inclusion. Hubbard’s experience highlights the lack of global consensus on how to manage the participation of intersex athletes and the differing interpretations of the concepts of fairness and justice in sport (Cooper, 2023).

These cases have offered important lessons regarding the need for inclusive policies that take competitive fairness into account, highlighting the importance of basing decisions on scientific evidence to avoid approaches that may stigmatise or unfairly exclude athletes. Furthermore, they reflect how public perception and sporting regulations can influence the experience and well-being of intersex athletes, underlining the need for a sensitive and balanced approach (Pike, 2021).

The inclusion of intersex athletes in sporting competitions raises significant ethical and social dilemmas. Arguments in favour of their inclusion focus on the principles of equality, non-discrimination and respect for gender identity. From this perspective, it is argued that all athletes should have the opportunity to compete in the category that corresponds to their gender identity, as endorsed by bodies such as the United Nations and various human rights organisations (IOC, 2015). Conversely, those who argue against the inclusion of transgender athletes in certain women’s categories express concerns about competitive fairness. They point out that physiological differences resulting from male puberty, such as bone density and muscle mass, may provide competitive advantages that persist even after hormonal transition (Schneider, 2020).

3. Objectives and methodology

The overall aim of this study is to analyse the polarisation of public discourse generated on social media platform X regarding the participation of the Algerian boxer Imane Khelif in the Paris 2024 Olympic Games. Adopting a quantitative approach, the study proposes to examine how the various positions expressed on the platform are constructed, disseminated and contested, paying particular attention to the dynamics of interaction, the evolution of sentiment throughout the event, and the role played by the most influential social actors in amplifying contents. The central focus is on understanding the extent to which social media operates as spaces for symbolic confrontation surrounding issues of equity, legitimacy and gender in high-performance sport.

Building on this general approach, the following specific objectives are set out. Firstly, the aim is to identify the main narratives emerging in the messages posted about the athlete, considering both arguments in support and those of rejection, as well as the ideological frameworks underpinning them. Secondly, the aim is to determine who the key actors were (individual users, public figures, the media or institutional accounts) who amplified the discussion and contributed to the case going viral. Thirdly, the study analyses the evolution over time of the sentiment expressed by users throughout the event. Finally, the study aims to explore how peaks in digital activity relate to relevant sporting or media events, and to what extent these moments act as catalysts for public debates.

Based on the objectives set out, the following research hypotheses are proposed:


	H1: The digital conversation surrounding Imane Khelif’s participation on social media platform X exhibits a markedly polarised structure, in which opposing viewpoints coexist regarding her sporting legitimacy, her gender identity and her representation at the Olympic Games.

	H2: It is considered plausible that messages with a negative emotional tone have achieved a higher level of dissemination than positive or neutral messages.



This possibility has been highlighted in previous research on media manipulation and the dynamics of disinformation in digital environments. Marwick and Lewis (2017) document how certain organised actors exploit the architecture of platforms such as Twitter to amplify controversial contents through ‘attention hacking’ strategies, capitalising on the media ecosystem’s reliance on metrics of engagement, novelty and sensationalism. Although this study does not aim to establish causality between sentiment and dissemination, it sets out to examine whether there is a significant correlation between the emotional charge of messages and their level of visibility, measured in terms of impressions and reach.

3.1. Methodological rationale

This study is framed within a quantitative methodological strategy based on content analysis applied to social media, with an emphasis on automated sentiment analysis. The choice of X as the field of observation is justified by its relevance to the shaping of contemporary public discourse and its open structure, which allows for the traceability of conversations on a large scale. The tool used for data collection and processing was Tweet Binder, which has been widely validated in recent academic studies for its ability to handle large volumes of messages and apply natural language processing (NLP) algorithms for automatic sentiment classification. This tool also enables the retrieval of metrics such as the number of users, impressions, potential reach, and analysis by language or hashtags.

For the data collection and processing, a specific report was generated on the term “Imane Khelif” for the period from 27 July to 10 August 2024. The analysed corpus comprises 35,676 posts from 25,984 users, which generated a potential reach of over 1,729 million users and more than 4,012 million estimated impressions. The tool offers key features such as automated sentiment classification (positive, negative, neutral or undefined) using NLP algorithms, tracking the conversation over time, identifying users with the greatest reach, and estimating the economic value of the hashtag, which in this case exceeded 8.3 million euros. Tweet Binder also allows data to be broken down by language (English, Spanish, French, amongst others), the analysis of the most frequent hashtags, and the detection of verified, influential or high-impact accounts based on the number of followers or impressions generated.

The use of this tool is justified both by its technical validity and by its ability to provide a quantitatively and qualitatively rich overview of the circulation of messages on social media, which is fundamental to the objectives of this study. These metrics provide a robust empirical basis for analysing the polarisation of discourse, the spread of specific narratives and the intensity of debates in the digital environment.

3.2. Study design

The analysis period ran from 26 July to 11 August 2024, coinciding with the Paris Olympic Games. During this period, over one million posts relating to Imane Khelif were generated. From this initial corpus, a significant sample of 35,676 messages was extracted, applying the following inclusion criteria: (a) the tweet must contain an explicit mention of ‘Imane Khelif’ in the body of the message, (b) it must not be a retweet without an added comment, and (c) the message must have been posted in one of the main languages of the conversation (English, Spanish or French). Automatic mentions, detected bots, spam and replies without substantive content were excluded.

The final sample was analysed using supervised sentiment analysis techniques, classifying each post as positive, negative, neutral or undefined in relation to perceptions of Khelif’s participation. Particular attention was paid to the temporal evolution of sentiments, as well as to peaks in activity coinciding with significant events (such as the withdrawal of her rival Angela Carini or the interventions of public figures such as Elon Musk and J. K. Rowling). Furthermore, graphs were produced showing the evolution and distribution of sentiment, as well as frequency tables by language, unique users and hashtags used. This approach enabled an empirical analysis of the construction and dissemination of narratives in highly polarised contexts.

Particular attention was paid to structuring the corpus according to its chronological evolution, with the aim of identifying discursive patterns associated with high-profile events, including statements by public figures such as J. K. Rowling, whose involvement amplified the conversation and justified the specific monitoring of influential accounts as an analytical unit. The preparation of the corpus was completed by producing graphical representations for longitudinal analysis and organising tables to facilitate segmentation by thematic and sentiment-based blocks. This design enabled the establishment of a coherent and replicable empirical basis for the subsequent study of the discursive dynamics of the case.

4. Results

4.1. General data

From the total universe of over one million posts, which generated a potential reach of over 1,729 million users and over 4,012 million estimated impressions, a representative sample of 35,676 posts from 25,984 unique users was extracted. These posts generated a volume of over 615 million impressions, with an average of 1.37 posts per user.

Linguistic analysis of the posts reveals the global scale of the debates, with a clear predominance of English, in which 19,753 messages were recorded. This was followed by Spanish, with 4,784 tweets, and French, with 4,355, reflecting both the international interest and the local relevance of the event, given its location in Paris. Added to this was a notable presence of other languages such as Italian, Portuguese and Arabic, highlighting the geographical and cultural diversity of those taking part in the digital conversation.

As for the discursive elements that shaped the debates, hashtags played a central role. The most widely used were #IMANE_KHELIF and #IMANEKHELIF, with 4,435 and 1,932 appearances respectively, confirming that the boxer was the focal point of the discussion. Other notable hashtags, such as #PARIS2024 and #OLYMPICS, placed the conversation within the broader context of the sporting event, whilst tags such as #BOXING channelled interest towards the technical and competitive aspects of her participation.

4.2. Distribution and sentiment analysis

Analysis of the tweets allows them to be categorised into four groups: positive, negative, neutral and undefined. The breakdown is shown below (Table 1) in both absolute numbers and percentages.


Table 1. Breakdown of tweets by sentiment in absolute numbers and percentages




	
	Positive

	Negative

	Neutral

	Undefined






	No. of tweets

	6,427

	6,041

	18,866

	4,342




	Impressions

	93,366,727

	194,824,094

	307,280,988

	20,109,086




	Users

	5,516

	5,383

	14,638

	3,495




	
	
	
	
	



	% of tweets

	18%

	17%

	53%

	12%




	% impressions

	15.1%

	31.6%

	50%

	3.3%






Source: own elaboration based on data from Tweet Binder.



It should be noted that, although positive tweets outnumber negative ones (6,427 compared to 6,041), the impressions generated by negative tweets are considerably higher (194,824,094 negative impressions compared to 93,366,727 positive impressions). This indicates that, whilst there is a higher volume of positive posts, the criticism and controversy surrounding Khelif have a much greater reach and reach a wider audience.

This pattern of imbalance between the volume of posts and their impact is also evident in other relevant indicators (Figure 1). Messages classified as neutral, totalling 18,866 tweets, accumulated the highest number of impressions, with over 307 million, suggesting that a considerable proportion of users opted for a more observational or informative stance, without explicitly expressing a positive or negative assessment. For their part, negative tweets, although fewer in number than neutral ones, managed to attract significantly more attention in terms of impressions. This phenomenon highlights the strong pull exerted by controversy and criticism in the dynamics of social media, where contents with a negative emotional charge tend to achieve wider dissemination.


Figure 1. Percentage charts of tweet data by sentiment type

[image: Percentage charts of tweet data by sentiment type]

Source: own elaboration.


The sentiment timeline shows notable peaks around key events, such as the bout between Imane Khelif and Angela Carini on 1 August 2024. These peaks are evident in both negative and positive posts, with some peaks in neutral comments as well, as shown in Figure 2.


Figure 2. Activity on X (tweets and users) by date

[image: Activity on X (tweets and users) by date]

Source: own elaboration.


The most significant peaks occurred on 1 and 2 August 2024, immediately following the bout at the Olympic Games, with a notable increase in negative tweets, reflecting the controversy surrounding Carini’s withdrawal and the debate regarding Khelif’s biological advantage. Although negative tweets increased during these days, positive and neutral comments also rose, which could suggest that Khelif’s sporting success and skill also garnered recognition. The analysis suggests that the controversies surrounding her eligibility and hyperandrogenism drove an increase in user engagement, with a strong presence of divided opinions within the community.

4.3. Polarisation of opinions and influential users

Analysis of the posts reveals a clear polarisation regarding Imane Khelif’s participation in the Paris 2024 Olympic Games. The digital conversation was structured into two main discursive blocs: on the one hand, those who defended her right to compete and recognised her status as an elite athlete; on the other, those who questioned her participation due to her hyperandrogenism and the controversies associated with her gender eligibility. This ideological divide was clearly reflected in the accounts with the highest number of interactions, notably @FotosFolder and @scotwithat, which garnered numerous likes and reposts, representing opposing positions and attracting the attention of both supporters and detractors.

The high number of impressions generated by critical posts highlights the intensely polarising nature of the issue, which became a focal point of social debates during the Olympic Games.

Two public figures of major global significance, Elon Musk and J. K. Rowling, played a key role in amplifying this discussion. Both used their personal platforms to spread messages opposing Khelif’s participation, contributing significantly to shaping the public narrative. In the case of Elon Musk, his involvement resulted in at least 145 mentions within the conversation. One of his most influential tweets, in support of @Riley_Gaines_, received 51,000 likes, 314,000 retweets and over 223 million views, which demonstrates his global reach. For her part, J. K. Rowling, with 119 mentions recorded, garnered more than 50,000 likes, 122,000 retweets and a reach exceeding 447 million views. From a feminist perspective, the author criticised Khelif’s participation, which sparked a flood of reactions both for and against. Her comments fuelled debates on equity in sport and the implications of including athletes with male biological characteristics in women’s categories.

Both figures, backed by millions of followers, not only intensified the polarisation but also ensured that their positions reached a global audience, turning the case into a topic of international discussion. In turn, other influential accounts such as @Riley_Gaines_ and @LibsofTikTok played a significant role in broadening the debates. @Riley_Gaines_ used her platform to persistently share her critical views on equity in sport, generating a large number of reposts and replies that further deepened the polarisation. @LibsofTikTok recorded an average of 16,978,848 impressions per post, demonstrating her ability to attract massive attention. The most widely shared posts were precisely those that were highly polarising, such as those posted by @scotwithat and @FotosFolder, which received 41,453 and 18,954 reposts respectively.

In addition to individual figures, major media outlets also played a decisive role in spreading the controversy. Verified accounts with significant ability, such as The New York Times (@nytimes), with over 55 million followers, BBC Breaking News (@BBCBreaking), with 51.7 million, and Reuters (@Reuters), with 25.6 million, provided coverage of Khelif’s participation, the Olympic Games and the debates on equality in sport, thereby ensuring the case received global visibility. In terms of specific mentions, the official Olympic Games account stood out with 181 recorded mentions, consolidating its role in keeping the issue on the digital public agenda.

5. Discussion and conclusions

Analysis of the conversation generated around Imane Khelif’s participation in the Paris 2024 Olympic Games reveals a markedly polarised landscape, in which social media acted as a catalyst and amplifier for conflicting discourses on identity, equity and legitimacy in elite sport. One of the most significant findings is that, whilst positive and negative messages were present in roughly equal numbers, the impact of critical posts was much greater in terms of impressions and reach. This disparity confirms that, in highly controversial contexts, negative messages tend to achieve significantly greater dissemination, not necessarily because of their frequency, but because of their ability to stir emotions, generate interaction and fuel conflicting narratives.

The timeline of peaks in activity shows how certain moments, such as Italian boxer Angela Carini’s withdrawal after 46 seconds of her bout against Khelif, acted as catalysts for debates. Added to this was the involvement of public figures such as Elon Musk and J. K. Rowling, whose posts on the case garnered hundreds of millions of views, amplifying the controversy and shifting the discussion towards ideological frameworks outside the strictly sporting sphere. These figures not only influenced the way the events were interpreted, but also played a decisive role in consolidating the narrative of a perceived unfair biological advantage, reinforcing the arguments questioning Khelif’s participation.

In particular, the findings highlight that the amplification strategies employed by actors with significant digital influence contribute significantly to shifting the debate from the factual realm towards emotional and ideological frameworks. The involvement of figures such as Elon Musk and J. K. Rowling not only increased the visibility of the case but also shaped the interpretative frameworks through which millions of users processed information about Khelif’s participation.

It is important to emphasise that much of the controversy was fuelled by misinformation or a lack of understanding regarding the athlete’s medical condition. Khelif is not a transgender woman, but an athlete with hyperandrogenism, a variation in sexual development characterised by elevated levels of androgens and which is sometimes associated with the presence of XY chromosomes. Despite her self-identification as a cisgender woman, public perception of her biological advantage, fuelled by sensationalist headlines and hasty judgements, sparked a debate which, rather than being guided by scientific evidence or principles of inclusion, was characterised by oversimplifications and reductive labelling.

Such phenomena highlight the ethical dilemmas facing high-performance sport in the 21st century. The need to ensure competitive fairness coexists with the imperative to respect athletes’ rights, especially those who, due to their biology, do not fit into traditional categories. Khelif’s case clearly illustrates this tension: her sporting success, crowned with a gold medal, was overshadowed by suspicion and controversy, despite having competed under official regulations. This situation highlights the urgent need to review eligibility frameworks using criteria that combine scientific rigour, legal sensitivity and social understanding.

This study also confirms the structural role played by social media, and X in particular, as a space for symbolic confrontation on issues that transcend the sporting sphere. Beyond the track or the ring, debates on gender, the body and legitimacy are now played out in the realm of visibility and virality. In this context, responsibility lies not only with sporting institutions, but also with the media, public figures and users who, with every post, help to define the boundaries of what we understand to be fair, possible or acceptable in contemporary sport.

Finally, it is worth emphasising the importance of situating the analysis of Imane Khelif’s participation within a broader context of inclusion in sport, where effective policies must strike a balance between competitive fairness and human rights. Significant tensions persist in the current literature: for example, 82 % of athletes with differences in sexual development (DSD) believe that federations should implement more inclusive measures (Fife et al., 2025). At an institutional level, the increase in sports organisations with written policies against gender-based violence from 25 % in 2019 to 39 % in 2023, demonstrates progress, but also highlights marked shortcomings in the prevention of assaults and in equitable representation (European Commission and Council of Europe, 2025). These findings reinforce the view that digital discourse, such as that surrounding Khelif’s participation, not only reflects social perceptions but can also influence future sports regulations, particularly if these are not grounded in a rigorous, ethical and inclusive approach.

Among the study’s limitations is its reliance on a single automated sentiment analysis tool (Tweet Binder), whose classification may not capture the discursive nuances, irony or sarcasm present in the posts. Furthermore, the sample analysed, whilst significant, represents only a fraction of the total volume of conversation generated, which limits the generalisability of the results. Future research could complement this quantitative approach with qualitative discourse analysis, incorporate other social media platforms, and examine the impact of digital conversation on audience perceptions and attitudes outside the digital environment. In this regard, combining computational approaches with interpretative methods would allow for a more nuanced understanding of the discursive dynamics on digital platforms surrounding issues of gender and identity in the sporting sphere.
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