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ABSTRACT
Queer university students face multiple stressors which can
contribute to mental health difficulties, including minority
stressors unique to their queer identities. However, there is little
literature exploring stressors faced by queer individuals in
university settings. The aim of this study was to qualitatively
explore the current challenges and strengths faced by queer
university students in Aotearoa New Zealand, in order to
contextualise their mental health experiences. Twenty-eight
queer students participated across 12 focus groups or interviews.
Two queer researchers thematically analysed the data. Three
themes were interpreted from the data: ‘That’s not feminine
enough’: the impact of societal ideologies on queer students;
‘There’s one rainbow person in the room’: Tokenism, social
isolation, and then finding community; and ‘You know what it’s
like to not be heard’: The transformation of challenges into
strengths. The findings illustrate how queer university students
make meaning of their challenges, and the strengths they
develop to mitigate these. Educational institutions are
highlighted as important sites of systemic change, to reduce
minority stressors in students’ lives.
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Introduction

Queer (a reclaimed umbrella term referring to non-cisgender and/or non-heterosexual
identities, including but not limited to lesbian, gay, bisexual, pansexual, asexual, trans-
gender, and non-binary) adults in a range of Western countries have gained many
social freedoms which were denied to previous generations (Yarns et al. 2016; Poushter
and Kent 2020). However, questions remain about the challenges that this population
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continues to face within institutional settings (New Zealand Human Rights Commission
2020; Surace and Riordan 2020; Wilson and Cariola 2020). Systems of marginalisation,
such as high rates of discrimination, violence, and rejection (Flores et al. 2020; Levine
and Button 2022; Ministry of Justice 2022) and other adverse experiences at the societal
and interpersonal levels are theorised to result in ongoing mental health disparities for
queer populations relative to their cisgender heterosexual peers (Meyer and Frost
2013; Riggs and Treharne 2017; Pachankis and Bränström 2018; Travers et al. 2020).
The aim of this study was to explore queer young adults’ challenges and strengths in
order to contextualise their mental health experiences, inform which needs should be
addressed, and identify which strengths can be leveraged. Data presented in this paper
were collected as part of a larger study seeking to adapt an online mental health interven-
tion in order to address the needs of queer university students.

According to Meyer and Frost’s (2013) minority stress theory and more recent expan-
sions (e.g. Tan et al. 2020), stress occurs because of one’s minority status of having a
socially marginalised sexuality and/or gender. Meyer and Frost argue that by being a
minority, individuals are exposed to increased stressors and have decreased coping
resources. From a cognitive–behavioural perspective, many queer people are exposed
to negative attitudes originating from societal ideologies about heteronormativity and
cisnormativity that can lead to the development of negative core beliefs, which are
linked to the development of mental health difficulties (Lucassen et al. 2013; Meyer
2013; Meyer and Frost 2013; Riggs and Treharne 2017; Testa et al. 2017; Craig et al.
2019; Wilson and Cariola 2020). Cisnormativity is the cultural assumption that a
person’s gender always aligns with the sex they were assigned at birth (Parker et al.
2022). Similarly, heteronormativity is the cultural assumption that individuals are exclu-
sively attracted to those of the opposite gender (Barker 2011; van der Toorn et al. 2020).
Therefore, being cisgender and heterosexual are seen as the default, whereas other forms
of gender and sexuality are framed as abnormal (Barker 2011; van der Toorn et al. 2020).

Young adulthood is a particularly critical developmental period in which many
anxiety and mood disorders first appear (Kessler et al. 2007; McGorry et al. 2011).
Queer adolescents and young adults are a particularly vulnerable group, being at
greater risk for substance use disorders (Schauer et al. 2013; Kerr et al. 2014; Roxburgh
et al. 2016), self-harm, suicidal ideation, suicidal behaviours (van Heeringen and Vincke
2000; Clark et al. 2014; Tsypes et al. 2016), anxiety, and depression (Clark et al. 2014;
Lucassen et al. 2017; Borgogna et al. 2019), compared to their cisgender heterosexual
peers.

The onset of mental health difficulties often coincides with major life transitions such
as moving away from home and beginning university education. Queer students are
more likely to experience mental health difficulties compared to their cisgender hetero-
sexual peers (Leppink et al. 2016; Gharibi 2018; Mortier et al. 2018; Rentería et al. 2020).
Universities like to promote themselves as inclusive and diverse (Hastie 2007; Smith et al.
2021), yet the experiences of queer university students within these settings remain
underexplored, despite these systems potentially contributing to the mental health con-
cerns of this population by contributing to minority stress experiences.

Despite higher rates of mental distress, queer young adults have many strengths.
Queer university students, compared to their heterosexual peers, may be more likely
to seek mental health support when prompted (Ebert et al. 2019). Additionally, when
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queer youth receive positive messaging about their identities, many experience post-trau-
matic growth and increased resilience (Craig et al. 2015). Queer youth may be more likely
to volunteer (Lucassen et al. 2015), while adults who are more engaged in their local
queer communities tend to be highly educated, have relatively high incomes, and be pol-
itically active (Henrickson 2007).

Through approximating queer student challenges with minority stressors, increasing
the understanding of challenges that queer university students experience contributes to
addressing the mental health need (Amanvermez et al. 2022). Data reported in this paper
were collected as part of a larger study investigating potential modifications to a guided
online mental health intervention for queer university students.

Method

We collected and analysed the data using Braun and Clarke’s (2006, 2021) guidelines to
reflexive thematic analysis. We assumed an inductive critical realist-contextualist
approach in order to be primarily driven by the data while acknowledging that analysis
is not devoid of researcher influence (Braun and Clarke 2021). We analysed the data with
relevant research questions in mind, however no a priori themes were imposed on the
data. We coded data from a mostly semantic and experiential approach, which focuses
on more surface level meaning and experience, and frames language as a communication
tool which offers a window into the participants’ psychological worlds (Braun and Clarke
2021). Our approach aligns with the field of clinical psychology (the first and last author’s
field of practice) and our desire for readers to easily relate findings to their institutional
practices while still exploring meanings and giving voice to participants.

This study was granted ethical approval by the Ethics Committee of the institution
where the research was conducted [reference H21/100].

Researchers’ positionality

The researchers who analysed the data were simultaneously insiders and outsiders. As
insiders, the data analysts were familiar with many topics, particularly those relating to
young adults, lesbian, bisexual, and assigned female at birth experiences. Familiarity
with topics facilitates shared understanding between researchers and participants
(Dwyer and Buckle 2009; Berger 2015; Nelson 2020). Shared understanding can increase
participant willingness to share sensitive experiences, increase comfort and trust, and
assist in rapport building (Merriam et al. 2001; Dwyer and Buckle 2009; Berger 2015).
However, there are aspects differentiating researchers from participants, and there is
no homogenous queer community (Nelson 2020), thus also making the researchers out-
siders. Neither of the researchers who led the analysis were able to fully relate to or com-
prehend the intersectionality of disability or ethnicity. Acknowledging limits of
knowledge meant that it was helpful to have a second coder with lived experience of
being non-cisgender to help widen interpretive possibilities rather than themes being
reflective of one researcher’s opinions (Berends and Johnston 2005; Berger 2015). At
the time of analysis, EG was a recent graduate with prior experience in cross-cultural
qualitative research, who identifies as Pākehā (New Zealand European), non-binary,
and lesbian.
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Recruitment

We sought participants who were university students aged between 16 and 25 years old as
this captured the target audience of the wider research question, however one recent uni-
versity-withdrawer and one recent graduate were allowed to participate. Participants had
to identify as queer, LGBTQIA+, or rainbow, and be able to attend an in-person session
at a pre-determined time at a private university office space. Individual interviews and
dyadic interviews, in addition to focus groups, were offered in response to participant
requests and comfort with being ‘out’ to others.

Participants were recruited using posters around campus, online via social media, and
through social groups for queer university students. Participants were asked to snowball
sample by passing on the study information to others who may be interested. This
recruitment strategy may have amplified similarities in participants’ demographic
characteristics as it was likely that participants referred similar others. Additionally,
this strategy may have inadvertently favoured participants who were connected to the
queer community or who had queer friends. Sixty-eight individuals made contact to par-
ticipate; the main reason for being unable to attend was scheduling constraints or resid-
ing outside of the study location. The final sample size was 28 participants when data
collection was stopped, as we felt the transcripts contained sufficient depth to answer
our overarching research question.

Notably, some important ethnic groups were missing from the sample. There were no
Pacific, Middle Eastern, Latin American, or African participants. Pākehā participants
dominated the sample, followed by Asian and Māori participants. Those who dominated
the participant sample described themselves as women/female and bisexual/lesbian/
queer/gay. This is not surprising given that some research indicates queer women are
more likely to self-select for sexuality-related research than men (e.g. Bouchard et al.
2019). These characteristics are also similar to those of CG who conducted the sessions,
and thus a particular participant demographic may have felt more comfortable partici-
pating in sensitive research due to increased assurances of shared understanding.

Procedure and data collection

Focus groups and interviews were primarily designed to answer the overarching research
question: what changes should be made to an existing online mental health intervention
in order to address the needs of queer university students? Questions asked of the par-
ticipants were separated into three sections addressing mental health experiences,
queer challenges and strengths, and intervention changes. Queer challenges and
strengths are the focus of this paper.

Focus groups and interviews were facilitated by CG who began sessions by introdu-
cing herself and the research. CG explained the rationale for the research, and highlighted
that she is a doctoral candidate, clinical psychology trainee, and identifies as Pākehā/
Mexican, cisgender, bisexual, and queer. CG was known to some participants, and this
pre-existing relationship was made clear before participants agreed to attend. Partici-
pants had time to read the information sheet and consent form, complete a demographics
form, and received a NZ$30 (approximately US$19) supermarket voucher to cover any
expenses. Questions were semi-structed, open-ended, and reflective to elicit information
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from participants. The questions relevant to the data reported in this paper were ‘what
are the issues that you see young queer people facing in New Zealand?’ and ‘what are
the strengths of young queer people in New Zealand?’

Twelve sessions were conducted between July and August 2021, with sessions lasting
between 57 and 100 min (M = 80.25 min). There were four focus groups of three or four
participants, as well as five dyadic interviews where two participants attended, and three
individual interviews. All sessions were audio recorded and then transcribed, checked for
accuracy, and anonymised by CG. The transcripts were analysed by two researchers.

Data analysis

Thematic analysis was conducted according to guidelines by Braun and Clarke (2006,
2021). CG and EG familiarised themselves with all transcripts, noting down important
or interesting features of the data in the margins of the transcripts. CG and EG discussed
one third of the transcripts, considering whether there were patterns in the data and how
their positions were influencing initial thoughts. Then, a quarter of the transcripts were
randomly selected and independently assigned codes before differences in codes were dis-
cussed. CG then coded the nine remaining transcripts. All codes were collated into one
document before repetitions of the same idea were discarded. Surviving codes were then
transferred to sticky notes. Through discussion and visual representation with sticky
notes and thematic maps, CG and EG refined codes and then identified themes and
sub-themes by clustering notes into categories of shared meaning. A summary of early
themes was sent to participants for feedback, of which two responded positively, endorsing
the preliminary analyses but with no further suggestions. These themes and sub-themes
were further refined by researchers through discussion and writing of results. A final revi-
sion of Braun and Clarke (2021) assisted further in interpretation by ensuring we were con-
textualising the dataset in contemporary and historical discourses and making connections
to wider research and literature. Additionally, upon revision of Braun and Clarke (2021),
we increased the number of quotes folded into our analysis and integrated our results and
discussion sections to allow for a richer interpretation.

Results and discussion

Participants

To ensure participants could not be identified, their aggregated demographics are pre-
sented in Table 1. However, in describing their sexuality and/or gender some participants
provided unique responses and these are also reported verbatim to uphold the autonomy
of participants (see Table 1, note) and capture the range of responses. Many participants
reported more than one gender and/or sexuality (see Table 1, note, for how this was
reported).

Themes

A total of three themes were interpreted from the data: ‘That’s not feminine enough’: the
impact of societal ideologies on queer students; ‘There’s one rainbow person in the
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room’: Tokenism, social isolation, and then finding community; and ‘You know what it’s
like to not be heard’: The transformation of challenges into strengths. The following are
our interpretations of these themes, illustrated by quotations from the participants using
pseudonyms.

‘That’s not feminine enough’: The impact of societal ideologies on queer students.
Within the theme of ‘That’s not feminine enough’: the impact of societal ideologies on

queer students, systems such as student culture and educational curriculums which
govern participants everyday lives are seen as reinforcing cisnormativity and heteronor-
mativity. For participants, the cisnormativity and heteronormativity inherent in student
party culture led one student to feel that being queer within those spaces was unsafe:

Then like going out like there’s, like, all the girls dress up and like it’s, there’s not even
though there is space for it on the low key to be divergent of that, there’s, it’s not spoken
about, and it’s not, doesn’t feel, it doesn’t feel safe or normalised. (Jordan)

Within these cisnormative and heteronormative systems, participants did not see them-
selves represented. As a result of this underrepresentation, participants felt a sense of
abnormality and struggled to form a concept of their future selves:

I didn’t know any queer women who were adults, until I was in high school. And so I think
that’s what I struggled with the most, is I didn’t see where, what my future looked like. Or if
like, like marriage wasn’t even an issue, it was more of like, would I ever be able to have that
sort of thing, does it exist?. (Grace)

Often, it was not until participants gained knowledge of compulsory heterosexuality (the
idea that heterosexuality is enforced upon people under a heteronormative society; Rich

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for focus group and interview participants (n = 28).
Mean (SD) Minimum Maximum

Age 21.11 (2.25) 17 25
Years of University Education 3.12 (1.76) 1 8
Variables Categories n (% of sample)a

Gender Woman/Female 18 (64.3)
Man/Male 6 (21.4)
Non-binary 4 (14.3)
Transgender 2 (7.14)
Another gender 1 (3.57)

Sexuality Bisexual 10 (35.7)
Lesbian 8 (28.6)
Queer 7 (25.0)
Gay 6 (21.4)
Pansexual 3 (10.7)
Demisexual 3 (10.7)
Another sexuality 6 (21.4)

Ethnicity NZ European/Pākehā 20 (71.4)
Māori 2 (10.7)
Asian 4 (14.3)
White other 4 (14.3)

Note. Non-binary included non-binary, non-binary femme presenting, and non-binary/female. Transgender included trans
masc/male and transgender guy. Another gender included ‘female (?)’. Another sexuality included asexual, polyamorous,
takatāpui (an Aotearoa New Zealand term for Māori identifying with diverse sexes, sexualities, and genders), fluid, ‘just
attracted to people’, and ‘just gay I think’. Participants were included in a descriptive category only if they wrote the
relevant term on the demographics form, for instance, ‘transmasc/male’ was counted once in Transgender and once in
Man/Male.

aThe cumulative percentage may exceed 100% as participants were able to identify within multiple groups.
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2003) and compulsory cisnormativity (similarly, the idea that being cisgender is enforced
upon people under a cisnormative society), did they realise that they did not have to
adhere to the dominant way of being. ‘A lot of people don’t know about or talk about
compulsory heterosexuality and how that is, makes it so much harder to get the language
to describe yourself’ (Stevie). Once this realisation occurred, participants could under-
take a process of questioning their own identities: ‘discovering the concept of transgender
people, and then debating with myself, whether I was trans and what I should do about it
was a big process for me.’ (May).

Cisnormativity and heteronormativity were also linked to the production of transpho-
bia, homophobia, and biphobia (collectively referred to as queerphobia; van der Toorn
et al. 2020). Non-binary participants described ways they avoided actual or feared queer-
phobia by altering their appearances to appear more cisnormative. Participants organised
themselves around cisnormative ideologies around clothing (van der Toorn et al. 2020),
with Ellis ‘dress[ing] differently when I’m at home than when I’m down here [at univer-
sity]’ and Stevie ‘like flat viewings and stuff, um sort of dress[ing] more feminine, to not,
to avoid the possibility of encountering any like queerphobia or discrimination or any-
thing.’ As discussed in previous research, queer people have insight and awareness into
the impacts of cisnormativity, such as a risk of harassment when dressing in non-cisnor-
mative ways (Lucassen et al. 2013), and so take action to mitigate this.

By taking action to mitigate queerphobia, participants conveyed that they felt a sense
of responsibility to reduce discrimination against their identities, however it was
acknowledged as not a burden they should bear: ‘you can learn how to like kind of
manage it [transphobic comments], which is, which kind of sucks, because, because
then it kind of makes you feel like you’re the problem when it’s actually the other
people.’ (Ellis)

Participants communicated how queerphobia is not understood nor questioned
within society, which can perpetuate a cycle of misunderstanding and stigma against
queer people:

A lot of non queer people don’t understand some, like a lot of queer issues they don’t even
understand that they’re happening. Because, like, of course they wouldn’t be, you’ve got
marriage equality, what more do you want… he’s [participant’s father] also not gonna
experience queerphobia because he’s not queer, he’s not gonna understand queer issues
because doesn’t experience those. (Robin)

As a result of this misunderstanding, individuals in participants’ lives covertly and
casually continued to communicate queerphobia, which continued to enforce the domi-
nant ideologies of cisnormativity and heteronormativity. This casual queerphobia took
the form of actions such as microaggressions, homophobic jokes, and endorsing homo-
phobic and biphobic stereotypes. Earlier Aotearoa New Zealand research frames homo-
phobia as more explicit, including verbal and physical harassment (e.g. Lucassen et al.
2013), however casual homophobia such as ‘gay jokes’ continues to persist. For Jessie,
covert queerphobia was communicated by her parents:

They were really really against me like telling anyone or talking about it [being gay] ever…
I’d get, like, um, not told off but I would have to change my clothes if they thought they were
like, too gay and I wouldn’t be able to get stuff if I was going shopping with them that were
like they were like, oh, that’s too, that’s not like feminine enough. (Jessie)
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Anecdotes of participants being encouraged to keep quiet about their queer identities
reflected a wider societal attitude that being queer is a topic that should remain unspoken
about: ‘there is a sense of, but it’s [being gay] a little bit weird, it’s a little bit wrong’ (Cate).
Although participants did not talk about concealing their identities on campus, prior
research reports that at university, many queer students are not fully out to family and
friends, or conceal their identities on campus to avoid intimidation (Treharne et al.
2016; Allen et al. 2020). For some participants, attitudes around keeping queer identities
hidden became internalised, with them becoming fearful of expressing and telling people
about their identities despite knowing some contexts to be safe:

I know my family does not care at all. But I personally found it really quite difficult to tell
them… even though they’re the most wonderful people in the world, I know that, like me,
others just find it difficult. (Eden)

When talking about transphobia specifically, participants conveyed how it is a more
explicit and overt form of discrimination: ‘it’s definitely become very visible the last
couple weeks with Laurel Hubbard [a transgender Olympic weightlifter]…And just
like seeing all the Facebook comments, all the Twitter, tweets, everything… ’ (Robin).
Participants described several instances of themselves or friends encountering transpho-
bia, such as being misgendered, deadnamed, verbally harassed, and physically threatened:

I went to the trans rally on the weekend… they were waiting for the people to come out
because there was a meeting there about something but it was about how the main like
leader of that group wanted to, like, shoot trans people. (Ellis)

This discussion echoed previous reports of queer university students fearing for their
physical safety and reporting experiences of harassment due to their identities (Treharne
et al. 2016; Allen et al. 2020):

By conveying their experiences of structural transphobia, participants also highlighted
a world designed for cisgender people, through the unavailability of gender-neutral bath-
rooms, information privacy concerns, and the difficulty accessing personal identification
that accurately reflected their identities: ‘like May was saying earlier about lack of gender
inclusivity, and neutrality, bathrooms on university campuses is very hard, even in public
as well. And that obviously causes a lot of mental strain on a lot of people.’ (Alex). These
results illustrate that the participants in the present study face several of the gender min-
ority stress constructs as conceptualised by Testa et al. (2015), including gender-related
discrimination, rejection, victimisation, and concealment of identity. Experiencing these
stressors may contribute to the development of social anxiety and depressive symptoms
(Testa et al. 2015), pointing to necessary systemic level changes in order to improve the
mental health outcomes of this population.

‘There is one rainbow person in the room’: Tokenism, social isolation, and then
finding community.

Within the theme of ‘There is one rainbow person in the room’: Tokenism, social iso-
lation, and then finding community, participants described the ways in which they
moved from feeling tokenised to finding community among their peers. Multiple partici-
pants felt their identities were tokenised within institutional settings, with one participant
explaining how he feels tokenism is conveyed at university:
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Tokenistic like even the new sort of queer space that just opened, like they don’t have like
transgender bathrooms for instance, it just feels like the university’s putting on this big sort
of show, you know, we do this and we’re inclusive and everything and when it comes to the
actual sort of like functionality of it, it really found wanting I think. (Thomas)

As Thomas alludes to, universities profit socially and financially from positioning them-
selves as being committed to equity and having diverse student bodies, without delivering
meaningful change (Smith et al. 2021). When universities do not enact change at the indi-
vidual level, their diversity campaigns were framed as tokenistic, performative gestures:

I feel like the university likes to be like, we’re so progressive look at us go and like especially
in the [subject] department too, there’s kind of like we’re scientists, we’re liberal, we’re pro-
gressive, let’s go. But then… they have surveys, who they have two versions they use he/him
and she/her, when it would be easy just to have one version, that’s they/them. (Robin)

Similarly, Allen et al.’s (2020) participants at a separate Aotearoa New Zealand university
highlighted their institution’s approach to diversity and inclusion, with the jarring juxta-
position of promoting zero tolerance for discrimination while having no provision for
gender neutral bathrooms. Institutional promotion of their diversity and inclusivity
accreditations without benefits for queer people within those institutions draw parallels
with rainbow capitalism marketing strategies which prioritise profit and fails to address
the daily challenges of queer individuals. As a result, these institutional diversity cam-
paigns left some participants feeling abnormal for their queer identities:

I was talking to someone the other day about the uni’s [slogan] campaign and like how I
fucking hate it, but it’s like, it’s like you’re doing this daring courageous thing to be
proud of who you are, which is just furthering that concept of like you are different but
like good for you, good for you being different. (Jasmine)

As Jasmine implies, by positioning queer individuals as ‘courageous’, the institution calls
attention to those who are inherently seen as different, and so communicates who is
included and who is excluded from mainstream society. The identities of those who
do not call attention to themselves (cisgender heterosexual people) are normalised
(Smith et al. 2021), and so cisnormativity and heteronormativity is perpetuated by the
institution.

Participants additionally conveyed how they felt tokenised as individuals, describing
how they were often the ‘one rainbow person in the room’ (Brooklyn). Often, being
the only rainbow person in the room caused participants to feel responsible for speaking
on behalf of their queer peers. For some participants, this was a difficult responsibility to
navigate, as they felt pressured to ‘somehow have a political take on everything or like be
advocating for ourselves and our friends constantly’ (Gilbert).

Although being tokenised was challenging, the experience motivated participants to
contribute to better experiences for younger queer people, with Gilbert wanting to
work ‘on the legislation level to say you know you don’t have to go through this really
horrible process of just trying to be a person’. Similarly, Robin was ‘very conscious of
making that [sex education workshops] an open space for queer individuals, so like
making sure that we’re not using heteronormative terms’.

In wanting to improve the futures of queer people, participants also acknowledged the
realities of those feeling socially isolated, such as those living in smaller cities, towns, or in
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rural locations. Community connectedness is an important aspect of wellbeing (Riggle
and Rostosky 2011), and is positively correlated with better mental health outcomes in
queer populations (Testa et al. 2015). In contrast, larger cities, namely Auckland and
Wellington, and university settings were seen as sites with more diversity and larger
queer communities, with multiple opportunities to form social connections:

If you’re not close to Auckland or Wellington, you’re not going to be going to any, like,
events, or anything like that, the only people you’re going to meet are at work and
school. And like, mo – all the time, those aren’t necessarily super like, comfortable
places, a lot of people aren’t out. (Cate)

Compared to past research in Aotearoa New Zealand (e.g. Lucassen et al. 2013), this per-
ception of regional differences in diversity seems to remain unchanged in the past decade,
despite substantial legal and social progress in the interim.

Larger urban settings were framed as safer for queer people, however not all queer
spaces were inclusive and welcoming. Participants acknowledged difficulties with the
queer community itself, recognising it as a structure which had ‘very narrow definitions
of what it means to be queer, or even just very like white definitions of like, yeah’
(Jordan). For participants with unlabelled, bisexual, or pansexual identities, these
‘narrow definitions’ created a feeling of exclusion and turned participants away from
joining or identifying with the queer community: ‘I’ve kind of refrained from a lot of
queer spaces because I felt uncomfortable about some of the things they might say or
feel’ (Saffron).

Participants also described how queer communities have historically centred white
and cisgender individuals, and perpetuated racism:

A lot of the earlier sort of gay rights movements for instance happened in places like, I don’t
know, Stonewall, England, or America, and there were sort of like, gays, lesbians, but white
gays and lesbians and so of the rest of the [queer] spectrum and the rest of the whole rest of
the world essentially was kind of excluded and so they’ve been playing catch up for, for
several decades, and you still sometimes see sort of underlying problems within the commu-
nity. (Thomas).

Notably, there was little discussion around challenges related to Māori, Pacific, and other
ethnic and cultural identities intersecting with queer identities, which further perpetuates
the suppression of non-white identities in queer research. There could be multiple factors
contributing to this lack of discussion, including that academic spaces often perpetuate
structural racism by ignoring or denying such attitudes exist, and so contribute to the
exclusion of indigenous and ethnic minority voices from research (Smith et al. 2021).
Structural racism may have contributed to participants lacking knowledge about these
histories or an implicit belief that these challenges were not worth talking about. Partici-
pants may have withheld information if they thought CG would not understand, and
neither of the researchers who led the analysis were able to fully relate to or comprehend
the intersectionality of participants’ ethnicity.

‘You know what it’s like to not be heard’: The transformation of challenges into
strengths.

Within the theme of ‘you know what it’s like to not be heard’: the transformation of
challenges into strengths, participants conveyed the strengths they drew on and devel-
oped within themselves as a result of experiencing queer-related challenges. It is
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evident that challenges related to being queer are present in participants’ daily lives,
however, they drew on their experiences of ‘know[ing] what it’s like to not be heard’
(Riley) to motivate them to advocate for themselves and peers who have marginalised
identities:

I know that people can be different, so, I would say that, for me, I’m more accepting of
whoever they are, even though they are not the same with me… I guess the reason why
this happened is because we ourselves felt the same way and we don’t want people to feel
the same way as well. (Lee)

Participants acted as advocates in multiple settings, such as amongst their friends: ‘if
somebody who’s my friend doesn’t understand like a particular term from the commu-
nity you can just explain it to them and you know they’ll just take it on board’ (Hope) and
within the university. Having the empathy to be advocates for those with marginalised
identities is a particular strength identified within queer populations (Vaughan et al.
2014). However, this advocacy was limited, particularly when participants were faced
with large power differentials between themselves and the systems they were attempting
to change:

The power differential there of telling somebody that they’re wrong…maybe in the future, I
won’t do this [advocate for queer individuals] because like I’m more worried about my
[career] than I am about making this a better place for other people, because like at the
end of the day, girl gotta eat, girl gotta get a job. (Jasmine)

Similar to prior research on trans and non-binary healthcare experiences, some partici-
pants felt forced to compromise their immediate needs with the longer-term needs of
their communities. Both Parker et al.’s (2022) and our participants carefully weighted
up the risks of self-advocacy, speaking about the energy required to self-advocate and
the additional stress it added to their lives. When participants decided not to act as advo-
cates, this was seen as a form of self-protection, however it allowed cisnormativity and
heteronormativity to remain unchallenged within institutional settings.

Negotiation of one’s ability to advocate for themselves and others raises questions
around which factors are necessary for individuals to feel equipped to speak up for
queer needs. Some participants spoke about moments when they felt empowered,
which included seeing queer people ‘be[ing] out in public with someone they love,
and like hold[ing] hands’ (Charlie) and being with their friends:

Sometimes it’s like I’m going into this part of town, and I don’t want to dress like this, or
something bad will happen to me, sort of thing, they’re like, you know what, I’m with my
friends, I can do what I want, we’ll be okay together, strength in numbers. (Ellis)

In discussing these moments of empowerment, participants conveyed how represen-
tation and community support is vital in fostering their own resilience and ability to
resist cisnormative and heteronormative ideologies. Similarly, previous research
reports that queer young adults value knowing queer peers, and that forming friendships
with each other provides them with a source of strength and sense of safety to be them-
selves (Lucassen et al. 2013). For some participants, it was comforting to know that others
had gone through similar challenges: ‘shared experience really brings people together,
and yeah fosters understanding in a way that other communities might not have.’
(Stevie). Given that we recruited primarily through community channels, participants’
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emphasis on the importance of community connections may have been an artefact of this
strategy and could have been absent as a notable source of resilience had we not recruited
this way.

Participants also found support for their queer identities in unexpected places, in con-
trast to the queerphobic ideologies other participants spoke about. Gilbert conveyed sur-
prise in the university chaplains being a source of support for him, after his initial
dismissal of them being an option:

As someone who wasn’t raised religious, I just thought ‘okay chaplains are religious
people I’m not going to talk to them when I have problems’ … they have two chaplains
at [university] who are open about that they are kind of Christian but they don’t push it
on other people… they genuinely do make time for me… They offer emotional support
and they’ve been understanding about like queer identity. (Gilbert)

Some Asian participants found support within their families, with one participant
describing how ‘queer weddings in my country is [sic] strictly a big no, but we still
attend anyway and we hold it [the wedding]’ (River). These acts of acceptance demon-
strate that for those living under systems associated with queerphobic ideologies,
queer people will continue to persist and resist, evoking the spirit of protest chants
such as ‘we’re here, we’re queer, get used to it’ in queer rights movements.

Through their challenges, participants developed a sense of agency, which they con-
veyed as a belief in their ability to act and have control over their lives. Participants
framed this agency as an advantage they had over cisgender heterosexual individuals,
as through realising their queer identities they had to ‘confront the, the fact that… the
things that we’re taught as kids, like, comphet [compulsory heterosexuality], are not
necessarily true’ (Stevie). By moving through challenges, participants gradually built
trust and confidence in themselves that they could manage future obstacles by applying
those same skills:

Learning from a youngish age… like you’ve had to fight your way through the world. Sort of
makes /you like quite good at when say there’s other issues in your life, maybe you’re slightly
better at advocating for yourself… I think a lot of the time, it can give you tools rather than
take them away. (Lucy)

For participants, this building of agency helped them to build a sense of self-esteem and
mental resilience to queerphobia, or as Jessie described it, ‘this is who I am and like it’s
none of your business’. This ‘sense of self-assuredness’ (Lucy) allowed participants to live
authentically, resisting systems enforcing cisnormativity and heteronormativity on their
own terms.

Participants showed insight into many of their strengths, consistent with past research
(Riggle and Rostosky 2011). Insight into one’s strengths is necessary to help counteract
the effects of minority stress (Riggle and Rostosky 2011). However, it would be inap-
propriate to assume that all queer young adult students have this awareness. The
sample was self-selected and so may have reached a point in identity acceptance confer-
ring wellbeing, compared to other queer individuals unsure of their gender or sexuality.
In the present study, individuals by act of participating outed themselves to the primary
researcher. Being closeted but aware of one’s queer identity is related to negative self-per-
ception, which in turn is negatively correlated with wellbeing (Whitman and Nadal
2015). Closeted participants may have produced different responses to those reported
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here, while those questioning their identities may have felt ineligible to participate
altogether (Meyer and Wilson 2009).

Conclusion

Despite advances for queer populations in countries like Aotearoa New Zealand, it is
evident that cisnormativity and heteronormativity are ingrained into the social fabric
of educational institutions. Participants in the present study described how these societal
ideologies continue to contribute to challenges in their everyday lives. The challenges
described by participants in this study may contribute to increased risk of mental distress
in queer young people through creating minority stressors (Meyer and Frost 2013; Riggs
and Treharne 2017; Pachankis and Bränström 2018; Travers et al. 2020). Despite their
challenges, queer university students display resilience and resistance to societal
norms, and participants employed multiple strategies for managing challenges and
making meaning out of their experiences. These strategies included finding community
and relying on social connections, advocating for themselves and others, and creating a
sense of agency.

The results of the present study point to multiple sites of intervention which would
improve the lives of queer university students. It is necessary that structural changes
are at the forefront of dismantling heteronormative and cisnormative ideologies
within university settings (Pachankis and Bränström 2019). However, cisnormativity
and heteronormativity are rarely identified or questioned by those who benefit from
the privilege of meeting these normative standards (Parker et al. 2022). Those in
power often overlook the status quo, which means that challenging these ideologies
requires substantial justification from minority populations (Smith et al. 2021). Inclusiv-
ity and diversity statements are not enough when they fail to challenge everyday cisnor-
mativity and heteronormativity, and so fail to contribute to a necessary cultural shift
which acknowledges sexuality and gender diversity.

Queer people exist within multiple intersections, and so to dismantle cisnormativity
and heteronormativity we must also challenge racism ingrained within university insti-
tutions. We acknowledge that research continues to reproduce white narratives of queer-
ness, as academic environments centre Eurocentric views (Smith et al. 2021). Research
findings often impose Eurocentric worldviews on indigenous and other non-white popu-
lations, and so it is necessary for continued research on queer populations to challenge
notions of queerness as whiteness.

Universities must have queer inclusivity built into them, such as the requirement to
install gender neutral bathrooms in buildings, building queer affirmative content into
university courses, and hiring of queer staff as well as queer Māori, Pacific, and other
ethnic minority staff. Universities must also support the development of campaigns
which challenge heteronormativity and cisnormativity within student culture. Further-
more, while it is important to discuss the negative impacts of discrimination on queer
identities, stories of strengths must be told, too. As institutions claim commitment to
equity and diversity, it is their responsibility to share queer narratives of resilience. High-
lighting strengths will empower queer individuals, building qualities like agency, bravery,
and advocacy skills. These strengths must be fostered and supported in order to mitigate
potential negative effects of ongoing challenges.
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Queer university students are a population with unique challenges who lack adequate
support. Ongoing mental health disparities of queer students highlights the need to
understand the experiences of this group in order to provide targeted mental health
support. The challenges that participants reported identified an overarching issue with
the societal norms of heteronormativity and cisnormativity, contributing to their experi-
ences of discrimination and marginalisation in their everyday lives. However, partici-
pants identified uniquely queer strengths to mitigate these challenges, relying heavily
on community support and building agency out of adversity.
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