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This study examined the organized leisure experiences of young people who identify as lesbian, 
bisexual, gay, transgender, and queer (LBGTQ). Data were gathered through interviews, par-
ticipant observation, and review of program documents at an organized leisure program for 
LBGTQ youth. Findings illustrate that participants experienced oppression due to their sexual 
identities, which manifested as both a lack of educational resources and social isolation. Two 
lines of resistance emerged as significant—individual acts (e.g., sharing stories of being a mar-
ginalized person) and organizational acts such as leisure-based activities. The importance of 
attending to the complexity of resistance in leisure research and practice is discussed.
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Theoretical rationale and empirical evidence for the causes and incidences of negative ex-
periences are primary topics of interest within the lesbian, bisexual, gay, transgender, and queer 
(LBGTQ) literature (Savin-Williams, 2008; Talburt, 2004; Talburt & Rasmussen, 2010). Specula-
tive explanations for the working of oppression among LBGTQ populations have been offered 
by Rubin (1993) and Rich (1980), among others (e.g., Butler, 1990; 1993). For instance, Rubin 
(1993) argued people distinguish normal from abnormal sex through hierarchies such as het-
erosexual or homosexual, and married or unmarried.  Classification of certain sex acts, such as 
homosexual sex, as deviant offers one explanation for the pervasive discrimination against LB-
GTQ populations in terms of, for example, the absence of sexuality in many anti-discrimination 
policies.

 Other researchers have documented the incidence of problem behaviors among LBGTQ 
youth, such as suicide, depression, and use of illicit substances (Garofalo, Wolf, Kessel, Palfrey, 
& Durant, 1998; Marshal et al., 2008; Russell & Joyner, 2001). These studies have often found 
that LBGTQ populations experience a higher rate of problem behaviors than their heterosexual 
counterparts. Problem behaviors often arise as a response to oppressive conditions in a variety 
of contexts, including leisure. For example, researchers have investigated how LBGTQ popula-
tions confront and negotiate harmful stereotypes such as, “male basketball players date female 
cheerleaders” which function to ignore or demean same-sex relationships as well as partnerships 
between individuals that do not fit into traditional male/female classifications. Findings have 
demonstrated that some youth that identify as members of a non-dominant sexuality retain 
positive benefits of leisure participation despite discrimination, but many also avoid activities 
or prefer to participate mainly with other members of the LBGTQ community (Johnson, 1999; 
Kivel, 1994; Kivel & Kleiber, 2000; Lewis & Johnson, 2011). Similarly, gay-straight alliance clubs 
have been cited as providing leisure experiences in which sexual diversity is advocated for, sup-
ported, and celebrated (Lee, 2002; MacGillivray, 2005; Russell, Muraco, Subramaniam, & Laub, 
2009). These adaptive responses to discrimination may constitute resistance in the Foucaultian 
sense, that is, behaviors that elude the domination of oppression (Prickett, 1996). 

Research with non-LBGTQ populations has further underscored the potential of leisure as 
a site of resistance. For example, studies have also shown that leisure settings and experiences 
can provide women with opportunities to engage in resistance by challenging hegemonic ideals 
about femininity or confronting constraints on leisure participation and practice (Shaw, 1994; 
2001; Wearing, 1990; Yuen & Pedlar, 2009). However, the ways that LBGTQ youth resist oppres-
sion remain understudied. Thus, the purpose of this study was to further explore oppression and 
resistance in the leisure experiences of LBGTQ youth. 

The postmodern feminist framework of Foucault (1990) takes inequitable power relation-
ships, such as those characterized by oppression and resistance, as a starting point for explora-
tions of the social world. Inequitable power relationships become oppressive when individuals’ 
“ability to develop and exercise their capacities and express their needs, thoughts, and feelings” 
(Young, 1990, p. 39) is inhibited. Oppression might entail prohibiting behaviors such as leisure 
participation, creating behaviors such as adopting ‘heterosexual’ behaviors and mannerisms in 
order to avoid abuse or harassment, depriving one of developmental resources such as informa-
tion or social support, or physical violence (Foucault, 1982; Prickett, 1996; Young, 1990).
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Power relationships are marked by resistance in everyday life because domination is never 
complete. These spaces and moments in which people are not rendered completely docile hold 
possibilities for resistance or eluding power (Prickett, 1996). For instance, although many LB-
GTQ young people are compelled to pass, many of these same youth enjoy spaces or relation-
ships in which they can express their sexual identities. Resistance may also take a productive 
form (Prickett, 1996), such as when young people create out-of-school-time programs (e.g., gay-
straight alliance clubs) in order to engage in activism or support one another. More specifically, 
young people are engaging in resistance through the gay-straight alliance by utilizing a tradi-
tional source of power—organized leisure programs—to affirm their identities.

Power relationships such as oppression and resistance can function through dichotomous 
thinking such as gay/straight and normal/abnormal (Crotty, 1998) and postmodernists often 
seek to undermine these antimonies. Dichotomous thinking frames gay and straight as homoge-
neous categories, denies connections between the two, and excludes individuals who do not fit 
within those classifications. For example, the gay/straight dichotomy suggests that all gay and all 
heterosexual people have a set of essential features in common, such as gay men are effeminate. 
The gay/straight dichotomy also denies the numerous connections that both parties share (e.g., 
a need for social support, safe places to recreate and learn, etc.) and excludes identities that fall 
outside of the dichotomy such as transgender or asexual persons. 

Harmful social structures such as dichotomous thinking have contributed to a high inci-
dence of problem behaviors among LBGTQ youth, and these negative experiences have been a 
focal point of past research with non-dominant sexualities. Inquiry has also shown that leisure 
can be a complex site of both oppression and resistance to dominant ideals of sexuality, gender, 
and culture. However, further study of resistance by LBGTQ youth is needed to better under-
stand ways to promote healthy development.

Researchers have primarily documented the causes and incidence of negative experiences 
among LBGTQ young people. Some of this work is theoretical and explores the workings of op-
pression in the lives of LBGTQ populations. For example, Rubin (1993) suggested that sex acts 
are judged according to a hierarchical system of value, with married, reproductive heterosexual 
sex at the top of the hierarchy and unmarried, promiscuous, and homosexual sex near the bot-
tom. Although homosexual acts have become more acceptable over time, according to Rubin, 
the oppression that results from occupying a lower status remains. Rich (1980) provided ad-
ditional theoretical rationale for the operation of oppression in the everyday lives of individuals 
that identify as a non-dominant sexuality with her formulation of compulsory heterosexuality, 
which refers to a network of forces that compel individuals to be heterosexual. For example, legal 
mandates against homosexual marriage and religious doctrine that demean LBGTQ relation-
ships are just two examples of influences that position heterosexuality as normal and desirable. 

The incidence of problem behaviors constitutes another aspect of the problem focus in re-
search with LBGTQ youth. For instance, Caldwell, Kivel, Smith, and Hayes (1998) found that 
gay and lesbian young adults were more likely to participate in risky activities, less likely to 
participate in healthy activities, and experienced higher levels of distress than their heterosexual 
counterparts. Russell and Joyner (2001) reported that same-sex attraction and behavior was 
linked to twice the risk of suicidal thoughts and behaviors, although the vast-majority of re-
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spondents reported no suicidal ideation at all. There is also evidence to suggest that transgender 
persons face a disproportionate risk for suicidal attempts (Clements-Nolle, Marx, & Katz, 2006). 
Similarly, results of a meta-analysis showed that lesbian, gay, and bisexual youth are significantly 
more likely to use illicit substances than their heterosexual counterparts (Marshal et al., 2008). 
These are just a few examples from a literature that suggests that individuals who identify as 
non-dominant sexualities face a disproportionate risk of problem behaviors (see also D’Augelli 
& Patterson, 2001; Garofalo, Wolf, Kessel, Palfrey, & Durant, 1998; Rosario, Hunter, & Gwadz, 
1997). It is important to note that the problem behaviors identified in the above studies are a re-
sponse to oppressive conditions, such as bullying in schools, as opposed to internal flaws within 
study participants.

A related line of inquiry has discussed how LBGTQ youth confront and negotiate harmful 
stereotypes in several contexts, including leisure. For example, Kivel and Kleiber (2000) found 
that leisure programs participated in by LBGTQ youth facilitated affirmation of personal identity 
but not social identity. That is, participants in their study felt it necessary to conceal aspects of 
their identities during leisure, which might lead to identifying themselves as a stigmatized popu-
lation. Participants’ freedom in leisure and the benefits they acquired from participation may 
have been attenuated as a result. Similarly, Johnson (1999) found that group enclosure (i.e., only 
participating with others that identify as a non-dominant sexuality) is an important element 
in LBGTQ leisure because it offers additional assurances of both safety and common interests. 
Many respondents in Johnson’s research pointed out that group enclosure was a choice made 
to counteract sexuality-based oppression, not a natural preference. Lewis and Johnson (2011) 
found this can be particularly true for transgender individuals who, in response to the perceived 
comfort of others, feel pressured to attend public events as their biological sex. Collectively, this 
body of problem focused research on LBGTQ youth has been characterized as part of a “tenden-
cy to place woundedness as a foundation of queer research” (Talburt & Rasmussen, 2010, p. 3).

Importantly, Russell (2005) has commented that the problem focus of LBGTQ research 
is consistent with scholarship on young people in general and therefore not limited to indi-
viduals that identify as a non-dominant sexuality. Russell (2005) also noted that the study of 
normative risk is important as a means to a) guide professional practice with individuals who 
identify as non-dominant sexualities and b) identify unique risk factors in the development of 
LBGTQ youth. Nonetheless, broadening the focus of research with youth that identify with a 
non-dominant sexuality to include resistance is critical to advancing understanding of both ways 
to promote the well being of LBGTQ youth and strategies to best support this segment of the 
adolescent population through leisure services.

Young people often engage in resistance by using traditional mechanisms of power, such 
as leisure programs, to acquire developmental supports that they are denied in other contexts 
(Warner, 1999) are present. For example, LBGTQ young people have responded to oppression 
by forming thousands of chapters of middle and high school gay straight alliance (GSA) clubs 
(Russell, 2002). GSAs function as spaces where young people and their allies can support one 
another, educate others on LBGTQ issues, and advocate for social change (Schindel, 2008). GSAs 
are a space in which LBGTQ youth can experience empowerment, explore their identities in a 
safe environment, and engage in democratic citizenship (Macgillivray, 2005; Russell, Muraco, 
Subramaniam, & Laub, 2009). Lee (2002) found a number of positive participant benefits linked 
to belonging to a GSA, including, increased academic performance, enhanced sense of belong-
ing to the school community, and an increased sense of physical safety.  GSAs are of course 



452  • 

not free from the workings of oppression. Some clubs have encountered legal impediments to 
their formation (Burrington, 1998), as well as adverse reactions from school administrators and 
the local community (Macgillivray, 2005). Despite these occurrences, resistance within GSAs is 
important both as a means to ameliorate the effects of oppression and challenge its root causes. 

Inquiry with non-LBGTQ populations has further underscored the potential of leisure as 
a site of resistance. For example, Parry (2005) illustrated how leisure can be a site for resistance 
to pronatalist ideology (i.e., the theory that women’s worth is principally a function of their 
reproductive capacities) by seeking out activities for empowerment in ways other than mother-
hood and avoiding activities that perpetuated oppressive stereotypes. These findings echo ear-
lier research by Wearing (1990) that demonstrated that women resist the notion that mother-
hood should be the sole focus of their time by both actively refusing certain roles and making 
space to pursue activities that fall outside of traditional roles of motherhood. Further, marginal-
ized groups can learn about their identity and establish connections to broader cultural values 
through leisure (Yuen & Pedlar, 2009). These studies are part of a broader literature that suggests 
that leisure is a domain where oppressive stereotypes can be resisted (Shaw, 1994; 2001).

However, much remains to be learned about resistance in the lives of youth who identify as 
a non-dominant sexuality. Savin-Williams (2008) argued that there has been an  

irresistible and overpowering attention to the problematic nature of same-sex oriented 
populations rather than a focus on their capacities to adjust, thrive, and lead excep-
tionally ordinary lives…Indeed, reading the clinical literature, one would be amazed 
that any same-sex oriented child or adolescent survives into adulthood!  (p. 137)

Similarly, Russell (2005) commented that the literature on sexual minority youth more generally 
has been dominated by a focus on negative individual level outcomes, to the exclusion of factors 
which might ameliorate such issues. Knowledge of resistance is critical to engaging in research 
and practice that helps LBGTQ youth negotiate everyday life. Thus, there is considerable value 
in understanding the ways that the leisure experiences of LBGTQ youth might be oppressive, 
resistant, or both.

Delving into experiences of oppression opens the possibility of resistance, and narratives of 
resistance may offer practitioners valuable insights into the potential of leisure services to resist 
repressive forces. In conducting this study, methods that attend to everyday experience were 
selected because oppression and resistance are most acutely felt in the course of everyday life. 
Accordingly, this study was ethnographic in nature (Fetterman, 2010). 

This study was conducted at an organized leisure program (hereafter called Pulse) in the 
southern United States. Pulse serves 300 LBGTQ youth per year between the ages of 12 and 19 
years old. Staff members or volunteers involved in the center were 23 or older, although some 
younger members were hired at administrative staff positions. Pulse has been in existence for 
more than 20 years and offers an array of leisure activities ranging from informal activities such 
as watching movies to more formalized therapeutic services (e.g., psychotherapeutic counsel-
ing). Youth are free to participate in activities offered on a given day at a level of engagement that 
suits them. Staff place a high priority on youth ownership and leadership of Pulse as evidenced 
through youth involvement in event planning and staff policies for youth interactions such as 
“be a friend, not a parent” and “avoid giving advice unless it is asked for.” To foster involvement, 
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youth hold positions on the board of directors and committees, and during the time that I spent 
at Pulse, youth often initiated activities. 

Policies and programming are directed at a number of core goals, including a) identity 
affirmation and exploration, b) empowerment, and c) social justice. Although the bulk of staff 
focus and attention is directed toward serving youth at the program, community change is also 
a key concern as shown in Pulse’s youth-led activism program as well as a community education 
and outreach activities. 

Pulse offered an ideal context for this study because a key impetus for its formation was 
to serve as a vehicle for LBGTQ youth confronting oppression in their everyday lives. Pulse is 
designed to be a safe space where LBGTQ youth can be safe from oppression and be exposed to 
opportunities such as being a member of a community and have opportunities to understand 
their sexuality, opportunities that often are denied in other contexts. 

Data collection occurred in two phases. The first phase lasted approximately one month 
in the summer of 2011, and the second phase occurred the following summer and lasted four 
months. Data collection during both phases occurred three days a week, with visits lasting be-
tween two and six hours.  During the time on site, I attended all available events such as drop-in 
sessions, staff meetings, and special events. Data for this pilot study were generated through two 
primary methods: participant observation and semi-structured interviews, although program 
documents (i.e., the volunteer handbook and program policies manual) were also reviewed.  
Wolcott’s (1999) maxim of only becoming involved to the extent needed to understand what 
was going on was followed. As such, my participation shifted radically from acting as a passive 
observer during drop-in sessions, to acting as a volunteer staff member during the alternative 
prom, to being a full participant in the pride march. 

In general, field notes were crafted on the same day as the observation session, or if this was 
not possible, the following day. The notes recorded my experiences with young people—what 
was discussed, what activities occurred, etc. After developing a field note, a separate entry was 
created in a researcher journal that documented my feelings and opinions as a participant ob-
server. Journal entries were then used to add another layer of understanding to field experiences 
through data analysis.

Semi-structured, key informant interviews were also conducted with 16 members of the 
Pulse community, 10 staff members and six youth participants. Interviewees were recruited 
based on the intention of gaining diverse insights on LBGTQ youth experiences with oppres-
sion and resistance in a leisure setting—such as from new and veteran youth participants. Staff 
members added another perspective by sharing their interpretations of Pulse participants’ expe-
riences and reflecting on their own experiences as young people. Interview participants ranged 
in age from 15 to 50. Education levels ranged from those in high school to those with completed 
master’s degrees. The individuals observed but not interviewed at Pulse were highly diverse in 
terms of age (12 to 57 years) and education (middle school through master’s degrees).

Interview questions were developed based on the general criteria offered by Charmaz 
(2006) and an analysis of relevant literature. Questions were open-ended to allow fruitful lines 
of conversation to emerge and addressed the experiences that led individuals to Pulse (e.g., How 
did you come to work here?, What was going on in your life then?), experiences at Pulse (e.g., 
Walk me through a typical day at work for you) and outcomes of participation (What were some 
of the most important things that you have learned at Pulse?). These questions provided insight 
into the day-to-day experiences of individuals at Pulse, which was useful both in terms of gain-
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ing entry into the community and as a perspective on the Pulse culture. When issues related 
to oppression or resistance arose in the conversation, these responses were probed in order to 
generate the data below. Interviews were conducted in person either at Pulse or a nearby coffee 
shop and ranged in length from 32 to 57 minutes. Conversations were recorded using an audio 
tape recorder and transcribed to facilitate data analysis. 

Data analysis proceeded through three stages. In the first stage, significant segments of 
data from all data sources (i.e., interview transcripts, researcher journal, field notes, and pro-
gram documents) were labeled with a descriptive word or phrase. This process yielded 463 initial 
codes, including codes such as serendipity, trading stories, being older, toxic people, and free-
dom. In the second stage, each initial code was then written onto an index card and sorted into 
one of two categories: oppression or resistance. Although sorting data into preconceived catego-
ries is counter to more grounded approaches to qualitative analysis, the approach taken was a 
strategic decision made in order to better understand the main topics of interest in this study and 
to counter the pervasive negative discourse surrounding LBGTQ youth. 

The final stage of analysis involved two separate procedures. First, the tentative categories 
of oppression and resistance were refined through alternating rounds of coding and memo writ-
ing. Second, the original data sources were examined to inquire into the relationships between 
focused codes as well as the properties and dimensions of each focused code (Charmaz, 2006). 

In subsequent sections of this paper, all names used are pseudonyms. Excerpts from the 
researcher journal and field notes appear with a label of identification and date (e.g., researcher 
journal: October 7, 2012).  In addition, participants refers to those who consented to participate 
in this study: interviewees, those  observed, and me.

The findings are organized into two categories: sexual identity as a focal point for oppression 
and spaces for resistance. “Sexual identity as a focal point for oppression” explores instances in 
which opportunities for self-development or expression related to sexual identity were inhibited. 
In particular, most participants reported experiencing sexual identity oppression as an expected 
part of their everyday lives, which most often manifested as a lack of either educational resources 
to affirm an LBGTQ identity or social isolation. Youth participants reported seeking out leisure 
contexts in which the support and resources that they lacked elsewhere might be present, such as 
at Pulse. Although many parents supported Pulse, some young people encountered oppression 
in their effort to experience the benefits of Pulse due to factors such as family religious views. 

“Spaces for resistance” explores how participants negotiated the difficulties that arose from 
oppression and also engaged in both organizational and individual forms of resistance. Organi-
zational acts of resistance entailed creating spaces and activities in which young people could 
resist oppression such as prom and the pride march. Similarly, Pulse hosted a GSA chapter that 
sought to directly challenge school policies unsupportive of LBGTQ students. Some GSA mem-
bers also reported individual level benefits of their experience that may have enhanced their ca-
pacity to engage in resistance such as a more nuanced understanding of social justice. Individual 
acts of resistance included sharing stories related to the experience of being LBGTQ, which of-
fered young people the opportunity to come together around shared experiences.
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Several participants reported during interviews that sexual identity oppression was an ex-
pected part of their everyday lives. For example, one youth noted, “…but in being a gay person, 
that’s [homophobia] also something that you understand and you expect to happen, and you 
prepare yourself for it as well.” Hope, the director of Pulse, described sexual identity oppression 
as “like the air we breathe” in addition to a driving force behind the existence of Pulse. Sexual 
identity often manifested as a lack of informational/educational resources and/or social isola-
tion. For instance, a staff member reflected on hir (note: zi/hir are gender neutral pronouns) 
experience coming out in high school, “…the Internet was a great resource. Although that was 
back in the days of dial-up modems…I used to dream for a silent modem. Do you have any idea 
how hard it is to silence a modem?” 

Sexual identity oppression also created challenges related to experiencing social support 
through traditional leisure experiences such as prom and dating. A staff member named Rick re-
flected on his own experience of the prom, saying, “I didn’t get to get excited about prom because 
I wanted to go with a guy in my high school if I am honest.” This individual did not feel comfort-
able attending prom with his desired partner because he feared that such a behavior would “out” 
him as a gay man in front of potentially unsupportive peers. As such, he attended prom with a 
female friend in order to “pass” as heterosexual. Another staff member, Brad, shared that he did 
not kiss a guy until he came out during college. Hiding his sexual identity contributed to feeling 
“lonely, wanting like to get out there, and lonely based on being unwanted.”  

Several participants sought out contexts to experience the informational resources and so-
cial support that they lacked elsewhere, such as Pulse. For instance, one volunteer shared his 
experiences growing up in a very small town and being the only openly gay youth resident. He 
said that his father helped him look for a youth program where he could connect with other 
queer youth and they found Pulse (Fieldnote: May 21, 2011). Later that same day,  a volunteer 
said that he would have “killed” for a place like Pulse when he was younger because he lacked 
the informational resources and social support to explore his sexual identity. In the absence of 
these assets, he struggled to resolve the questions he had about his sexual identity well into his 
30s, and his struggle caused considerable stress in his everyday life. Further, one young person 
explained during a group discussion that publicly acknowledging his sexual identity terminated 
many significant relationships in his life, and he sought out Pulse and continued to attend for the 
social support that participation provided. 

Although Pulse functioned as an important source of support, some young people encoun-
tered oppression in their efforts to engage in the program. For instance, one young adult named 
Sven shared during our interview that he did not tell his parents that he participated in Pulse be-
cause his family was unsupportive of his gay identity. He stated “and this little policy called don’t 
ask don’t tell that was adopted in our household. And for instance, my coming here, uh, they 
don’t really know about that.” Because his identity conflicted with his parent’s religious views, 
he shared that it was “easier” for him to not discuss Pulse with his family. Similarly, another 
young woman, Athena, indicated during an interview that she was initially drawn to participate 
in Pulse because she lacked a support system at a time when she was struggling to understand 
her sexual identity. Although she felt the program was highly beneficial, her parents felt that at-
tendance wasted time that could be spent on other pursuits such as studying. She explained, “I 
did a bad job of explaining it [Pulse], and so they [her parents] were like, ‘We don’t think that’s 
necessary. That doesn’t seem important,’ and so they were like, ‘You should be staying home and 
studying instead of going out.’”
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As demonstrated through field notes of my participation in the prom, the pride march, and 
drop-in recreation periods, Pulse offered young people multiple avenues to resist sexual identity 
oppression. In particular, youth were given spaces to engage in acts that would be unsafe in many 
contexts such as dating, dancing, engaging in advocacy, celebrating LBGTQ culture, and ex-
pressing themselves through unconventional modes of dress. The field notes describe two related 
lines of resistance, individual acts (e.g., storytelling) and organizational actions such as the prom. 

When I arrived at queer prom to volunteer, I was greeted by a familiar “woooo” sound. The 
youth on the dance floor were cheering at the DJ’s request. As I walked toward the dance floor, 
my discomfort set  back in—I felt like a creep watching kids dance. I found an empty spot a safe 
distance from the dance floor, a perch to begin observing. The first thing I noticed was that al-
most everyone was on the dance floor. As is the case at any prom, there were a few stragglers who 
weren’t dancing, and very few who were by themselves. I looked into the crowd and noticed a 
youth wearing a sort of “goth meets Alice in Wonderland” dress. Other than that, it was “normal” 
teenage gear all the way.

The DJ announced to the crowd that it  should “Get ready for Sapphire!” Sapphire?
Immediately, almost every young person and staff member in the place formed a “U” 

around the DJ stand. Some sort of jza-jza tune came on, and a drag performer appeared on the 
dance floor. Sapphire began dancing to the song, and the youth were cheering, singing along, 
and fixating on her. Sapphire walked through the U and came within about five feet of me. I felt 
remarkably uncomfortable as it was my first drag show, and I retreated about 10 feet backward. 
About half a dozen guys who were standing near me did the same. 

After another few hours of observation and a little dancing, I went home and began pro-
cessing the evening on the way. All of the behaviors I observed—the dancing, making out, and 
freedom of dress seemed so important because LBGTQ young people are denied these freedoms 
in other contexts. One young person explained the significance of prom during our interview: “I 
feel that prom was a big deal because of the fact, you know, you can bring whoever you want to 
bring, and you can wear or do whatever you want to do.”

Similarly, the pride march afforded participants the opportunity to publicly engage in and 
celebrate in queer culture through modes of dress, dancing, and music:

The range of dress I see is simply massive. I see S&M gear, various stages of nudity, 
bathing suits, wigs, thongs, bathing suits, corsets, dresses, and lots of makeup. Most 
people seemed so excited while marching—screaming, dancing, kissing, chanting, 
holding hands, clapping, and smiling. (Fieldnote: May 3, 2011) 

Informal conversations with youth marchers from Pulse revealed that some attendees experi-
enced a similar freedom of expression at the pride march. One young person reported that the 
march facilitates the rise of “the hidden community of gays.” Another youth stated that this was 
a place where he could “be whoever he wanted.” I felt free as well, despite my multiple privileged 
identities (e.g., high education, high socioeconomic status, white, heterosexual)—later in the 
conversation I said, “That is the great thing about the pride march, you can do whatever the hell 
you want.” (Fieldnote: May 3, 2011)

Pulse also hosted a gay-straight alliance chapter in which queer young people and their het-
erosexual allies worked toward social justice for LBGTQ youth, which provides further evidence 
of organizational resistance. The GSA functioned as a source of direct resistance to LBGTQ 
oppression in schools by educating teachers and students on LBGTQ issues. GSA members also 
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delivered presentations to principles and school administrators designed to highlight the extent 
of harassment of LBGTQ students and underscore the need for explicit prohibitions against 
such abuse. Some GSA members reported individual level benefits that may have enhanced their 
capacity to engage in social justice as individuals. For example, one youth participant discussed 
how her involvement in the GSA served as a catalyst for activism, “…it sort of opened my eyes 
and ears to the ways that oppressions worked together, and I think it was one of those things, 
once you hear it, you can’t unhear it.” Another young person explained in an interview that 
she learned “the tenets of social justice” through GSA trainings and the importance of thinking 
about how the privileges in her own life impacted those around her.  

Participants also eluded domination during day-to-day operations through individual acts 
of resistance. For instance, Brittany, a staff member, described the program as “a place to sit and 
hold hands with who they [the youth] wanna hold hands with.” My observations echoed Brit-
tany’s description of Pulse. As a seven-year summer camp veteran and being educated in leisure 
studies for nearly a decade, I felt that I would have a good understanding of what ought to be 
happening. On my first day, Hope threw me a copy of Out magazine and said, “Start reading.” I 
immediately felt uncomfortable at the sight of nearly naked men, a feeling that was magnified a 
few moments later when two transgender youth sat down on the couch next to me and started 
making out. Both occurrences seemed wildly inappropriate; recreation programs are not a place 
for this, right? 

In processing the source of my discomfort later, I realized that being so physically close to 
two young people of any sexual identity making out would cause me some anxiety, particularly 
in the context of a recreation program. I was also uncomfortable because I understood so little 
about the LBGTQ community at that stage of my research. For example, I did not understand 
what it meant to be transgender, much less the significance of witnessing those young people 
making out. However, I began to grasp the importance of the event when I realized that LBGTQ 
youth are denied the opportunity to express their romantic relationships in so many contexts.

My knowledge gap was narrowed through other forms of resistance that young people en-
gaged in, such as storytelling. In providing a safe space for identity expression, Pulse also gave 
young people the opportunity to share their stories related to the experience of identifying as 
LBGTQ, such as coming out or marriage. For example, several young people engaged in an im-
promptu discussion about coming out after watching a movie that chronicled the life of a young 
African American lesbian. The young people recounted a range of reactions of their parents, 
from support (e.g., god, my mom just gave me a hug and my parents just went online and looked 
for a place like this), to violence (e.g., my mom punched me in the face). Similarly, Pulse staff 
facilitated a group discussion of marriage during one of my observation sessions. Most young 
people expressed their desire to get married someday, while others used the forum as an oppor-
tunity to express their frustration with state laws that ban same-sex marriages, which not only 
deny some participants the option of getting married, but exclude their peers who do not neatly 
fit into “male” or “female” constructions of sex/gender.

Storytelling may have also provided the opportunity for youth to come together around 
the shared experience of oppression. For instance, Pulse held a candlelight vigil for participants 
and members of the broader LBGTQ community in response to a hate crime that resulted in the 
serious injury of several queer young people. Dozens of young people attended and shared their 
reactions to the tragedy in front of the other attendees. The event provided attendees the oppor-
tunity to comfort one another, vent their frustrations and confusions, and support the victims 
through storytelling. 
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Participants encountered sexual identity oppression in diverse places, such as their families, 
schools, religion, and within Pulse. For instance, young people encountered barriers to self-
expression such as not being able to attend prom with their desired date and constraints to devel-
opment, such as a lack of social support or information related to sexual identity. These findings 
support the results of past research with non-dominant sexualities, which has shown that leisure 
often reproduces the status quo in terms of queer young people not feeling safe (e.g., Johnson, 
1999; Kivel & Kleiber, 2000). Teammates, friends, family members, and teachers with unsup-
portive or abusive attitudes can deny LBGTQ youth the benefits of leisure. Spaces in which LB-
GTQ identities are supported and celebrated should therefore be the subject of continued study. 

Results also suggested that leisure can be a place of liberation, exploration, and resistance. 
In particular, participants created space to elude and negotiate the domination of oppression 
through both individual and organizational acts. At an individual level, Pulse provided the space 
for young people to share stories related to being LBGTQ such as coming out and marriage. 
Pulse also provided a number of activities where youth could experience the communion and 
support that they lacked elsewhere, such as the gay-straight alliance club, the pride march, and 
the prom. 

These findings should be interpreted in light of important limitations. First, the acronym 
LBGTQ was employed because it is the preferred designation of Pulse. However, the acronym 
conceals a range of identities that were not included in this study and others that were not well 
represented. Future studies may benefit from exploring oppression and resistance in other seg-
ments of the queer community. Second, this study also denied the intersectional nature of iden-
tity (Crenshaw, 1991, Sen, 2006). That is, participants engage with the world according to mul-
tiple identities such as youth, male, Caucasian, wealthy, etc. These identities may work together 
to redouble the effects of oppression (or resistance) in certain cases. Alternatively, a privileged 
identity may function to mitigate the oppression an individual experiences due to a marginalized 
status. However, sexual identity was given pride of place in the present study—in accordance 
with the purpose of the study—which may have prompted me to overlook important sources 
of oppression and/or resistance. Future research should investigate how participants’ identities 
intersect with each other to affect oppression and resistance.

Findings also illuminated the workings of oppression and resistance. For example, Fou-
cault’s (1990) hypothesis that oppression and resistance go hand in hand was supported in this 
study. Young people often came to Pulse to mitigate the oppression that they experienced else-
where, but some encountered new oppressions as a participant in the program, such as due to 
their families’ religious views. Studies that consider oppression and resistance simultaneously 
may yield an account that is more sensitive to everyday experience than if one or the other were 
deployed. Incorporating resistance into studies of oppression is also needed as a counterpoint 
to the negative discourse on LBGTQ youth that has emerged through the continued study of 
normative risk (Savin-Williams, 2008). Again, the study of risk is valuable as a means to guide 
policy or identify the need for intervention, but without corresponding accounts of the ways that 
LBGTQ mock, subvert, or resist oppression, there is considerable risk that queer youth may be 
cast as at-risk, delinquent, or deficient. 

Consideration of how experience may function as both resistance and oppression, alter-
nately as one or the other, or as a dynamic process, may allow scholars to more clearly grasp 
the oppressions at work in participants’ lives and hence, enhance possibilities for social change. 
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Butsch (2001) demonstrated the importance of understanding resistance as a dynamic process. 
Acts of resistance sometimes generate responses from the dominant culture which in turn de-
mand consideration by the marginalized group, and so on. For example, LBGTQ culture has 
been subject to commodification through the growth of restaurants, bars, clubs, and coffee shops 
that serve non-dominant sexualities. Commodification has generated both positive and negative 
effects. Sears (2005) noted that, “intensified commodification, then, has contributed to the de-
velopment of spaces of open gay and lesbian existence” (p. 104). However, spaces for community 
based on commodities exclude those who do not have the ability to pay. Although dominant 
responses to resistance were not explored in this study, studying resistance as a dynamic process 
may allow scholars to better understand the efficacy of specific resistive acts and strategically 
design future studies in response. 

The study of oppression and resistance may also be enhanced by the adoption of an ecologi-
cal perspective (e.g., Bronfrenbrenner, 1977) that calls attention to the diverse social, cultural, 
and institutional contexts that shape behavior. Findings of the present study demonstrated that 
oppression and resistance emerged in diverse ecologies including the individual, family, orga-
nizational, community, school, and religious. Consideration of how power relationships work 
together, against each other, or exist at all within these diverse contexts may yield a more com-
plete account than if leisure alone were considered. Furthermore, deployment of an ecological 
perspective may sensitize future research to the complex ideologies and discourses on race, gen-
der, sexuality, and other categories of difference that shape leisure experiences, but as of yet have 
received limited attention in the leisure literature (Kivel, Johnson, & Scraton, 2009). 

The multifaceted nature of resistance has implications for leisure practice as well. Leisure 
practitioners may benefit from offering participants opportunities to resist oppression in their 
programs in multiple ways. For example, programmers might develop opportunities for indi-
vidual expression, such as storytelling, or activities that allow young people to express them-
selves in a safe environment, such as a gay-straight alliance club or prom. Practitioners may offer 
programs that attend to the oppression related to multiple identity categories, such as gender or 
racial oppression. In so doing, practitioners may extend the reach of their efforts at resistance 
to broader segments of the surrounding community. Moreover, exploring the commonalities of 
oppression across marginalized groups, such as violence and exclusion, may provide the basis for 
connection between diverse populations. Deployment of these strategies and a greater sensitivity 
to the complexity of oppression and resistance in leisure scholarship and practice may bolster 
our capacity to contribute to positive social change.
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