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ABSTRACT
Technology design has not adequately included a queer perspective,
even though digital technologies such as social networking sites
(SNS) have been shown to play vital roles in the lives and well-being
of queer people. SNS provide queer people with a means to explore
their identities, learn about queerness and connect to others with
similar experiences. However, SNS use can also have detrimental
effects, exposing queer people to harm and victimisation. To date,
there is not much effort in HCI to understand the experiences of
queer people with SNS. As a result, we lack understanding of how
SNS and other social technologies could be designed in ways that
are supportive of queer people’s well-being. The findings from this
exploratory study reveal how particular digital technologies can
have complex effects in shaping queer people’s experiences and
their well-being.
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1

INTRODUCTION

This paper presents experiences of queer people and how the use
of social networking sites (SNS) can shape their experiences. Following [10], our use of “queer” refers to, “anyone who does not
identify as exclusively heterosexual (including gay, lesbian, bisexual, pansexual, asexual, transgender, genderqueer, questioning, and
others)”. Like [10, 14], we explore the experiences of queer youth
between the ages of 18-28, a demographic that grew up with SNS
during the formative years of their identity development as queer.
This research is important to HCI because to date, there’s been little
effort to understand how technology use shapes the experiences
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of the queer people. Despite queer people making up 5-10% of the
population [21], a search of the ACM Digital Library on July 29,
2019, for keywords or paper titles that engage with queer people
or queer theory, revealed only 103 results out of 2,800,000+ records.
There were 70% more results that pertained to the fact that an author’s name was “Gay”. Thus, we argue that queer people are not
only marginalised in society but also within HCI, where the focus
and efforts are overwhelming heteronormative.
The need to include queer perspectives in HCI has been championed by a few researchers who have called for efforts to be more
inclusive of diverse experiences and perspectives. [12] argues that
conservatism and technocentrism within HCI threaten to reinforce
problematic status quos through a desire to be apolitical or ahistorical. Similarly, [1] warns of the dangers of universalist design which,
“demotes cultural, social, regional, and national differences in user
experiences and outlooks” and argues that more pluralist design
which accounts for the complexity of human experience will likely
provide more human-centred outcomes.
Our literature review found that research around the queer community to date has primarily focused on their use of specific technology, e.g. Grindr, a dating app, and particular sub-groups, e.g.
gay men. However, SNS are not used in isolation and the focus on
particular sub-groups has left others underrepresented. Thus, our
exploratory study takes a broader interest in exploring holistically
how use of SNS plays a role in shaping the experiences and sense
of well-being of a diverse group of queer people.

2

RELATED WORK

There has been a growing interest to understand better how digital technologies, particularly SNS, can affect well-being. Research
within HCI and psychology has shown how SNS, like a doubleedged sword, can have both positive and negative effects depending
on how they are used [3, 7, 8, 23]. While there are clear benefits
afforded by SNS use, the way SNS negatively impacts people’s
well-being is only just starting to be understood.
While research shows how adverse mental health outcomes can
arise from SNS usage [3, 7, 9, 23], we argue that these adverse
outcomes may be heightened for queer people. This is due to the additional burden of minority stress faced by queer people. Minority
stress is brought about by the stigmatisation of their identities, arising from a range of sources, including homophobic environments,
victimisation, learned expectations of rejection and the psychological burden of concealing one’s identity [15, 18].
Research shows that SNS use by queer people can lead to this
minority stress, with them potentially experiencing victimisation,
discrimination, or being inadvertently outed [6, 11, 14, 19]. For
example, queer youth are 2-3x more likely to be the targets of
cyber-bullying [14]. [6] argue that while queer people can benefit
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from feeling safe enough to be visibly queer online, SNS don’t afford enough control over “selective visibility” which might allow
only certain trusted friends to see queer aspects of one’s identity.
Similarly, the convergence, particularly on Facebook, of connections from multiple contexts which often mirror real-life networks,
can lead to problematic and unintended disclosure or outing as a
result of context collapse, described as the “flatten[ing of] multiple
audiences into one” [13]. While some SNS, including Facebook, allow the option to restrict the visibility of specific posts, interacting
with content on the site often creates traces over which there are
minimal privacy controls. For example, RSVPing to a queer event
might automatically create a post which announces this interaction
to one’s entire Facebook network [6]. Even when the individual is
not the direct target of harm, they may experience adverse effects,
for example, in situations where one bears witness to anti-queer
discourse or abuse aimed at others [19]. Harassment from outsiders
is not the only issue, though. Research concerning trans safe spaces
found that harm is often perpetuated by people in one’s social circles in what the authors refer to as “lateral violence” or “insider
harm” [19].
On the other hand, SNS have been shown to support queer people
by allowing for social support and learning. [10] show that queer
youth benefit significantly from the social support that SNS can
afford them. This social support, often from peers or role-models,
enables them to feel less isolated and provides a way to explore and
learn how to enact their identities with others. This is particularly
beneficial because queer people have to make sense of and allow
for the emergence of their identities in a way that cis-gender heterosexuals (cis-hets) do not [10]. Furthermore, social support can
act as a protective factor against minority stress [18], contributing
positively to well-being. These interactions are particularly vital
when individuals don’t have existing relationships with supportive
figures or peers [14], especially for those with identities that are
less represented in society (e.g. asexual or transgender) [10].
Anonymity and privacy within online queer spaces is a significant priority when there is such a high propensity for harm. The
anonymity afforded by the internet has made it an essential tool for
queer individuals to connect with other queer people [19]. Historically, congregating in physical spaces has caused safety concerns
for queer people., As a result, much social activity has now shifted
online [22]. Feelings of anonymity are also crucial in the early stages
of developing one’s identity due to the commonly experienced fear
of stigmatisation if one were to be discovered [10]. The importance
of anonymity can be seen in research about the queer community
on Tumblr. [4] notes how the anonymity afforded by the site enables greater honesty and gives queer users a space to experiment
with their identity. In addition, anonymity affords users the ability
to have less specific or static representations of their identity. This
is particularly supportive of gender-diverse individuals who may
have emergent or fluid gender identities [5, 11].
A range of dating apps, which we include in the scope of SNS,
are increasingly becoming a popular space for queer people to
interact. However, our review of the literature shows that Grindr, a
location-based dating application for queer men, is the main app to
have received attention from researchers [2, 17, 22]. While Grindr
is often perceived as a place to find casual sex, many people use
it in the hopes of finding social connections or romantic relations
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Table 1: Participant details
Participant #

Age

Queer Identity

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

22
23
26
18
19
24
28
25
18

Bisexual & transgender
Gay
Gay
Bisexual, possibly non-binary trans
Bisexual/queer
Gay
Gay
Queer, bisexual, pansexual
Transgender

[22]. Researchers have noted, especially amongst gay men, how
dating apps are increasingly replacing offline queer spaces such
as bars due to the convenience and anonymity they afford when
seeking connection to others [17]. Alluded to by [22], apps such as
Grindr can also be places where lateral violence can prosper through
harassment and abuse perpetrated by others on the platform.
While some within HCI have explored the experiences of queer
people, the SIG on Queer(ing) HCI in 2019 [20] has identified several gaps in the literature. Empirical work has focused predominantly on dating and disclosure contexts — a small part of the
queer experience. Additionally, the subjects of studies have disproportionally been cis-gay men. Another limitation identified in
technology-related queer research is the focus placed on information seeking uses or sexual health over the more social contexts of
online spaces [10, 14, 22]. Furthermore, many studies focus on a
single technology or SNS, such as Facebook (e.g. [14]) and Grindr
(e.g. [22]), when in actuality, queer people often use a combination
of technologies.

3 METHOD
3.1 Participants
We recruited participants through social media posts on Facebook
and Twitter shared publicly, as well as in secret Facebook groups
of Queer Collectives at local universities. We directed respondents
to a survey that collected data regarding their sexual and gender
identity as well as age. In collecting this data, we aimed to ensure a
broad cross-section of queer identities among participants. We also
collected contact details so that we could contact them if they met
the selection criteria. We should note that the survey was itself a
target of homophobic harassment in the form of fake responses with
offensive language. It highlighted to us, the level of homophobia
that is present in daily life. A summary of participants is presented
in Table 1.

3.2

Unstructured Interviews

The exploratory nature of this study meant that we chose unstructured interviews to learn about our participants’ experiences. Topics of the interview included participants’ identity/queerness, cultural/religious background, familial and social relationships, use
of technology and attitudes towards it (particularly social platforms), well-being and work/financial situation. The first author
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conducted the interviews and used his queerness to position himself
as an insider to build rapport with participants and make them feel
comfortable. The interviews were transcribed from recordings and
analysed using thematic analysis [16] leading to the development
of themes, which will we will describe in the next section.

4

Technologies for Self-Discovery

All participants had a moment of realisation that they were queer.
This was either by realising that not everyone had the same nonheteronormative feelings/attractions as them, or, by making sense
of, and accepting, feelings/attractions they had that weren’t normative. Online spaces provided a place where they could explore,
or even discover these identities, often with the safety afforded by
being able to visit these communities privately and anonymously.
This avenue for exploration was particularly important where participants didn’t have access to existing access to queer role models.
The most commonly mentioned platform for this was Tumblr,
where participants found queer communities with whom they could
engage. However, participants used a range of SNS. P4 and P9 were
both members of a Facebook group aimed at queer school-aged
kids in their state. However, due to the privacy settings of the
group, they had to be invited by existing members they had come
out to. P6, at the age of 17, found an online forum for gay teens
while browsing the internet and became an active member of the
community and eventually a moderator. He spoke of how valuable
it was to learn from his peers on that site and how the ability to
express his queerness openly, gave him the confidence to come out.
In addition to SNS, participants also used online resources for
exploration and learning. These resources were particularly useful
surrounding topics they wouldn’t otherwise be exposed to, e.g.
sexual education, queer relationships or queer history. For example,
P7 learned about local queer history online and felt a greater sense
of belonging with the community.

4.2

out to. P4 talked about how their online self is not their true self out
of safety concerns. In the physical world, participants spoke about
trying to appear straight, hiding friendships with visibly queer people from their families and not going to major queer events in case
their parents correlated the dates. P4 who is closeted to their family
described feeling like a “secret spy”.

FINDINGS

The following section presents a subset of themes that emerged
in the analysis of the interview data. Collectively, they reveal the
lived experiences of queerness and the different ways technology
shape queer experiences. The themes are presented in an order that
reflects the chronology of participants’ journeys from self-discovery
and acceptance, to living in the closet, coming out and life beyond.
While they follow a typical journey based on experiences gathered,
we note that these stages may overlap, be experienced in a different
order or not at all.

4.1
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Life in the Online Closet

All participants underwent a period where they had realised that
they were queer but felt unready, reluctant or even unsafe to come
out. This period was talked about by most participants as quite a
difficult time that involved feeling unable to express themselves and
living double lives, especially when interacting with their families.
Participants described going to great lengths to hide their queerness from family, both in the ways that they used technology and
in the physical world. Multiple spoke of how they refrained from
liking content or RSVPing to events on Facebook in case the digital
traces these actions would cause were seen by those they weren’t

4.3

Coming Out through Technology

Many of the participants came out progressively and/or strategically, often starting with friends that were closest or most likely
to be accepting. Sometimes this was an explicit conversation, message or Facebook post, but often it was more subtle hints at their
queerness. For example, saying something about someone of the
same gender being attractive. Often the reaction to them coming
out was overwhelmingly positive despite the fear that preceded
it although some participants did have negative experiences. After telling those close to him and his family, P6 used Facebook to
broadcast his queerness. He saw it as a way to get the process of
coming out over with quickly, and to avoid the stress of having to
keep a mental log of who he was out to.

4.4

Technology and Encounters with
Heteronormativity

Many participants still feel the burden of actively managing their
self-expression in certain situations despite having come out to
friends and family. In unfamiliar contexts, especially professional
ones, participants spoke of being cautious about being perceived
as queer until they were sure they would be safe. For example, P6
spoke about not revealing he was gay at a new job until he saw
that a visibly queer colleague was treated well. P4 uses Facebook
to vet potential friends or acquaintances. If someone’s profile offers anti-queer or alt-right sentiments, they will refuse to befriend
them out of safety concerns. For P9, the inability to restrict the
privacy of specific posts on Instagram combined with the social
pressure to accept follow requests from his colleagues has been
particularly troubling. He doesn’t want to delete the posts he made
pre-transition that would expose him as trans, nor does he want
his colleagues to see them. The result is a stressful situation that
he doesn’t know how to escape.
Many felt the continual burden of having to explain their identity or actions to cis-hets, especially where their queer identity
was more complex than merely being gay. Most of the participants
had predominantly queer friends and many ascribed the emotional
labour of having to explain themselves as a significant reason. Multiple participants used different labels to simplify their identity when
talking to cis-hets as they felt this would ease their interactions
and result in fewer questions. For P1 this meant conforming to
presenting themselves in a trans-masculine way amongst those to
whom they had come out to as a trans man, despite having a fluid
gender identity that often didn’t reflect their earlier declaration. P5
and P9 preferred to refer to themselves broadly as being “queer”
however often identified themselves as bi-sexual. For those that
were attracted to more than one gender, they described having
to continually remind people they were queer when they were in
“straight” relationships.
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4.5

Seeking Queer Spaces

This need to explain themselves drove most participants to have
mainly queer friends but also to seek out safe physical and virtual
spaces where they felt more comfortable being themselves and
could let their guard down. When talking about queer-friendly
physical spaces, dedicated “Queer Spaces” on university campuses
and queer bars/clubs were the most frequently mentioned by our
participants. In the virtual realm, participants spoke mainly of their
experiences within Facebook groups and on dating apps.
While these spaces provide an opportunity to escape heteronormativity, navigating these spaces often presented additional challenges to participants. P4 spoke of how queer spaces allow them to
express themselves freely, while others spoke of cultures of exclusion and harassment that often plagued these spaces. Many of our
participants expressed a desire for more inclusive and less sexualised queer spaces. They mentioned places to hang out other than
clubs or places to find friendship online instead of dating apps.
Some participants were drawn to dating apps seeking connection
to others that went beyond finding romantic or sexual partners.
Experiences varied considerably across different apps in terms of
how positive they were. Tinder was touted as being much more
civil and dating-centric compared to Grindr. Participants saw the
latter as both toxic and much more sexualised. However, despite
the various negative experiences on Grindr, they continue to be
drawn to the app in the hopes of finding positive experiences.
The five participants who had used Grindr described a plethora
of negative experiences on it. These ranged from receiving abusive
or unsolicited explicit messages to seeing profiles that had racist
or otherwise discriminatory lists of unattractive characteristics.
They detailed a culture that idolises people who look a certain
way and ignores or actively rejects those that don’t conform. This
negatively impacted their feelings of self-worth. Both P6 and P7
explained how they see the culture on Grindr as self-reinforcing.
They described how new users to the app are initially submitted to
this toxic culture and eventually become bitter enough to perpetuate
it themselves. Participants partly blame the anonymity afforded by
the platform for dehumanising profiles and allowing people not to
be held accountable for their actions.
By contrast, participants found Tinder to be a friendlier space.
Whereas on Grindr anyone can start a conversation, on Tinder
both parties need to have “liked” the other. Participants credited
this difference for significantly reducing the number of abusive
messages they received. It also lowered the potential for them to be
rejected as anyone they messaged had to have already liked them.
While Grindr doesn’t require disclosure of gender when creating
a profile, Tinder does. This is because Tinder relies on people to
report their gender and the gender(s) of those they want to see to
determine the profiles they are shown. In doing this, it assumes a
gender binary which proves problematic for P1 who is non-binary.
To overcome this limitation, P1 alternates the gender that they
report. They also change the gender of those they want to see to
match to ensure that they are only shown to other queer people.

5

DISCUSSION

Despite growing acceptance, queer people still face significant discrimination. All participants continue to face some homophobia,
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have to manage their self-expression due to fears around safety
and feel more comfortable around other queer people. While some
digital technologies have helped mitigate some of these challenges,
it is clear that at the same time, it has the potential to open queer
people up to harm.
Like others [5, 10, 14], our participants often turned to online
spaces to connect and learn about their identity while they were in
the formative stages of their queer identity. [5, 10] noted that people
often outgrew or decided to move on from these communities once
they had developed a greater sense of self-acceptance, something
we also saw in our findings. However, despite moving on from
these platforms, our participants continue to express the desire for
connection to others, including struggling to find alternative spaces
(something not discussed by [5, 10]).
As noted previously, five participants turned to Grindr seeking
friends, but found a culture that they perceived to have negatively
impacted their psychological well-being. [15, 18] cite the psychological burden of always expecting rejection based on one’s queerness
as a cause for mental health disparities. Our participants’ experiences on Grindr reveal a strikingly similar picture of rejection and
its negative impacts, but instead, from within their own community.
While others [2, 22] have looked at the different motivations for
the use of Grindr and explored reasons for leaving, prior work has
only alluded in passing to its toxic culture of abuse and harassment.
Likewise, while lateral violence and toxic cultures within the queer
community have been discussed in specific contexts, e.g. within
trans safe spaces [19] and on Tumblr [5], its pervasiveness is clearly
an issue which requires further exploration.
Our work, like others [6, 11, 12, 19], found a need for greater
autonomy over self-presentation on SNS. Some platforms, such as
Tumblr, allow a great deal of autonomy due to the anonymity they
afford [5]. However, similarly to [19], we found that, while a strategy
for enabling autonomy, anonymity can enable harassment and
victimisation. SNS that don’t offer anonymity or provide adequate
autonomy to manage self-presentation, constrain participants in
the way they can behave and the vigilance that this requires likely
contributes to minority stress. As such, we echo the calls of [6, 11,
12] to design SNS that allow queer people greater autonomy over
the way their identity and actions are presented. In doing this, we
agree with [19] when they argue for designers to “examine the very
structures of their technological creations and the way they enable
harm against marginalized individuals”.

6

LIMITATIONS

Our exploratory study adds to the slowly growing scholarship by
adding further nuanced understandings of how digital technology
use shape the experiences and well-being of queer people. However,
this understanding is limited by the small sample size. Also, despite
seeking participants with diverse queer identities, no one identified as intersex, asexual or lesbian, although there were multiple
bisexual non-cis-men. This disparity will need to be addressed in
future work. Nevertheless, this paper provides a window into the
complex experiences that queer people face and highlights the need
for further work in this space.
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