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ABSTRACT 
With the growth of LGBTQIA+ services as a functional area in Student Affairs has come 

an influx of research relating to best practices for promoting LGBTQIA+ inclusion, support, and 

sense of belonging on college campuses (Kortegast & Van der Toorn, 2018; Sanlo, Rankin, & 

Schoenberg, 2002). Despite the growth in this field of practice and research, there is still little 

inquiry into the work life and conditions of individuals serving LGBTQIA+ populations on 

college campuses. In addition, there is tangential research that suggests that a significant 

percentage of people working in LGBTQIA+ advocacy and support roles on college campuses 

embody feminine subjectivities because these roles tend to require significant care giving and 

emotional labor from staff (Kortegast & Van der Toorn, 2018; Pritchard & McChesney, 2018). 

This intersectional, qualitative study seeks to better understand the experiences of queer people 

with feminine subjectivities serving LGBTQIA+ populations in their college or university. 

Through a queer, feminist, intersectional lens, this study uses qualitative interviews and 

autoethnographic data to investigate the experiences, working conditions, and identity-based 

nuances of the day-to-day labor of queer people with feminine subjectivities in LGBTQIA+ 

advocacy in American higher education. Specifically, this study considers the ways in which 

concepts of invisible labor, chosen family and kinship, trauma, marginalization and 

discrimination, and varying levels of institutional support effect how queer LGBTQIA+ 

advocacy practitioners with feminine subjectivities navigate institutional spaces and experience 

their roles on campus. 
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CHAPTER ONE  

INTRODUCTION 

Adrienne Rich’s (1984) “Invisibility in Academe” addresses the history of oppression 

and invisibility of lesbian women in academics in the classroom and curriculum. She says,  

When those who have the power to name and to socially construct reality choose not to 

see you or hear you . . . when someone with the authority of a teacher, say, describes the 

world and you are not in it, there is a moment of psychic disequilibrium, as if you looked 

in the mirror and saw nothing. It takes some strength of soul — and not just individual 

strength, but collective understanding — to resist this void, this non-being, into which 

you are thrust, and to stand up, demanding to be seen and heard. (p. 198)  

Rich speaks to her own experience here, but the sentiment can translate to any identity or 

perspective that is unrepresented in the academe. She relates this experience to people of many 

and multiple marginalized identities and subjectivities who find themselves and their 

perspectives unrepresented, undervalued, and invisible in educational settings. Rich (1984) 

argues that persistent invisibility, while less overtly violent than some other forms of 

persecution, is devastating all the same. She explains that this persecution happens in academia 

in two ways: first, through the institutionalized invisibility of identities in pedagogy and 

curriculum, and second, through institutionalized diversity measures that require marginalized 

students and faculty to present themselves as a person made entirely of a single part of who they 

are.   
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How do practitioners serving LGBTQIA+ students function in the largely 

heteronormative and patriarchal structure of the university system? Along with the increased 

popularity of formal research regarding the experiences of LGBTQIA+ students, faculty and 

staff in higher education have also discussed the conditions and resources for practitioners and 

researchers who advocate for LGBTQIA+ inclusion on college campuses. While currently left 

out of most formal education research, professionals on the front lines of LGBTQIA+ advocacy 

in education have posed questions about identity, professionalism, and working conditions of the 

staff who have made it their jobs to advocate for LGBTQIA+ inclusion in higher education. 

Despite the newness of LGBTQIA+ higher education research and practice, queer people have a 

long history as advocates, caregivers, and leaders in post-secondary education.   

Background 

Historical Context 

Women have a long history of creating safe spaces in colleges and universities. Sex 

segregated dormitories, organizations, and institutions created places where women who 

preferred the company and intimacy of other women could live freely. In addition to the personal 

benefits provided by these homogeneous spaces, women who preferred a career to marriage 

found opportunity in student caregiving roles, often as Deans of Women in women’s dormitories 

and Seminary schools. These positions would later become the foundation for Student Affairs on 

college and university campuses. 

 Post-secondary education has long provided space for queer women to live their lives 

and find happiness in non-traditional or non-heteronormative social and familial structures. 

Graves’ (2012) article “‘So, You Think You Have a History?’: Taking a Q from Lesbian and 

Gay Studies in Writing Education History” remarks on this phenomenon and argues that the 
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common practice of same-sex living requirements often led to a tendency to overlook or accept 

long-term bonds between women in education. Most commonly, these partnerships between 

women in the academe were called Boston Marriages (Faderman, 1991). Additionally, romantic 

friendships and intimate partnerships between students were not uncommon and were tentatively 

accepted or overlooked. Crushes, smashes, and romantic friendships were commonplace among 

young women, especially on college campuses, throughout the late 19th century. They continued 

as a well-known practice up until the end of World War I (Peril, 2006; Faderman, 1991). College 

newspapers and yearbooks from Vassar and Barnard describe “smashes,” “crushes,” and 

“spoons” as commonplace (Peril, 2006; Faderman, 1991).    

This tacit acceptance of women’s relationships with one another continued until the Cold 

War and surrounding anxieties led to what are commonly called the “gay purges” from 

institutions of higher education. Along with those accused of communist sympathies, any outed 

LGBTQIA+ faculty, staff, and students were persecuted and eliminated from colleges and 

universities. Because of these threats to personal safety and job security, women in higher 

education receded further into the closet, and evidence of non-heterosexual couplings becomes 

scarce (Faderman, 1991).   

Despite wavering sympathies and tolerances for queer identities in higher education, 

women (queer or not) can trace their entrance into faculty and staff positions in post-secondary 

education to the need for female educators and deans of women in all-girls colleges and 

seminaries. In these positions, they were often expected to live on or near campus due to 

expectations of schools providing “in loco parentis” resources to students, and especially young 

women. In these student support roles, women found themselves forming familial structures with 

students (Smith, 1985).  
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While social structures within colleges and universities changed as institutions began to embrace 

coeducational policies, caregiving and student support occupations have continued to be 

predominantly filled by women (Bashaw, 1999; Nidiffer, 2000).  

 With growing acceptance of LGBTQIA+ individuals, and the rapid growth of diversity 

and inclusion programming and services on college and university campuses, people with queer, 

feminine subjectivities are more likely to live openly in their professional lives and advocate for 

their students through LGBTQIA+ student services, women and gender studies departments, and 

affiliate and political groups on campuses designed to enact social change (Bashaw, 1999; 

Nidiffer, 2000; Paul, 2001). Recent conversations surrounding queer inclusion and support 

demonstrate a growing community of openly queer women working in higher education. In 

academic circles, scholars and instructors argue for more inclusion of LGBTQIA+ topics and 

coursework and offer best practices for teaching marginalized students to use their voices for 

self-empowerment (Popescu, 2018).  

The population for my study included a broader spectrum of gender identities and was 

not limited to cisgender women. The historical background documented in the previous few 

paragraphs is representative of conceptualizations of gender identity labels of the past. The 

individuals discussed above identified as women, and so I referred to them using the terminology 

used to describe them in historical documentation and research. My study engaged with the 

experience of people with feminine subjectivities more broadly, but historical works examining 

the lives and work of people discuss them using the binary term woman, exclusively. For the 

sake of accurate representation of that research and the individuals whose lives are depicted, I 

also described them as women. From this point forward, however, my framework is built around 

the broader concept of gendered subjectivities rather than specific identity labels.  
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Present Day Context 

In addition to the prevalence of open discussion of inclusion of LGBTQIA+ content in 

the classroom and in research, people with queer, feminine subjectivities are now discussing how 

their identity as it pertains to their professional lives. After the Orlando Pulse nightclub shooting 

in the summer of 2016, a scholar of musicology wrote her response to the events in an Inside 

Higher Ed article. In this piece, Kehrer (2016) explicitly referred to her conversations with her 

wife, her research centering on queer dance and music, and her pride in her community and 

identity despite the violence that preceded her article. Schalk (2019) argued against the systems 

of power and privilege inherit in what interests, genres, and pursuits of recreation and 

scholarship are deemed highbrow and lowbrow. In her editorial, she argued against scholarly 

standards that subordinate popular culture, claiming that they privilege male, white, 

heteronormative topics and genres over those traditionally used by marginalized groups like the 

queer community.   

The wealth of personal experience used to demonstrate best practices, to argue against 

injustice, and to show others a more nuanced view of problems in higher education demonstrates 

the significance of giving voice to marginalized individuals. Kehrer (2016) and Schalk (2019) 

used personal narrative to argue for change or share their perspective, and both used their voice 

to accomplish something different. In Kehrer’s personal reaction to the tragic events at Pulse in 

Orlando, she spoke about her hope in the face of violence and fear, while Schalk argued for 

equitable scholarly pursuit and the value of topics typically undervalued by the majority. It may 

not be possible to determine the quantitative impact of this form of activism scholarship, 

however, Lewis’s (2017) essay “Reading Myself into Existence” demonstrated the healing and 

radicalizing effect that reading about the experiences of people with similar marginalized 
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identities and experiences can have on a person. Lewis (2017) wrote her first reactions to reading 

the narratives of other black feminists. She says:  

On the second page of the murky Xerox, I read myself into existence. ‘Although 

we are feminists and lesbians…’ it said. What! The Black women collected on the 

river were Black feminists and lesbians! I was a Black feminist and lesbian! I 

fantasized for days about this community beside the river. . . . I became a feminist 

Black queer studies researcher and scholar that day. I set about loving and 

recovering us.   

In Lewis’ (2017) article, she described her experience of finding herself as a scholar and 

activist through the discovery of the work and activism of people with similar identities. 

Her discovery contributed to her academic work as well as her self 

worth.                                            

Statement of Problem 

In the following paragraphs, I address the multiple points of marginalization for queer 

people with feminine subjectivities in LGBTQIA+ advocacy roles in higher education. To 

achieve this, I looked at systemic forms of sexism and homophobia in American higher 

education separately, then addressed the ways in which, these forms of marginalization may 

affect people who experience them simultaneously. Problems of language and voice and fear of 

discrimination perpetuate a continued issue with the erasure of queer identities in professional 

spaces. Not all colleges and universities have Title IX policies that protect their students and 

employees on the basis of sexual orientation, gender identity, or gender expression, and avoiding 

discussions about these identities can protect individuals attending or working at these 
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institutions from stigma, harassment, or discrimination. Queer people with feminine 

subjectivities experience marginalization for their perceived gender and their sexual orientation.  

These fears are certainly valid as LGBTQIA+ individuals and their allies still put their 

jobs at risk when they advocate for themselves and their students. In 2017, Jonathan Higgins was 

fired from Claremont College for a social media post that asked “well-meaning straight, white 

men” to consider their privilege. Despite Higgins’ position at the college as diversity and 

inclusion staff for LGBTQIA+ individuals, donor and alumni upheaval led directly to the loss of 

Higgins’ job (Bauer-Wolf, 2017). Despite well-intentioned attempts to protect queer 

professionals and students, avoiding the topic also erases the experiences of people working 

closely with students and advocating for social justice on college and university 

campuses.  While Higgins is described as a queer, black man, and therefore does not occupy 

feminine subjectivities, his experience demonstrates one example of the risks associated with 

identifying and living openly as queer within American higher education.  

Within current research concerning institutionalized sexism, there is a lack of 

representation of queer identities and nonbinary gender experiences. For example, the report 

cited in this paragraph documents women’s jobs and salaries in Student Affairs roles, however, 

this research does not acknowledge or account for the existence of nonbinary people who may 

experience feminine subjectivities. As a result, these individuals are unrepresented in the data 

and I am choosing to extrapolate this research to include them. For people who experience 

feminine subjectivities (whether or not they identify as a woman), patriarchal notions of gender 

roles have a significant influence on work roles and day-to-day labor.  The following research 

was collected from a report that does not mention gender identities or subjectivities other than 

man or woman. As a result of this, I reference the participants in this study as women, rather than 
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people with feminine subjectivities. Statistically, women dominate caregiving positions in higher 

education (Pritchard & McChesney, 2018). Specifically, women are more likely to work in 

student affairs positions in which their primary roles require a significant emotional labor effort 

in addition to the job description for their position. Emotionally taxing work is often undervalued 

and poorly supported by institutions of higher education (Pritchard & McChesney, 2018). For 

example, in Pritchard and McChesney’s (2018) study, respondents claimed that they rarely 

reported emotional labor tasks to their supervisors because they didn’t believe these forms of 

labor would be understood or recognized as work in alignment with their positions.  

 The emotional toll that diversity and inclusion work in higher education takes on 

administrators often involves helping students navigate crises that deal with rape, violence, and 

suicide (Bauer-Wolf, 2017; Bedera & Nordmeyer, 2017; Kafka, 2018; Sandoval, 2016). 

LGBTQIA+ students are at an increased risk of self-harm, suicide, and mental health issues 

nationwide (Bauer-Wolf, 2017). In addition to mental health concerns, queer and lesbian women 

are at an increased risk for sexual violence (Bedera & Nordmeyer, 2017). Inside Higher Ed and 

Chronicle of Higher Education articles that address these issues discuss the intersectional 

nuances that accompany working with LGBTQIA+ students experiencing trauma and mental 

illness, but rarely discuss the toll offering these services takes on practitioners, volunteers, and 

faculty who reach out to students in need (Bauer-Wolf, 2017; Bedera & Nordmeyer, 2017; 

Kafka, 2018; Sandoval, 2016).   

Additionally, LGBTQIA+ leadership roles often require fulfilling chosen family 

obligations for those in need of familial support outside their family of birth. For individuals who 

fulfill these roles, this requires a significant donation of emotional labor. For example, a 2016 

article in The Chronicle of Higher Education addressed the implications of administrators 
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helping students process feelings of grief following the Orlando Pulse shooting (Sandoval, 

2016). Societal norms regarding gender and caregiving vocations lead to a disproportionate 

percentage of women and feminine-identifying or feminine-presenting people taking on student 

support and advocacy roles in addition to other leadership and administrative tasks (Kortegast & 

Van der Toorn, 2018). This suggests that queer individuals with feminine subjectivities are more 

likely to be working in support and advocacy roles on behalf of others with few resources to 

make their own voices heard without fear of retribution or stigma (Schmidt, 2018). Without a 

platform from which to speak or people to hear their voices, it is difficult to know what 

experiences queer people with feminine subjectivities in LGBTQIA+ advocacy are having, how 

they are affected by their intersecting identities, and how the larger cultural norms of their 

institutions impact them. Additionally, it would be beneficial to understand their experiences as 

we consider best practices and policies to make spaces and resources for LGBTQIA+ individuals 

in higher education as inclusive and effective as possible.           

In the past twenty years, LGBTQIA+ offices and centers have become more common on 

college campuses. This increase in popularity largely stems from increased pressure from faculty 

and students to make campuses more inclusive for LGBTQIA+ populations, as well as public 

incidences of discrimination and violence towards LGBTQIA+ individuals on and off campuses 

(Sanlo, Rankin, & Schoenberg, 2002). Reactive efforts to solve existing problems in higher 

education means that often, practitioners are placed in challenging situations without the 

institutional support or infrastructure needed to effectively impact campus climate.  

Terms and their Relationship to Power, Privilege, and Oppression 

Putting unique experiences to language allows people to share stories with others, to 

assemble under identities, and to create narratives that demonstrate diverse and nuanced people. 
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The queer community is growing, and with that growth comes terminology to be learned and 

accepted. Keeping up with the changing language used to describe gender and sexuality is much 

like trying to keep up with the newest technological advances; the evolution of knowledge and 

identity moves too quickly. While this steep learning curve can be seen as unnecessarily 

complicated by those who do not subscribe to the labels listed in the cumbersome, changeable 

LGBTQIA+ acronym, it is important to remember that all the letters listed, and those lumped 

together under the plus-sign signifier, represent people, and people are not stagnant: people are 

messy, changeable, and complicated.  

Feminine Subjectivities 

For the purposes of my study, I investigated the definitions and categorizations utilized to 

prescribe and describe gender identity, expression, and subjectivity. Historical references to 

women in higher education roles do not complicate the idea of gender and gendered experience 

for people with feminine subjectivities beyond the label of woman. However, current 

conceptions of gender have evolved in more recent history, and as a result of that, I feel it 

necessary to clarify what I mean when I refer to feminine subjectivities in my participants and in 

myself. In order to develop my use of the phrase “feminine subjectivities,” I looked to the 

evolution of theories pertaining to gendered experiences, identities, and societal expectations.  

In The Second Sex, Simone de Beauvoir (1952) said, “One is not born, but rather 

becomes a woman” (p. 283). Beauvoir’s famous assertion that the identity of woman is a social 

construct placed upon people assigned female at birth and reinforced through cultural norms 

demonstrates the complexity of gendered categorizations. As a construct placed upon us through 

socialization structures and stigmas, gender, and therefore womanhood, cannot simply be 

described or understood through biology, a personal identity label, or through cultural 
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perceptions of bodies and gendered norms. Womanhood, then, is a combination of all of these 

factors. A person may identify as a woman but be perceived by the rest of the world to be 

something else and treated as such, or alternatively, a person may be perceived as a woman and 

treated as one regardless of that individual’s true gender. 

 Foucault (1980) discussed these experiences of external characterizations and social 

expectations as a power that not only impacts the means by which people navigate the world, but 

also forms an individual’s sense of self as they grow up. Individual sense of self and identity is 

formed by, subject to, and reliant upon systems of power that dictate how they perceive and 

navigate the world, and how that world perceives them. Foucault described these gendered social 

norms and perceptions as subjectivities. These subjectivities are external perceptions of identity 

that form the way individuals experience and make meaning of themselves and the society in 

which they are raised. Butler (1997) expanded on Foucault’s subjectivities theory by adding that 

identity markers visible to society are not only subjective indicators, but they are also external 

forces to which people are subjected. With this in mind, subjectivities that shape a person’s sense 

of self, dictate how they navigate the world and form the social norms through which the rest of 

the world perceives them (Butler, 1997). Through this lens, feminine subjectivity is the 

experience of being perceived and socialized through societal norms associated embodying the 

traits of femaleness or womanhood. A person who has or embodies feminine subjectivities may 

or may not identify as a woman. If they are perceived by the society in which they live as 

feminine or female, they are subject to patriarchal norms and marginalization regardless of their 

true gender identity. While the participants in my study did not all identify as women, they all 

experienced institutionalized sexism due to the feminized cultural norms to which they were 

subjected.  
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Cumbersome Acronyms and the Fluidity of Language 

Because of the constantly changing nature of language used to describe people within the 

LGBTQIA+ community, I chose to use definitions for LGBTQIA+ identity labels that are 

endorsed and published online by leading LGBTQIA+ advocacy groups like GLAAD, the Trans 

Student Educational Resource, and the Human Rights Campaign. For most academic sources, the 

peer review process makes demarcation of accurate terminology in this identity group difficult. 

By utilizing more popular definitions, I intended to represent the most accurate, current 

information possible.  

Queer  

The term “queer” has its roots in discrimination and violence against members of the 

LGBTQIA+ community. The gay rights movement of the 1960s, 70s, and 80s began to re-

appropriate the term, using it as a banner under which LGBTQIA+ individuals could march and 

advocate. Most notably, this was done by the LGBTQIA+ rights organization ACT UP in 

1990. Queers Read This (1990) argued for the use of the term as “a way of reminding us how we 

are perceived by the rest of the world.” Since the 1990s, the term has grown in popularity to be 

represented by a young generation of LGBTQIA+ individuals, in pop culture, and in scholarship. 

Television shows such as Queer Eye utilize the term positively as they promote LGBTQIA+ 

inclusion through the content of the show. It has tremendous usefulness in its versatility and 

genderless nature: anyone in the LGBTQIA+ community can be queer, all of us can adopt the 

term, and it can mean whatever we want it to mean. It is less cumbersome than the LGBTQIA+ 

acronym, and because the term, queer, is a large umbrella term, no one gets left out. Identifying 

as queer is a way of claiming a place in a community and membership of a chosen family of 
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others with experiences that fall outside of heteronormativity (GLAAD, 2021). Eve Sedgwick 

(1993) demonstrated the versatility of the term in Tendencies when she said,  

That's one of the things that ‘queer’ can refer to: the open mesh of possibilities, gaps, 

overlaps, dissonances and resonances, lapses and excesses of meaning when the 

constituent elements of anyone’s gender, of anyone’s sexuality aren’t made (or can’t be 

made) to signify monolithically (pg. xii).   

By referring to my participants as queer, I sought to embody their potential fluidity of identity 

and diverse experiences as all included in the realm of possible LGBTQIA+ experience.  

Bisexual, Polysexual, and Pansexual  

The terms bisexual, polysexual, and pansexual all represent identities of people who 

experience attraction to two or more genders; however, they have slightly different definitions. A 

person who identifies as bisexual experiences attraction to two or more genders. A person who 

identifies as polysexual experiences attraction to multiple genders, but not all forms of gender 

identity or expression. A person who identifies as pansexual does not consider gender a factor in 

their ability to experience attraction at all (GLAAD, 2021; Human Rights Campaign [HRC], 

2021).  All three terms have intersecting meanings, and so, a person who identifies as bisexual 

may experience sexual attraction similar to a pansexual person. The choice to use one term over 

another is often based in personal perspective, generational understanding of LGBTQIA+ 

terminology, and preference for one term over another. My use of the word choice to describe 

identity labels was not meant to suggest that people choose their lived experience or sexual 

orientation, but rather, that individuals choose the words to describe their experience for 

themselves and for their own reasons.  
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Asexual  

At its simplest definition, a person who identifies as asexual experiences limited to no 

sexual attraction. However, asexual identities exist on a spectrum, and as such, there are many 

different identities that fall under the umbrella of asexuality. Most commonly, people who 

identify within this umbrella identify as demisexual or gray asexual. A person who identifies as 

demisexual requires an emotional connection with another person before they can experience 

attraction. Someone who identifies as gray asexual experiences sexual attraction, but on a limited 

basis, either in frequency or intensity (Asexual Visibility Network [AVEN] 2021; GLAAD 2021; 

HRC 2021). 

Nonbinary Genders  

Non-binary genders are gender identities that fall outside the binary conceptualization of 

people as either men or women. There are many ways to experience nonbinary identities. For 

example, a person who identifies as non-binary may experience gender fluidity, as neither 

masculine, nor feminine, as a combination of both binary identities, or they may identify as 

genderless or agender. (GLAAD, 2021; HRC, 2021; Trans Student Educational Resources 

[TSER], 2021). The participants included in my study who identify as nonbinary, also described 

experiencing institutionalized sexism as a result of the way others perceived them.  

Heteronormativity  

Heteronormativity is the cultural assumption that heterosexual relationships and lives that 

exist within the gender binary are normal. As a result, cultures that are predicated on 

heteronormativity construct themselves around heterosexual assumptions that inform policies 

and structures, which then dictate the way members of that culture navigate space, resources, and 

relationships with one another. Within heteronormative systems, cisgender and heterosexual 
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individuals hold privilege through their ability to navigate cultural systems more easily (Warner, 

1991). Adrienne Rich referred to this phenomenon as “compulsory heterosexuality” because 

societal systems built around the assumption that all people are heterosexual and cisgender 

penalizes those who fall outside of this prescribed norm and encourages societal stigma toward 

those labeled as abnormal or different (Rich, 1980).   

Intersectionality  

Intersectionality is ta theory that describes the complex nature of identity politics for 

individuals who find themselves at the intersection of several marginalized identities (Crenshaw, 

1988). It provides a lens through which to understand privilege, marginalization, and oppression 

in a more nuanced way by considering the complex nature of multiple identities that exists in all 

people. For instance, intersectionality provides a conduit for conversations about the increased 

risk of violence that trans women of color face (HRC, 2018). Considering the impact of 

intersectionality allows for conversations about how trans women of color simultaneously 

experience transphobia, racism, sexism, and homophobia, which puts them at a greater risk for 

violence than women who do not experience marginalization to the same degree.   

Research Questions 

1. How do queer people with feminine subjectivities in LGBTQIA+ support and advocacy 

roles on college campuses navigate their identity and professionalism?  

a. How do queer people with feminine subjectivities navigate heteronormative 

systems within the parameters of the queer spaces they inhabit and create?  

b. How do queer people with feminine subjectivities navigate patriarchal systems 

within the parameters of the queer spaces they inhabit and create?  
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2. How do queer people with feminine subjectivities navigate chosen family and queer 

kinship in support, caregiving, and advocacy roles with students?  

Purpose 

This descriptive, qualitative study used the experiences of queer people with feminine 

subjectivities (myself included) working in LGBTQIA+ support roles in higher education to 

better understand the nuances of queer people with feminine subjectivities intersectional 

experiences with professionalism, marginalization, and oppression in their careers. This study 

was an inquiry into the burdens placed on queer people with feminine subjectivities in leadership 

roles within higher education queer communities (executive positions in LGBTQIA+ student 

organizations, staff, and graduate assistants). Through the use of critical autoethnography, 

interviews, and focus groups, I investigated inequity with division of labor and the impact of 

internalized homophobia and sexism on queer women. The experiences, feelings, and reflections 

of the participants provided insight into the nuances of intersectional marginalization and the 

privilege of queer professionals in queer spaces within higher education. Through my inquiry, 

also sought to propose action for improved working conditions, equity, and effectiveness 

within LGBTQIA+ student services and advocacy in higher education.   

Significance 

In “The Cedar Closet,” Tierney (1993) used fictional ethnography to present common 

challenges and ethical conflicts in which higher education professionals find themselves. Later, 

he called for “expanded ways of representing life in educational organizations” in order to tell 

the stories that data collected by other means cannot tell (p. 314). Written job descriptions, daily 

tasks, and student success measures provide a quantitative view of the values and objectives of 

work in student services, but by sharing individual narratives and experiences, it is possible to 
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see a holistic picture of the human aspects of the work. This nuanced, personal understanding of 

the physical, emotional, and mental labor associated with aligning one's queer identity and 

professional identity in order to advocate and care for others should inform job descriptions, 

hiring policies, and resources provided to LGBTQIA+ inclusion in higher education.   

Kortegast and Van der Toorn (2018) discussed the non-assigned duties performed by 

practitioners in LGBTQIA+ student services, in which additional labor described as “other duties 

not assigned” appears in the form of student support and advocacy. If the trends 

from Kortegast and Van der Toorn’s (2018) study hold true, this important and taxing work goes 

unrecorded as participants reported performing this unpaid labor and claimed that they did not 

tell their supervisors about their efforts because they did not believe their efforts would be 

viewed as labor at all. This common labor-reporting discrepancy suggests that when job 

descriptions are written for LGBTQIA+ support roles in higher education, the individuals 

making decisions about position duties and descriptions, applicant qualifications, and 

compensation are doing so with an incomplete understanding of the requirements of the job. 

Whether or not this ignorance occurs because of a conscious choice to see only a partial picture 

of the requirements placed on practitioners, the inequity that results from that ignorance, puts 

universities and practitioners at risk of underfunding and mismanaging vital care for a growing 

population of their students.   

LGBTQIA+ student services is a relatively new function area within student affairs, and 

little research exists that focuses on the voices of practitioners who have chosen it as their career 

(Sanlo, 2000; Ryan, 2005). As a function area with a purpose to further inclusion, equity, and 

social justice for an intersectional, diverse population of students. For queer women working in 

LGBTQIA+ student services, this study provided validation, voice, and support, as well as 
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individual insights into the practices of other administrators like them. Much like Lewis’s (2017) 

experience reading about the stories of women with experiences like hers, I hoped that this study 

would show other queer people with feminine subjectivities serving the interests of LGBTQIA+ 

students and placing their queer identities at the forefront of their professional persona that they 

are not alone. For administrators and faculty working with queer people with feminine 

subjectivities in LGBTQIA+ student services, I intended that this study would provide a nuanced 

look at the challenges, strengths, and unique circumstances presented to queer people with 

feminine subjectivities in higher education. Additionally, this study provided some of the tools 

and inspiration necessary to work towards equitable policies and practices that consider the true 

nature and weight of the work placed on queer practitioners with feminine subjectivities in 

LGBTQIA+ student services.   
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CHAPTER TWO  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

What it is Like on College Campuses for LGBTQIA+ Individuals 

Campus Climate 

To address the conditions for LGBTQIA+ people on college campuses, it is necessary to 

begin by discussing nationwide data. Two studies provide the most comprehensive and wide-

ranging view of campus climate for LGBTQIA+ students in higher education. The State of 

Higher Education for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender People (Rankin, Weber, 

Blumenfeld, & Frazer, 2010) and Queer Spectrum and Trans Student Experiences in Higher 

Education (Greathouse, BrckaLorenz, Hoban, Huesman, Rankin, & Stolzenberg, 2018) both 

record student experiences and impressions of their own safety and sense of belonging on college 

campuses. While the age and methodologies of these studies differ, their findings paint a similar 

picture spanning the past decade of queer experiences on college and university campuses.   

Rankin et al. (2010) surveyed over 5,000 students, faculty, and staff at colleges and 

universities from across the country to learn about their experiences in higher education and at 

their institutions. Greathouse, et al. (2018), on the other hand, used Student Experience in the 

Research University (SERU) data from schools nationwide to gain a comprehensive view of 

student perceptions of their colleges and universities. Overall, the findings from both these 

studies demonstrate that LGBTQIA+ students attending higher education institutions in the past 

decade have been more likely to experience harassment and feel more unwelcome on their 
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college campuses and have been significantly less likely to graduate from their college or 

university than heterosexual and/or cisgender students on the same campus. 

Both The State of Higher Education for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender 

People (Rankin et al., 2010) and Queer Spectrum and Trans Student Experiences in Higher 

Education (Greathouse et al., 2018) examined data related to student perception of campus 

climate and found that queer spectrum and trans students were significantly more likely to feel 

unwelcome and unsafe on their campus compared to heterosexual and cisgender students. 

Specifically, lesbian, gay, and bisexual students surveyed in the Rankin et al. (2010) study were, 

respectively, 70%, 76%, and 64% less likely to say they felt comfortable or very comfortable on 

their campus. Trans students were also listed as significantly more likely to feel uncomfortable 

on campus than their peers who identified within the gender binary (Rankin et al., 2010). Eight 

years later, Greathouse et al. (2018) recorded similar data through their survey of the SERU 

statistics. Within their study, they found that only 43% of queer spectrum students responded that 

their university was a safe and secure campus, compared to 56% of heterosexual respondents. 

Additionally, only 56% of queer spectrum students agreed with the statement, “The [University] 

is a welcoming campus,” compared to 66% of heterosexual respondents (Greathouse et al., 

2018).   

Other research suggests that these feelings of being unwelcome and unsafe on campus are 

largely due to perceptions of unfair or discriminatory treatment from faculty, friends, and peers 

on college campuses (Tetreault, Fette, Meidlinger, & Hope 2013).  
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Pryor (2015)’s study on trans student experiences with faculty and peers on college campuses 

found a similar correlation between interactions with others and perception of campus climate, as 

well as an increased likelihood for trans students to experience or perceive a lack of support from 

peers and instructors.   

Student Experiences and Perceptions 

Student perceptions of campus climate are largely influenced by the personal connections 

they make or fail to make on college campuses, as well as their experiences with campus 

resources and policies (Pryor, 2015; Tetreault et al., 2013). Research that engages directly with 

student perceptions and experiences of campus climate and their daily interactions with 

university personnel are relatively limited. What does exist focuses primarily on student 

experiences in residence halls. Within these studies, it appears that positive experiences with 

peers and staff in student housing correlate positively to a favorable perception of campus 

climate overall (Kortegast, 2017; Fanucce & Taub, 2009). Additionally, research suggests that 

the opposite is true; students who have negative or discriminatory experiences with their peers 

and staff within their living environment are more likely to have a negative perception of campus 

climate (Kortegast, 2017; Fanucce & Taub, 2009). Last, while Kortegast’s (2017) study suggests 

that specialized housing or Living Learning Communities for LGBTQIA+ students could have a 

more significant positive impact on perceptions of campus climate, that indicator seems less 

significant to student experience and perception than overall inclusion with non-LGBTQIA+ 

individuals within their living situation.   

Campus climate and student perceptions of inclusion not only affect the quality of student 

experience, but they also have a significant impact on student success and wellness (Greathouse 

et al., 2018; Woodford & Kulick, 2015; Sanlo, 2004). Sanlo’s (2004) article addresses the 
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problem of a lack of assessment and evaluation of LGBTQIA+ student experiences in regard to 

resilience and retention. Sanlo’s (2004) recommendation is well-supported by retention research 

which states that negative campus climates and perceptions of a learning environment decrease a 

student’s chance of academic success and retention (Tierney, 1999; Tinto, 1975; Tinto, 1982; 

Tinto, 1987; Tinto, 1988; Tinto, 1993).  

What It Takes to Make Campuses Better for LGBTQIA+ Students 

LGBTQIA+ Centers and Spaces  

As previously stated, LGBTQIA+ support programs and resource centers are relatively 

new in the timeline of higher education, and as a result, little research exists that addresses the 

day-to-day functions and best practices in LGBTQIA+ student services. While student 

organizations for LGBTQIA+ students date as far back as the 1960s, institutionally supported 

resources for LGBTQIA+ individuals have only recently become commonplace in the American 

higher education system. The presence of LGBTQIA+ support programs and resource centers at 

colleges and universities did not really take off until the 1990s (Sanlo, 2000).   

Prior to 1990, there were only five documented LGBTQIA+ centers or offices present on 

American college campuses nationwide. With the growth in visibility and advocacy for 

LGBTQIA+ individuals of the 90s, centers and offices with paid staff became more popular. In 

that decade, more than 50 centers or offices with at least a part-time paid staff member were 

created at colleges across the country (Beemyn, 2002). Support for LGBTQIA+ offices and 

centers has only increased in the first two decades of the 21st century. Currently, the Campus 

Pride Index (2019) lists over 150 colleges and universities with a dedicated staff member and/or 

campus resource center for LGBTQIA+ individuals.   
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The development of LGBTQIA+ centers and offices in higher education typically occurs 

in one of three circumstances. Most commonly, these resources are developed as a response to 

some homophobic or discriminatory incident that took place on campus. Alternatively, some of 

these centers are born out of faculty and student insistence. Least common of is a proactive, 

institutional attempt to provide a more inclusive and diverse community for its students (Sanlo, 

Rankin, & Schoenberg, 2002).  

Within most colleges and universities, LGBTQIA+ student services professionals and 

programs offer resources to LGBTQIA+ students, faculty, staff, and their allies. Specifically, 

most programs offer some form of educational outreach and/or consultation for campus 

community members, student support programming, such as support groups and co-curricular 

meetings, as well as some form of crisis and advocacy support services (Kortegast & Van 

der Toorn, 2018; Martin, Broadhurst, Hoffshire, & Takewell, 2018; Sanlo, 2000; Young & 

McKibban, 2014). Recent research suggests that LGBTQIA+ services programs and centers also 

serve to promote the image that the colleges and universities in which they are housed value 

diversity and inclusion (Fine, 2012). While LGBTQIA+ centers and programs serve a variety of 

constituencies within their campus, most of these centers emphasize student support outcomes 

above faculty and staff needs (Beemyn, 2002).  

Beemyn (2002) conducted an inventory of 54 LGBTQIA+ centers on college campuses, 

and within that inventory, he found that staff resources and funding availability for these centers 

varied widely. Within the context of his study, 42 of those centers had at least one full-time staff 

member, and several centers house a staff of two or more full-time professionals. Those centers 

with the largest staff were also the oldest centers or offices included in the study. Beemyn (2002) 

also makes a point to differentiate between the terms “center” and “office” in his inventory. 
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According to him, LGBTQIA+ centers are more likely to have multiple staff members, work 

closely with an advisory board, and report to upper-level administrators within their 

organizational chart. LGBTQIA+ offices, however, tend to house a small staff and report to a 

director-level position overseeing several similar offices or programs on campus. Beemyn’s 

(2002) study was conducted almost 20 years ago, and while the trends listed in his findings may 

still hold true, I have not found any evidence of a new and updated inventory that accounts for 

the massive growth in popularity that LGBTQIA+ offices, centers, and support programs have 

seen in the past two decades.    

While LGBTQIA+ support programs and offices in higher education are provided with a 

clear list of duties in promoting a more inclusive campus space, some ambiguity does exist, such 

as where they should be situated within university organizational structures, who should staff 

them, and how the outcomes of their work should be evaluated. Moreover, it appears that an 

institution’s goals for LGBTQIA+ support programs and their expectations for support staff do 

not always align with the day-to-day requirements of the job. Staff and faculty volunteers report 

engaging in caregiving and activism work on behalf of students that falls outside the scope of 

their employment (Kortegast & Van der Toorn, 2018; Martin et al., 2018; Sanlo, 2000; Schueler, 

Hoffman, & Peterson, 2009; Young & McKibban, 2014). While some of this work is strictly 

voluntary, for LGBTQIA+ support staff, much of it is necessary to the performance of their job 

despite not being documented in their job description or performance reviews (Kortegast & Van 

der Toorn, 2018). While their reasons are diverse, many who report performing these tasks on 

behalf of students list personal commitment, lack of institutional support or structure, and 

support vacuums as their primary reasons for performing unpaid and institutionally unrecognized 

labor.   
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Campus LGBTQIA+ services are housed in a variety of places and structures on college 

and university campuses, and trends demonstrate that their existence is largely reactive rather 

than proactive. This suggests that most campuses who provide LGBTQIA+ support services do 

so as a response to student outcry or public relations concerns (Fine, 2012). While LGBTQIA+ 

resource centers under the supervision of a director fully dedicated to the office do exist, the 

position of LGBTQIA+ resource center director is relatively new in student affairs, and the staff 

and financial resources provided to these directors vary greatly based on institutional 

commitment, alumni support, advisory and special interest group advocacy and the political and 

regional climate in which centers are located (Sanlo, 2000). For many LGBTQIA+ support 

programs, staff and financial resources are extremely limited, with many centers and training 

programs being coordinated with one or two graduate assistants and/or faculty or staff volunteers 

who dedicate their free time or institutional service to programs designed to foster a more 

inclusive campus climate for LGBTQIA+ individuals (Sanlo, 2000; Tillapaugh & Catalano, 

2018).   

Ultimately, the relative newness of LGBTQIA+ support programs in higher education, 

the inconsistent funding and institutional commitment demonstrated to these programs and 

offices, and the common misunderstanding of the day-to-day work required of individuals who 

support LGBTQIA+ students at their institutions means that we, as a field, know comparatively 

little about LGBTQIA+ student services and the individuals who work in the field. While some 

research does exist on the qualifications, best practices, and experience of LGBTQIA+ support 

staff, relatively few studies have considered the intersectional nuances of this type of identity 

support work.   
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Policy and Practices  

Existing research that proposes best practices and benchmarks for developing an 

LGBTQIA+ inclusive campus addresses the issue from multiple identities and perspectives but 

comes to similar conclusions. Generally, campus climate for LGBTQIA+ students is discussed 

as a multifaceted issue that should be addressed through policy, pedagogy, student services, and 

leadership in higher education institutions (Martin et al., 2018; Goodman, Garvey, 

Rankin, Beemyn, & Windmeyer, S., 2017; Pitcher, Renn, Woodford, & Camacho, 

2018; Ottenritter, 2012; Bazarsky, Morrow, & Javier, 2015; Schueler et al., 2009). Articles 

addressing the needs of LGBTQIA+ students in the south (Martin et al., 2018), best practices for 

community colleges to create positive campus climates (Ottenritter, 2012), and the nuances 

associated with supporting trans students (Brauer, 2017) all argue for the student support 

benchmarks that openly address and critique institutional heteronormativity and binarism in 

higher education. Despite their varied perspectives, research providing best practices for 

LGBTQIA+ individuals at different intersections of identities ultimately argue for benchmarks 

listed in the Campus Pride Index and discussed in large, holistic campus climate studies 

completed in the past two decades: specifically, The State of Higher Education for LGBT 

People (Rankin et al., 2010) and the more recent white paper published by the Clementi 

Foundation, Queer Spectrum and Trans Student Experiences in Higher Education (Greathouse et 

al., 2018).   

A summary of benchmarks utilized to promote best practices demonstrates campus-wide 

efforts to promote inclusion and equity for LGBTQIA+ students, faculty, and staff. The Campus 

Pride Index, the most popular ranking system used for benchmarking LGBTQIA+ inclusion in 

higher education, ranks schools based on their policies and practices in: Policy inclusion, support 
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and institutional commitment, academic life, student life, housing, safety, health, recruitment, 

and retention. The Campus Pride Index was developed by and is maintained by the leading 

nonprofit organization for student groups and campus advocates for LGBTQIA+ inclusion in 

higher education (Campus Pride, 2021). Each of these benchmarks are broken down into tangible 

measures that schools can implement and demonstrate to incoming students, faculty, and staff. 

Specific benchmarks and recommended best practices as listed in the Campus Pride Index and 

recent studies include but are not limited to: the establishment of an LGBTQIA+ resource center 

or services office, hiring of staff to provide support to LGBTQIA+ students, inclusion of 

LGBTQIA+ topics in academic curriculum, gender-inclusive housing options and Living-

Learning Communities, Ally Training and Educational Outreach programs, LGBTQIA+ social 

activities, and LGBTQIA+ career services (Martin et al., 2018; Goodman et al., 2017; Pitcher et 

al., 2018; Ottenritter, 2012).   

These tangible measures closely reflect best practices recommended by recent research, 

and despite wide-reaching impact on function areas in higher education, the bulk of the effort in 

accomplishing these benchmarks is housed in student affairs, and specifically, within the 

purview of LGBTQIA+ student support staff and services. Specifically, research that proposes 

best practices for creating inclusive campus spaces recommends providing programs and policies 

that provide community, identity development, and support for LGBTQIA+ specific concerns 

such as name and pronoun changes on admission and student account documents (Martin et al., 

2018; Goodman et al., 2017; Pitcher et al., 2018; Ottenritter 2012). For example, Martin et al. 

(2018) specifically address the impact made by student affairs practitioners with regards to their 

ability to advocate and create supportive communities for LGBTQIA+ students.   
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Research and inquiry into special or diverse populations of individuals within 

LGBTQIA+ student services primarily focus on the efficacy and function of these offices and 

programs within institution type or specific student identity groups. For example, several studies 

consider the impact of LGBTQIA+ resource centers and Ally Training Programs at community 

colleges. Taylor (2015) and Zamani-Gallaher and Choudhuri (2011) both address the need to 

promote LGBTQIA+ diversity and inclusion in community colleges and make a call to action in 

their articles. Both studies explain the data which suggests that LGBTQIA+ awareness and 

support programming are necessary in a community college atmosphere and suggest that despite 

their necessity, these programs are rarely available for students who attend community colleges. 

Both articles also address the dearth of research on their topic and argue for further inquiry into 

the topic.   

In addition to research concerning LGBTQIA+ student services and community colleges, 

a few studies have inquired about the effects and need for LGBTQIA+ support programming and 

resource centers at HBCUs. While minimal, current research on queer spaces and programs in 

Historically Black Colleges and Universities argues that HBCUs are statistically less affirming 

and welcoming spaces for LGBTQIA+ individuals of color (Lenning, 2017). While few studies 

have been conducted to investigate this particular intersection of identities, those that exist argue 

for the establishment of these spaces and promote best practices that closely reflect other 

literature on practices that promote LGBTQIA+ inclusion in higher education (Lenning, 2017; 

Mobley, 2015).   

In regard to identity-specific studies within the LGBTQIA+ community, some research 

exists that discusses the specific needs and circumstances of trans students. Inquiry into the 

needs and lived experiences of trans students demonstrates specific needs attributed to the 
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inclusion of students who live outside the gender binary (Nicolazzo & Marine, 2015; Marine & 

Nicolazzo, 2014; Beemyn, 2005; Freitas, 2017). Recommendations for policy inclusion for trans 

students are shown by existing research to include name-change services on college campuses, 

trans-inclusive health care, overt efforts at trans inclusion by LGBTQIA+ student services 

practitioners, and trans-specific educational outreach for students, faculty, and staff (Marine & 

Nicolazzo, 2014; Beemyn, 2005). While little research exists on the efficacy of LGBTQIA+ 

resource centers and offices at meeting the needs of trans students, recent studies suggest that 

LGBTQIA+ student services practitioners struggle to effectively promote trans inclusion (Marine 

& Nicolazzo, 2014).   

Student Affairs Practitioners at Multiple Intersections of Identity 

Despite the growing body of research investigating policy and practice inclusion for students in 

higher education, few studies consider the impact of LGBTQIA+ inclusive policy and practice 

for administrators. What research does exist addresses administrators and marginalization more 

broadly. Chun and Evans (2012) investigated the experiences and perspectives of higher 

education faculty and staff who experience marginalization due to some combination of race, 

gender, and sexual orientation.  Through this study, they found that participants with multiple 

intersections of marginalized identities were significantly less likely to progress to higher levels 

of authority and power within higher education institutions. Specifically, their findings 

demonstrated that while it is increasingly common for women, and specifically women of color, 

to pursue careers in higher education administration, these individuals appeared to be most likely 

to work in lower-level roles within the administrative structure of their college or university.   

Chun and Evans (2012) also addressed some of the health concerns and experiences 

of harassment and discrimination experienced by marginalized faculty and staff. The 
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perspectives of marginalized professionals demonstrated an increase in work-related stress due to 

overt or covert experiences with their marginalized identities. Specifically, professionals with 

multiple marginalized identities claimed significant barriers to success and work-life satisfaction 

as a result of their treatment by supervisors and colleagues. Similar to the findings of Chun and 

Evans (2012), Friedman and Leaper (2010) found that sexual minority women experience 

discrimination that is both sexist and heterosexist in nature.   

While Chun and Evans (2012) addressed the holistic perspectives of diverse 

administrators in higher education, other recent research considers the value and necessity of 

intersectionality in research, practice, and theory of higher education. In regard to practice, 

theory, and research, Anders and Devita (2014) argued against monolithic representation, 

support, and political advocacy of individual identities using Crenshaw’s (1989) work on 

intersectionality as a foundation. Their argument hinged on research which found that that efforts 

toward support for diverse identities fails to work with a holistic person in mind (2014). While 

multiple resources on any college campus may exist to support multiple identities, few address 

the possibility of intersectionality as an important part of a whole person’s identity (Stayhorn, 

Blackwood, & Devita, 2008, 2010).   

Women’s Perceptions of Student Affairs Practice 

What research exists about the trends and conditions of women working in student affairs 

(particularly as it pertains to gender equity) was primarily written in the 1990s and early 2000s. 

As such, there is little new research discussing and/or re-evaluating the findings of these studies 

(most of which are more than 20 years old). As a result, Blackhurst, A. E. (2000) and Blackhurst, 

Brandt, and Kalinowski (1998) are commonly cited to discuss the conditions and perceptions of 

women in Student Affairs roles. A summary of their findings demonstrates that when these 
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articles were written, women in Student Affairs roles were significantly more likely to 

experience job and life dissatisfaction if they held an additional marginalized identity. 

Additionally, women in student affairs roles were more likely to report experiencing sex 

discrimination. However, the findings in Blackhurst (2000) do not distinguish whether or not this 

experienced discrimination is a result discrimination by specific people or if it is a product of 

working in Student Affairs (a highly feminized and generally undervalued branch of higher 

education).   

More recent research including data collected through the College and University 

Professional Association for Human Resources (2018) suggests that while the findings of 

Blackhurst, A. E. (2000) and Blackhurst, Brandt, and Kalinowski (1998) may or may not 

represent the current experiences of women in student affairs, the demographics of people 

working in Student Affairs are still primarily feminine and white (Olson, 2010; Renn & Jessup-

Anger, 2008; Taub & McEwen, 2006; Tull, 2006). This is particularly true when looking at 

entry-level and middle management positions (Pritchard & McChesney, 2018).  

While Blackhurst, A. E. (2000) and Blackhurst, Brandt, and Kalinowski (1998) 

incorporated intersectionality into their research design, these studies are not explicitly 

intersectional. Blackhurst, A. E. (2000) and Blackhurst, Brandt, and Kalinowski (1998) 

considered the experiences of women of color and different ages in their findings, but the studies 

themselves are aimed at capturing a general perception of women’s experiences working in 

student affairs. More recent work investigating the topic of women in student affairs focuses on 

individual experiences, best practices for inclusion, and upward mobility for women with 

multiple marginalized identities (Amey & Van Der Linden, 2002; Fochtman, 2011; McNair, 

Duree, & Ebbers, 2011; Joyce-Brady, 2004).  
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More recent research concerning women in higher education administration focuses on 

factors that contribute to success and work-life satisfaction. Overall, these studies suggest that 

the existence of a strong support system of other women in the form of a network of colleagues 

and mentors is a significant factor (Amey & Van Der Linden, 2002; Fochtman, 2011; McNair, 

Duree, & Ebbers, 2011). Additionally, recent studies suggest that women in administrative roles 

in higher education are more likely to view their work life positively and persist if they have 

access to professional development and support resources that offer guidance and strategies for 

navigating motherhood, work-life balance, and leadership development within their field (Joyce-

Brady, 2004; Fochtman, 2011).   

LGBTQIA+ Staff Perceptions 

While a growing body of research addresses best practices and strategies for creating 

inclusive campuses for LGBTQIA+ faculty, staff, and students, few studies have utilized an 

intersectional framework to better understand the experiences of LGBTQIA+ staff with multiple 

marginalized identities; further, these few studies primarily focus on best strategies for advocacy 

on behalf of students rather than the experiences of marginalization of the participants 

themselves. For example, Broadhurst et al. (2018), argued for “tempered” radicalization of 

southern LGBTQIA+ staff advocates. These studies found that “tempered radicals” were more 

effective advocates for the needs of LGBTQIA+ students in southern institutions because of the 

consistent, gradual changes they were able to effect by working within their schools’ heterosexist 

systems. While valuable, Broadhurst et al.’s (2018) findings do not address the impact that 

“tempered radicalism” may have on LGBTQIA+ support staff who are working within a system 

that marginalizes them as well as their students. Martin et al.’s (2016) study did address personal 

narratives, perception, and identity. In this study, participants who identified as members of the 



 

 32 
 

LGBTQIA+ community articulated personal experiences of homophobia, heterosexism, and 

transphobia within their institutions. The findings and discussions of this study addressed these 

events in their capacity to create professional challenges but did not engage in inquiry about the 

personal effects on the participants and how that impacted their professional experience (2016).   

Despite a dearth of research on the topic, two recent studies do address the experiences 

and narratives of LGBTQIA+ advocates in student affairs as it pertains to their personal 

experiences with marginalization, support, and professional development. These studies 

demonstrated that whether LGBTQIA+ advocates in student affairs worked as full-time staff or 

as graduate assistants, they were consistently under-supported and often found that work went 

unrecognized (Kortegast & Van der Toorn, 2018; Tillapaugh & Catalano, 2018). Neither of the 

aforementioned studies specifically addresses the identities of the participants as a part of their 

inquiry.   

Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989) introduced the concept of intersectionality in her paper 

“Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of 

Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics.” She argued that people at 

multiple intersections of marginalization (in this case, women of color), cannot separate those 

components of their whole self, and as a result, experience discrimination and make meaning of 

the world through a lens that reflects the effects of both identities. Crenshaw’s work has paved 

the way for scholarship and research that addresses the unique experiences of individuals with 

multiple marginalized identities, and specifically, has led to new understandings of the systems 

of power and privilege in the world today.  
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Concepts Related to Workplace Marginalization 

Invisible labor  

Early conceptions of the term “Invisible Labor” described work performed by women as 

caregivers in the privacy of their homes. It was described as invisible largely because these forms 

of labor were not visible to the world outside the home. Tasks like caring for children, preparing 

meals, and household chores were unseen, unpaid, and yet, necessary to the functioning of 

society in the outside world (Crain, Poster, & Cherry, 2016). In the 1980s and 90s, scholars 

developed inquiries into forms of invisible labor in the workforce, and found that within 

feminized roles in the workplace, employees were often expected to perform unrecognized and 

uncompensated emotional and caregiving labor. For example, Hochschild’s (1987) study 

demonstrated the frequency with which flight attendants were responsible for managing 

emotions of people on flights. She explained that this regulation of emotions was necessary to 

the profitability of airlines but was not acknowledged as compensated labor for flight 

attendants.   

More recent conceptualizations of workplace invisible labor define it as any form of labor 

explicitly or implicitly required by employers that is necessary to the profit of the institution, but 

is often overlooked, undervalued, or undercompensated. Shuffleton and Hochman (2017) 

describe this type of work as reproductive, rather than productive labor in social institutions. 

They define productive labor as tasks that lead directly to revenue or production for an 

institution. Within these institutions, reproductive labor serves to maintain the health of the 

social institution itself, so that productive labor can be accomplished efficiently. For instance, 

productive labor may be demonstrated through tasks associated with the development, 

marketing, or sale of a product, whereas reproductive labor may involve the preservation of an 
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efficient workplace through personnel management and support, community building, or 

employee resource allocation (Shuffleton & Hochman, 2017). Within these guidelines, invisible 

labor can be unpaid or underpaid, undervalued by a social institution, or viewed as tasks 

associated with leisure time rather than worktime. For example, in some instances, aesthetic 

preparation for work or maintaining an appearance of professionalism for a particular workplace 

can be viewed as a form of invisible labor (Crain et al., 2016). Emotional and aesthetic labor are 

discernable forms of invisible labor in most social institutions, and they are equally evident in 

institutions of higher education.   

Research that examines invisible labor in higher education primarily focuses on faculty 

roles and experiences. Within the field of higher education, roles that involve student services, 

student social engagement, and personnel support are typically coded as feminine. They are 

viewed as less fiscally valuable than roles or tasks coded as masculine, such as research and 

grant writing. In faculty roles, this means that women and faculty of color are more likely to find 

themselves tasked with department service roles that have a negative impact on their ability to 

complete tenure requirements (Denker, 2009; Social Sciences Feminist Network Research, 

Interest Group, 2017). A case study titled, “The Burden of Invisible Work in Academia: Social 

Inequalities and Time Use in Five University Departments” alludes to administrative roles within 

academia, but this study does not explicitly engage in inquiry into the administrative positions 

within higher education. Rather, their findings are grounded in faculty experiences with 

administrative duties. Despite this, their study does address the feminization of administrative 

roles in colleges and universities as extrapolated from their study. For administrators, 

feminization of roles in higher education means that women and people of color are more likely 

to work in student-centered roles that require them to engage in emotional and caregiving labor. 
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While the feminization of roles in higher education creates inequities in tenure acquisition for 

faculty, this same phenomenon places women and people of color in administrative roles that are 

comparatively underpaid and undervalued to their colleagues in other departments (Social 

Sciences Feminist Network Research, Interest Group, 2017).   

Professionalism and identity performance  

Professionalism is a challenging term to define because it incorporates vast and 

subjective characterizations, guidelines, and expectations. However, within the context of my 

study, I acknowledge that, well-defined or not, professionalism and standards of professionalism 

govern and determine work expectations and supervisory reception of employees. In the most 

general terms possible, professionalism exists as the connection between employees and the 

institutions that employ them. Within this context, social institutions create expectations of 

professionalism based upon social norms, identity hierarchies, and work type (Kubow & 

Fossum, 2007). These expectations govern social etiquette, professional dress, expected level of 

knowledge and expertise, and day-to-day labor expectations for workers (Carr, 2000). Research 

concerning the nuances and power hierarchies implicit in educational professions is limited; 

however, the existing literature considers the institutional marginalization of non-white, non-

heterosexual experiences (Carr, 2000; Kubow & Fossum, 2007; Meiners & Quinn, 2009; 

Mizzi, 2006; Weems, 2004). In a study investigating professionalism in teachers, Meiners and 

Quinn (2009) suggest that when professionalism is used as a means to govern dress and identity 

performance, white heteronormative forms of expression are deemed professional, while other 

forms of expression are considered unprofessional. In her queer analysis of professionalism 

standards, Lisa Weems (2004) suggests that heteronormative masculine appearance in 

professional spaces is preferred and unproblematized. Feminine and non-binary gendered 
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expressions of professionalism, on the other hand, are heavily policed and must conform to 

masculine narratives of expertise and appropriateness. Therefore, expressions of identity or 

identities that do not fit into a heteronormative masculine narrative are stigmatized through 

professionalism standards (Weems 2004).  

Mizzi (2016) defines the privileging of white, heteronormative standards of dress and 

decorum as heteroprofessionalism. Within the context of this term, individuals who identify as 

non-white and/or queer are frequently expected to change or mask their natural, authentic 

appearance and persona in their workplace. In his 2013 study, Mizzi demonstrated evidence of 

this phenomenon in two international educational institutions. In his study, participants were 

asked by their supervisors to avoid discussing their sexuality or partners with students and 

perform heterosexuality in their dress, speech, and mannerisms. While Mizzi’s (2013) study 

included only white, gay men, he posits that standards of heteroprofessionalism impact women 

similarly by enforcing binary gender roles and stigmatizing non-heterosexual expression and 

narratives in the workplace.   

Theoretical Foundations and Research 

Feminist theory 

bell hooks (2000) defines feminism as “a movement to end sexism, sexist exploitation, 

and oppression” (p. viii). hooks' definition places the culpability of gendered oppression on the 

existence of sexism, rather than the existence of sexist people. In doing so, hooks (2000) allows 

for broader discussion concerning the systematic practices and behaviors that create sexist 

culture and environments. Similarly, other feminist literature and theory addresses this concept 

by stating that femininity, womanhood, and feminine roles and expectations are developed as a 
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product of cultural systems and norms rather than natural biological traits (Beauvoir, 1952; 

Butler, 1988).   

In addition to creating unnatural expectations based upon cultural assumptions about sex 

and gender, feminist theorists, researchers, and activists assert that these expectations often 

disproportionately oppress and marginalize individuals perceived to be feminine by others 

(Friedan, 1963; Butler, 1988; Beauvoir, 1952). Beauvoir (1952) and Friedan (1963) both 

described this oppression as limiting to women’s potential and overall happiness, as well as a 

form of discrimination that keeps women in cultural servitude to the needs of men and children. 

The past 60 years of feminist literature demonstrates that the sexist expectation that women are 

submissive caregivers is long-lived and pervasive in the home and in the workplace. Feminist 

theory argues three primary principles: first, that women have potential and can contribute to the 

benefit of society; second, women are an oppressed group, and that oppression limits each 

woman’s individual potential; third, feminist research should do more than seek to identify 

sexism, it should work to eradicate the conditions that contribute to sexist culture (Ropers-

Huilman, 2003).   

Queer theory and queer kinship 

Queer Theory provides a lens through which to read phenomena that does not presuppose 

compulsory heterosexual or cisgender proclivities, desires, or circumstances. Queer Theory can 

be used to question preconceived ideas about what is normal, to name and give recognition to the 

experiences of marginalized identities, and as a conduit through which to have discussions that 

promote intersectional and equitable discourse and social change (Holman, Jones, & Adams, 

2010).  
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While Queer Theory is a far-reaching concept with many different contributors, Judith 

Butler and Eve Sedgwick provide a comprehensive and foundational body of work on the topic. 

Queer theory establishes and assumes a difference between the definitions and differences 

between biological sex (or sex assigned at birth), gender identity and expression or performance, 

and sexual orientation. Judith Butler (1988) and Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick (1990) differentiate 

between sex and gender by defining sex as the biological, physiological manifestation of sex 

identity. Essentially, biological sex is categorized by the appearance of genitalia, as well as the 

hormones and chromosomes present in a person’s anatomy. Gender, on the other hand, is a term 

that describes the roles, behaviors, and appearance expectations for a person based upon social 

and cultural norms for people assigned male, female, or intersex at birth. Butler (1988) describes 

gender as a set of performances or acts a person does based upon their cultural and historical 

context. Because these two concepts are distinct from one another, people can, and sometimes 

do, perform gendered traits that do not match with cultural expectations for their sex. While 

those who deviate from cultural norms are often stigmatized, this possibility demonstrates the 

fallacy of sex and gender binaries so often assumed in heteronormative cultural structures 

(Butler, 1988).    

While sex and gender binary imperatives have roots in kinship and family structures that 

will be addressed later, Queer Theory seeks to deconstruct sex, gender, and sexuality binaries as 

spectrums of nuanced, fluid ways of perceiving and enacting biological imperatives, cultural and 

historical norms, and personal identity (Butler, 1988; Sedgwick, 1990). Queer Theory also seeks 

to deconstruct binaries of hetero-and homosexuality by differentiating between behavior and 

action, as well as complicating sex roles and sex acts in regard to gender and biological sex.  
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Essentially, Queer Theory asserts that dichotomies between sexual orientation do not accurately 

reflect the nuanced of lived experiences of people regardless identity and gender (Sedgwick, 

1990).   

Queer Kinship Theory has its roots in 19th century anthropology and was defined 

through biological and/or marital connections with the purpose of creating offspring and family 

lines in order to consolidate resources and power (Morgan, 1871). Eventually, the definition of 

kinship broadened to include non-biological connections like adoption or romantic love 

(Schneider, 1968). However, it is a recent addition that Kinship theory and societal perception of 

kinship and family has extended to be inclusive of LGBTQIA+ family and community structures 

that do not hinge on or require heteronormative coupling, biological reproduction, or a drive to 

create or further genetic lineage. This more recent understanding of the term does not predicate 

kinship upon lineage or even romantic love, but allows for platonic, romantic, and biological 

bonds to be interpreted through the lens of kinship. This latest interpretation of the theory has 

been decidedly “queered” by theorists such as Judith Butler (2002). As a result, contemporary 

readings of kinship theory, particularly queer readings and interpretations, allow for the existence 

of “chosen family.”   

 Butler (2002) argues that previous distinctions that define kinship and family as based 

upon sexual relationships, legal connection, and genetics are antiquated and incompatible with a 

society that functions with more diversity than heteronormative, white, western assumptions 

would suggest. She defines kinship, then, not by genetic and legal markers, but by the 

performative roles of personal dependence on others that familial connections include, such as 

child-rearing, emotional dependency, illness, dying and death, and the cultural roles that 

accompany these incidences.  
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In her talk about “Queer Bonds,” Butler (2006) addresses the idea that we do not choose family 

(sometimes not even our chosen family) and that these connections, as well as our roles within 

them, are not always easy or convenient.   

Intersectionality  

As stated in the previous chapter, intersectionality is a feminist theoretical framework 

that acknowledges the political, cultural, and social oppression that individuals face for multiple 

social identities, as well as the ways in which those individual identities interact with and 

compound societal oppression for marginalized populations (Crenshaw, 1991). While 

intersectionality concerns itself largely with identity, it is a theoretical foundation that also 

addresses and seeks to deconstruct larger cultural phenomena that act upon individuals (Dill, 

McLaughlin, & Nieves, 2007; Jones & Abes, 2013). Intersectionality allows for research and 

practice to address individuals as whole people who exist within and are affected by larger 

systems based on institutionalized power and privilege (Dill & Zambrana, 

2009; Holvino, 2012).   

Recent scholarship concerning intersectionality as a theoretical approach and perspective 

of identity development and sense of self has problematized the term. First, intersectionality as a 

theory firmly grounded in feminist theory and practice emphasizes the exponential marginalizing 

impact of sex, gender, and race on women of color. The foundation upon which intersectionality 

was built has created a trend in which intersectional narratives and scholarship are viewed to be 

explicitly based on the marginalization of black women (Carbado, 2013). Within this context, 

there is also a propensity towards using intersectional to quantitatively measure levels of 

marginalization based upon the number of marginalized identities a person holds. Without the 

nuance of context, there is no way to effectively use intersectionality to measure marginalization 



 

 41 
 

because a person’s experience of marginalization is heavily weighted by the nuances of their 

holistic lived experience and circumstance (Carbado, 2013; Davis, 2018). This interpretation of 

intersectionality demonstrates an oversimplification of the nuance of lived experience, as well as 

presents a means of disempowering marginalized individuals by presupposing that a person’s 

agency in society is determined based upon a list of quantitative categories of existence 

(Alexander-Floyd, 2012; Carbado, 2013; Davis, 2018).    

In order to address unique and nuanced experiences of marginalized groups, 

intersectionality creates space for individual voices, experiences, and perceptions to be heard 

(Nash, 2008; Warner & Shields, 2013). For example, Crenshaw’s (1991) introduction of 

intersectionality addresses the nuanced experiences of women of color as it pertains to 

interpersonal violence. Looking through layered identity lenses within their larger societal 

context provides a clearer picture of the specific circumstances of marginalized individuals who 

are less likely to have their voices heard (Nash, 2008). It is this all-encompassing, holistic 

inclusion inherent in the theory of intersectionality that makes it useful in identity scholarship. 

The ability to engage in narrative and perspective-focused research of marginalized groups, 

without the restrictions of basing that inquiry on a limited view of individual perspective and 

context, provides the opportunity to develop nuanced, if not complete, depictions of phenomena 

and experience (Davis, 2018).   
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CHAPTER THREE  

METHODS AND METHODOLOGY 

In this chapter, I describe the theoretical foundation, methods, and ethical considerations 

that were utilized in my study design. This project was developed to address the following 

research questions:   

1. How do queer people with feminine subjectivities in LGBTQIA+ support and advocacy 

roles on college campuses navigate their identity and professionalism?  

b. How do queer people with feminine subjectivities navigate heteronormative 

systems within the parameters of the queer spaces they inhabit and create?  

c. How do queer people with feminine subjectivities navigate patriarchal systems 

within the parameters of the queer spaces they inhabit and create?  

2. How do queer people with feminine subjectivities navigate chosen family and queer 

kinship in support, caregiving, and advocacy roles with students?  

My study was developed in an attempt to learn more about how queer people with feminine 

subjectivities experience the personal and professional aspects of LGBTQIA+ support and 

advocacy work in higher education. This study was born from my own experiences and 

reflections in the field. Ultimately, I use intersectionality as a theoretical foundation and apply 

that to critical autoethnography and feminist qualitative interviews in my inquiry. In this chapter, 

I begin by describing the rationale for my research approach and my use and interpretation of 

intersectional theory through a queer, feminist lens. Next, I address site and participant selection,
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as well as my method for collecting and analyzing participant data. Last, I discuss potential 

ethical concerns related to my research, my own positionality, and the limitations of my study.  

Statement of and Rationale for Research Approach 

The purpose of this descriptive qualitative study is to engage in inquiry into the 

intersectional experiences of queer people with feminine subjectivities serving LGBTQIA+ 

student populations in higher education administration. Data collection for this study was 

completed through the use of critical autoethnography, as well as semi-structured, qualitative 

interviews. Critical autoethnography applies the personal experiences of the author or scholar to 

cultural analysis through the lens of intersectional and political criticism (Madison, 2012). I am 

combining my own experiences with the experiences of other women who work in LGBTQIA+ 

services in order to provide a more holistic understanding of women and non-binary people’s 

experiences in chosen family advocacy, support, and caregiving of LGBTQIA+ students in 

higher education. Greene (2007) calls this approach “complementary expansion.” 

In utilizing two different methods of data collection, I am looking for ways to provide additional 

context and depth to my inquiry.  

Through autoethnography the researcher uses their own experiences of cultural 

phenomena as data. With the distance of time, reflexivity, and critical analysis, the researcher 

views their own experiences through an investigative lens. (Ellis 1995b, 2004; Ellis & Bochner, 

2000). In effective critical autoethnography, researchers view their own experiences through an 

analytic lens in order to make meaning of their experiences to others, to demonstrate new 

perceptions, and to say something meaningful about cultural phenomena present in their personal 

narrative (Ellis & Bochner, 2000). This method provides readers and scholars a means through 

which to give visibility to otherwise invisible perspectives, to answer questions, and perhaps 
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most significantly, to learn how to ask the right questions to begin with. In this instance, I 

incorporated my own experiences to establish ethos through demonstration of personal 

experience, to disclose my own positionality, and to deconstruct the hierarchy between 

researcher and participant by presenting my own vulnerability alongside my participants. 

Through my own autoethnographic narratives, I created an illustrative narrative that works in 

conversation with the responses of my interview participants.   

In addition to offering my own lived experiences, incorporating interviews into my study 

provided more nuanced and diverse perspectives from queer people with feminine subjectivities 

who found themselves in leadership and chosen family structures in higher education. One-on-

one interviews provided an opportunity to develop a nuanced and diverse understanding of the 

experiences of my participants experiences in LGBTQIA+ advocacy and support roles in higher 

education. Conducting this form of descriptive qualitative inquiry together with my own 

autoethnographic work also lent a feminist, non-hierarchical structure to this study that placed 

me on equal footing with my participants (Campbell & Wasco, 2000).   

Feminist qualitative interviews are typically semi-structured or unstructured and open-

ended (Roulston, 2010). In the context of my study, I conscientiously deconstructed hierarchies 

between researcher and participant in my conversations with the individuals who participated in 

my study and myself. I also worked to develop intimacy and openness with participants through 

personal disclosure, and I invested in encouraging connections to them after their contribution to 

this project is complete (Oakly, 1981). In analysis of data collected through these interviews, I 

have worked carefully to present my participants’ perspectives as inherently valuable and true to 

them. In utilizing feminist interview methods in my approach, I sought to engage with other 

queer women on a level playing field and to provide visibility to our perspectives.  
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For the purposes of this study, I presented my own experiences with marginalization, service, 

and vulnerability along with that of my participants in order to construct a more illustrative, 

complete story of our nuanced experiences.   

Proposed Framework 

Intersectionality 

Intersectional research incorporates a whole person perspective in the collection and 

analysis of data (Dill & Zambrana, 2009). By viewing data through an intersectional lens, my 

study engaged in inquiry concerning the multiple marginalizations queer people with feminine 

subjectivities in LGBTQIA+ support and advocacy work in higher education. Intersectionality is 

also a theoretical lens that acknowledges and seeks to deconstruct systems of power and 

oppression that affect study participants and individuals with similar identities. By utilizing an 

intersectional approach, I was able to address my participants’ experiences within the larger 

context of the higher education system and the systemic marginalization that exists within it 

(Crenshaw, 1989; MacKinnon, 2013; Museus & Griffin, 2011).   

In this study, intersectionality was used to situate the experiences of queer people with 

feminine subjectivities in LGBTQIA+ advocacy and support within a larger system that is 

systematically heteronormative and patriarchal. As participants in that system, as well as 

reformers and marginalized individuals of higher education, my participants experiences cannot 

be viewed in isolation from the systems of power and privilege in which they are seated. In order 

to provide a comprehensive view of the nuanced experiences of participants in this study, it is 

necessary to remember that intersectionality is a queer, feminist theory. By using intersectional 

theory, I incorporated multiple identities and perspectives of participants within the context of 

their larger systems of work and oppression. 
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This study specifically engaged in inquiry into the experiences of queer people with feminine 

subjectivities, and as such, the theoretical lenses through which data are analyzed reflected that 

purpose.   

By holding space for queer experience and marginalization, I viewed data though a lens 

that does not presuppose compulsory heterosexual or cisgender proclivities, desires, or 

circumstances. In addition to this, my use of a queer lens opened possibilities for witnessing and 

addressing queer-specific nuances of personal experience that might not otherwise be evident. 

The analysis of data from a queer epistemological approach provided for the questioning of 

preconceived ideas about what is “normal,” to name and give recognition to the experiences of 

marginalized identities or subjectivities, and to serve as a conduit through which to have 

discussions that promote intersectional and equitable discourse and social change (Jones & 

Adams, 2010). Within the context of the higher education system, I used queer theoretical and 

methodological practices as a method through which to view internalized examples of 

heteronormativity that affected myself and the participants for this study.  

In order to adequately address intersectional identities of participants in this study, I 

acknowledged the feminist methodological philosophy within intersectionality. In doing so I 

prioritized the value of participants stories and experiences as inherently true to them. Through 

an intersectional feminist lens, I worked to lend value, voice, and understanding to the 

participants and their narratives (Campbell & Wasco, 2000). Intersectional, queer, and feminist 

methodology pairs well with phenomenological and ethnographic methods that also approach 

data from the perspective of representing lived experiences of others.  
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Incorporated with intersectionality, the use of a queer and feminist methodology and analysis 

allowed for a more nuanced view of the larger systems of power and privilege that queer people 

with feminine subjectivities in higher education based upon their sex, gender, sexual orientation, 

geographic location, university role and rank, as well as other social identities that may be salient 

to their experience.   

Main Research Questions and Sub-questions 

1. How do queer people with feminine subjectivities in LGBTQIA+ support and advocacy 

roles on college campuses navigate their identity and professionalism?  

c. How do queer people with feminine subjectivities navigate heteronormative 

systems within the parameters of the queer spaces they inhabit and create?  

d. How do queer people with feminine subjectivities navigate patriarchal systems 

within the parameters of the queer spaces they inhabit and create?  

2. How do queer people with feminine subjectivities navigate chosen family and queer 

kinship in support, caregiving, and advocacy roles with students?  

Site Selection and Rationale 

Autoethnographic data was gathered through the written recollections of my own 

experiences at the University of Alabama Safe Zone Resource Center. Because my experiences 

take place within my office at the University of Alabama, data collected through 

autoethnographic reflection and description was, by necessity, gathered at my place of work. In 

regard to data collection from interviews, these data represented samples from various 

universities and colleges in the United States. Despite the growing popularity of LGBTQIA+ 

student services in American higher education, not all colleges or universities have dedicated 

staff who serve LGBTQIA+ populations in any formal capacity. As a result of this, it was 
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necessary to recruit participants in a nationwide search to ensure a wide array of experiences and 

perspectives. In order to gain a more thorough understanding of diverse experiences and 

perceptions, it was necessary to seek out individuals with experiences and roles at institutions 

different from my own.    

Participant Selection and Rationale 

Participants selected for the interview portion of the study were chosen based on the 

criteria that they identify as a member of the LGBTQIA+ community, experience feminine 

subjectivities, and have a professional role in LGBTQIA+ student support services or advocacy. 

Because my study was developed through a queer, feminist framework that acknowledges that 

gender identity and choice of label are only one part of the way an individual might experience 

and navigate gender in the world, it was important to me that I allow participants to define for 

themselves whether or not they met the criteria of feminine subjectivities required for my study.  

I also intentionally left requirements regarding the level and formality of professional 

roles vague when recruiting participants for my study. While some colleges and universities may 

have institutionalized resource centers or offices for the support of LGBTQIA+ individuals on 

campus, many schools rely on the labors of individuals whose job descriptions may or may not 

be solely dedicated to that work. Additionally, I wanted to acknowledge possible participants 

who engage in regular support and advocacy labor for their institution’s LGBTQIA+ community 

as a form of unpaid labor or service to the college or university in which they work.  
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 Table 1  
Participants’ descriptions of identity, pronouns, and campus role 

Pseudonym  Gender identity  Sexual 
Orientation 

Pronouns  Campus role/position  

Harper  Gender non-

conforming  

Lesbian She/her/hers & 

They/them/theirs  

Director, LGBTQIA+ 

Resource Center  

June  Cisgender woman  Queer or 

pansexual 

She/her/hers  Coordinator, Young 

Women’s Mentoring 

Program  

Sara  Cisgender woman   Queer or gay She/her/hers  LGBTQIA+ Coordinator,   

Multicultural Affairs  

Stephanie  Cisgender woman  Polysexual 

and 

polyamorous 

She/her/hers  Director, Gender and 

Sexuality Center  

Tuckera  Trans Lesbian They/them/theirs  Assistant Director, 

LGBTQIA+ Life  

Lucy  Cisgender woman  Queer She/her/hers  Director, Student 

Counseling and Wellness  

Wendy  Cisgender woman  Queer She/her/hers  Assistant Director, Student 

Engagement  

Sarah  Cisgender woman  Pansexual She/her/hers  Bias Educator  

Kylie  Cisgender woman  Asexual and 

biromantic 

She/her/hers  Undergraduate   

Coordinator, LGBTQIA+ 

Resource Center  
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Pseudonym  Gender identity  Sexual 
Orientation 

Pronouns  Campus role/position  

Spencer  Queer  

  

Lesbian She/her/hers & 

they/them/theirs  

Director, LGBTQIA+ 

Student Services  

Kate  Cisgender woman  Queer She/her/hers  Interim Associate Director, 

LGBTQIA+ Affairs  

Robin  Cisgender woman  Queer or 

pansexual 

She/her/hers  Director, LGBTQIA+ and 

Women’s Resource 

Center  

Jasmineb  Cisgender woman  Bisexual She/her/hers  Graduate Assistant, 

LGBTQIA+ project  

Daphne  Cisgender woman  

  

Lesbian, 

queer, dyke, 

She/her/hers  Administrative Assistant, 

LGBTQIA+ Center  

  

a. Tucker listed their race and ability status in their description of their identity. They described 

their race and ability status identities as Mexican-American, Indigenous, and disabled.  

b. Jasmine listed her race in her description of identity. She described herself as biracial.  

Participant Recruitment 
 

Participants for my study were recruited using snowball sampling. Through this sampling 

style, I reached out directly to individuals I thought might qualify for my study and increased my 

sample size by allowing campus offices and personnel to circulate my recruitment 

information (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). In order to locate participants who would qualify for 

this study, I used the Campus Pride Index’s (2019) campus inventories to identify colleges and 

universities that had either a documented LGBTQIA+ center/office or a paid staff member 
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dedicated to LGBTQIA+ programming on their campus. I compiled a list of institutions that fit 

those criteria, then reached out to the personnel or office listed as their contact for LGBTQIA+ 

services with my recruitment email and study description. In my recruitment email, I asked 

university staff to agree to a recorded 60-to-90-minute interview. My recruitment email included 

a link to a participant registration form and informed consent agreement. The registration form 

asked participants to provide an email address, their pronouns, and a pseudonym. Once potential 

participants had completed this form, I followed up with them to schedule a virtual interview via 

Zoom, a popular videoconferencing platform.   

Initially, I constructed my study to include queer women as my participant pool, 

however, several potential participants who did not identify as women reached out to me after 

they received my call for participants materials. They explained that while they did not identify 

as women, they believed they experienced the same patriarchal and heteronormative 

subjectivities of cisgender women. They asked to be included in my study, and so, I 

reconceptualized my participant requirements and argument to provide more inclusive and 

accurate findings. My adaptation was also in alignment with the feminist theoretical framework 

of my study because I chose to value and acknowledge the experiences and perspectives of my 

participant pool as a necessary component of the conceptualization and execution of my inquiry 

(Campbell & Wasco, 2000). 

Data Collection Procedures and Rationale 

Autoethnographic data for this study was collected through personal reflection and 

consists of episodic stories of my experiences as a graduate assistant in an LGBTQIA+ resource 

center in a large, public, southeastern U.S. university. The storied narratives of my own 

experiences were collected prior to the development of my qualitative interview protocol; 
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however, the semi-structured interviews I conducted with participants were representative of my 

research questions, and do not always align with my autoethnographic data. It was my intention 

in developing my research questions and interview protocol to engage in critical inquiry into the 

experiences of multiple people serving in similar roles. As such, I did not structure my 

interviews as tools to compare with my own experiences. While my own narrative aligned from 

time to time with those of the other participants of this study, my narrative is posited as one of 15 

depictions of experiences related in this study.  Interviews were semi-structured and centered on 

topics concerning participants’ experiences in leadership roles and chosen family communities in 

higher education groups and jobs, as well as their perception of the role gender plays in the 

distribution of caregiving and emotional labor within LGBTQIA+ support systems in higher 

education. I asked participants to describe their formal role on campus and their perception of 

their day-to-day labor. Participants also described their queer identity along with any other 

salient identities they felt engaged directly with their role. Participants discussed their work with 

students and within the larger LGBTQIA+ community at their institution. Additionally, I asked 

participants to situate their identity and work within the campus structure and climate. They 

discussed both instances of marginalization and support and their perception of campus 

demographics.   

Qualitative interviews allow for in-depth one-on-one inquiry into personal experiences 

and narratives (Roulston, 2010). Protocols for participant interviews were semi-structured with a 

predetermined protocol designed to directly engage research questions (Roulston, 2010). While 

incorporating predetermined questions for each interview, I utilized the semi-structured nature of 

our interview to adapt my protocol to the nuanced identities and circumstances of participants. 

For example, some of my participants described their experiences with institutionalized racism 
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or ableism to be equally salient to specific aspects of their work as their queer identity or their 

experience of feminine subjectivity. In those moments, I adapted my protocol to engage with 

their nuanced and unique perspective. In collected data from these interviews, I was able to 

engage directly with those nuances of their identity, respect their lived experience, and collect 

diverse data by allowing for flexibility in my interview protocol.   

Data Analysis Techniques 

Data collected was analyzed using thematic analysis, which is an analytic method by 

which themes that address research questions are identified and data is interpreted through them 

(Creswell, 1994; Roulston, 2010). Once completed, all interview data was transcribed and coded 

for the purposes of description, analysis, and interpretation (Wolcott, 1994). Using a thematic 

coding approach, data was coded in three rounds. In the initial round of coding, transcribed data 

was grouped to identify general data categories that provided summaries of topics addressed in 

interviews. In the second round of coding, data was separated into themes relevant to the 

research questions and appropriate subjects discussed by study participants. Last, in the third 

round of coding, specific groups of data were collected to be used as examples for interpretation 

in the findings section of the study based on their relevance to the purpose of the study. Once 

collected and coded, data were categorized into the following thematic categories: introductions, 

queer coding and professionalism, emotional labor and kinship, and navigating identities. In 

some of these thematic categories, subcategories emerged in the data.   

Ethical Considerations 

In Giving an Account of One’s Self, Judith Butler (1995) says, 

[W]e must recognize that ethics requires us to risk ourselves precisely at moments of 

unknowingness, when what forms us diverges from what lies before us, when our 
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willingness to become undone in relation to others constitutes our chance of becoming 

human. To be undone by another is a primary necessity, an anguish, to be sure, but also a 

chance —to be addressed, claimed, bound to what is not me, but also to be moved, to be 

prompted to act, to address myself elsewhere, and so to vacate the self-sufficient ‘I’ as a 

kind of possession. If we speak and try to give an account from this place, we will not be 

irresponsible, or, if we are, we will surely be forgiven. (p. 136) 

My ethical considerations for this study required an awareness of multiple dimensions of 

responsibility. Development of this study necessitated consideration of procedural, practical, and 

caregiving ethics. Procedural ethics are the procedures and protocol designed to ensure 

participant consent and ethical treatment of interviewees (Guillemin & Gillam, 2004). To protect 

the privacy, comfort, and safety of these participants, I provided them with the parameters of the 

study in advance and made it clear that they would not be required to answer questions or discuss 

topics that caused them discomfort. Additionally, participants were asked to provide a 

pseudonym if they desired to remain anonymous. They were not required to disclose the names 

of their institutions or any identifying information about individuals or groups with which they 

were affiliated.  

This study was submitted for the approval of the University of Alabama Institutional 

Review Board, and participants were asked to complete an informed consent form. In their 

informed consent, participants were provided with an overview of the purpose, content, and 

theoretical foundation of my study. They were asked to consent to a 60-to-90-minute interview 

via Zoom. They also consented to having their interview recorded through the Zoom record 

feature, as well as through a separate voice recording device.   
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In addition to the informed consent, participants were also asked to provide a pseudonym. 

While participants did provide their real pronouns, they were represented in the data via a 

pseudonym they chose before we began recording our interview. In order to protect participant 

identities, I also avoided using any data that mentioned specific details about their employer or 

institution. When necessary, names have been redacted or changed to protect the privacy of the 

participants in my study. Last, I did not provide any regional identifiers for participants’ 

particular educational institutions. This omission was an intentional measure to avoid participant 

identification.   

The following two dimensions of ethical considerations for this study are more difficult 

to quantify because they hinge on the nuanced interactions and intangible responsibilities 

between researcher and participant. First, I considered how I should maintain ethics of care for 

and concerning the students who are a part of my story (Gilligan, 1982; Noddings, 1984). While 

autoethnography is generally exempt from IRB approval processes because it focuses solely on 

the experiences of the researcher, no one exists in a vacuum, and my experiences were not 

wholly my own. Ellis (2007) considered this in regard to her own research and the practice of 

autoethnography. Because IRB protocols and ethical guides assume that the researcher and their 

participants or subjects are strangers, there is little guidance for navigating the unique ethical 

predicaments that arise when a researcher provides care for their participants (Ellis, 2007).   

Additionally, many of the people who were discussed in my own story are individuals I 

know professionally and socially. Some of the undergraduate students in my story are now 

graduate student colleagues with whom I have a vastly different relationship today than I did 

when I first drafted my autoethnography. In telling my own story and using my experiences as 

data, I also told stories about friends, colleagues, and students who have come to me in moments 
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of vulnerability. Navigating data collection and storytelling requires sensitivity to the lives and 

lived experiences of others, as well as the confidentiality of those who are featured in my own 

story. To address my own ethical responsibilities for the safety and anonymity of others, I have 

consistently acknowledged my research methods and content to individuals who are present in 

my autoethnographic data. I also created pseudonyms to hide the identities of students, staff, 

friends, and colleagues featured in my work. Last, when possible, I used composite storytelling 

to present events in which individuals present might be victimized by my own retelling. 

Composite stories are present in my work as loosely fictionalized or heavily generalized 

narratives in which identifying details are changed or collapsed in order to preserve the 

anonymity of people involved in my story (Willis, 2019).   

Trustworthiness 

Establishing trustworthiness requires ensuring validity, consistency, and the ability to 

confirm the relative truth of the data collected and discussed in a study (Denzin & Lincoln, 

2008). In order to establish trustworthiness for this study, I utilized participant confirmation and 

review of collected data to establish validity and maintain accuracy of statements made. After 

transcription, participants in this study were provided the opportunity to review and comment on 

their interview in order to provide clarification and avoid misinterpretation of participant 

experiences.   

Concerning subjectivity and accuracy of analysis, my own experiences and closeness to 

the topic may affect the analysis of data collected (Bold, 2012). While some subjectivity in a 

study that engages descriptive qualitative interview and autoethnography as its methods is 

unavoidable, the practice of reflexivity was used to preserve the quality of analysis and accuracy 

of representations of the experiences of the researcher and participants in the study.  
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Both Merriam (2009) and Bold (2012) acknowledged that the researcher’s awareness of their 

own bias and experiences promotes trustworthiness.   

Positionality  

While writing this study, I served as a graduate assistant and the primary staff member 

for an LGBTQIA+ resource center in a southern predominately white institution (PWI). My 

experiences as a graduate assistant for the LGBTQIA+ resource center resonated closely with the 

findings in Kortegast and Van der Torn’s (2018), Broadhurst et al. (2016), and Tillapaugh and 

Catalano (2018)’s studies. My experiences as a caregiver, student, and graduate student resource 

for LGBTQIA+ students, faculty, and staff have colored my perception and the way I 

constructed this project. Beside my professional experiences, I also identify as a white, 

cisgender, queer woman. I am currently able-bodied; however, I am also living with Post 

Traumatic Stress Disorder as a survivor of sexual assault. My experiences with sexual violence 

have colored the ways I view my own queerness, and therefore, are inextricably linked for me.   

Reflexivity  

Throughout the data collection and analysis of this study, I engaged in consistent, 

reflexive journaling. In doing so, I worked to view my interactions with participants and 

perception of their experiences with my own subjectivities in mind. In an attempt to capture 

authentic perspectives of my participants untainted by my own subjectivities, my interview 

protocol design was intentionally general in nature. I avoided asking questions that directly 

alluded to my own experiences of marginalization, labor, or trauma. Instead, I developed 

questions that asked participants to discuss their own experiences and connections to their 

campus communities generally, then followed up with questions that prompted participants to 

further illustrate or provide explicit details involving their initial response.  
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I disclosed my own background as a practitioner in LGBTQIA+ advocacy in higher education 

during our interviews, but I did not disclose any details about my personal experiences to 

participants’ disclosure of their own experiences.  

I regularly worked to situate the perspectives of my participants outside my own 

experiences, and to utilize reflexivity to better understand how their unique lived experiences led 

them to understand and make meaning of the world differently than I do. Throughout the 

interviews with my participants, I regularly sought to better understand how my own methods 

and ways of engaging might erase or marginalize salient experience and hinder my participants 

from engaging in holistic description of their work and lives. In doing so, I worked with 

participants to adjust and re-construct my own language and interview approach to suite their 

nuanced experiences and identities. For example, this project was initially constructed through 

my own view of the world as a cisgender woman. While I actively worked to engage with non-

binary participants in this study, my initial use of language did not take non-binary and trans 

experiences into account. In an attempt to better understand the lived experiences of non-binary 

participants, I asked them throughout our interview what type of gendered terminology best 

suited their experiences and why that was. Together, we co-constructed meaning to best 

demonstrate non-binary experiences in conversation with other participants.   

Limitations 

In developing this study, I hoped to offer visibility to the nuanced experiences of queer 

people with feminine subjectivities serving in LGBTQIA+ roles in higher education. I 

considered the stories of queer women in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries who served 

students in their roles as deans of women, faculty, and campus advocates, all the while suffering 

discrimination, marginalization, and erasure. I intended to offer up my study as a means of 
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bringing the unheard stories of similar individuals to light on their own terms, so that we could 

learn from their experiences today, rather than speculate on them through the lens of history. I 

believe that within the confines of my own internalized subjectivities and resources, I did the 

best that I could. However, this study, like any, has its limitations.  

I was limited by time and networking resources, as well as the visibility of LGBTQIA+ 

services and offices in higher education today. I used a variety of recruitment strategies to reach 

a diverse group of practitioners, including the Campus Pride Index and word-of-mouth 

recommendation. However, I do not believe that in the time confines available to me, I could 

have adequately identified all possible participants for this study.  In addition to my own time 

constraints, I acknowledge that my study required a time commitment from my participants 

during the Covid-19 pandemic. As my participants and I worked to combat challenges to our 

students brought on by this pandemic and to acclimate to new modes of work, we all struggled to 

find ways to engage in projects outside the scope of our immediate personal and professional 

needs. In particular, scheduling interviews with already overburdened student affairs 

practitioners during a global health crisis was challenging. While I can never know for sure, I 

suspect that I may have been able to recruit a larger sample of participants in a less chaotic and 

uncertain time.   

Last, in a study that aims to represent holistic, diverse perspectives, the majority of the 

participants included in this project were white, cisgender women. While this was not done 

intentionally by me, I do recognize that my study only provided a limited view of the 

experiences of my participant pool. What insight it does provide into the experiences of queer 

women of color and trans and non-binary individuals are limited to the small sample size 

available in my participant pool. 
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CHAPTER FOUR  

FINDINGS 

Introduction to Chapter Four 

The purpose of my study was to investigate the methods by which queer people with 

feminine subjectivities in LGBTQIA+ advocacy roles navigate their role on campus, as well as 

their identities and relationships with campus queer communities. My research questions were as 

follows:   

1. How do queer people with feminine subjectivities in LGBTQIA+ support and advocacy 

roles on college campuses navigate their identity and professionalism?  

d. How do queer people with feminine subjectivities navigate heteronormative 

systems within the parameters of the queer spaces they inhabit and create?  

e. How do queer people with feminine subjectivities navigate patriarchal systems 

within the parameters of the queer spaces they inhabit and create?  

2. How do queer people with feminine subjectivities navigate chosen family and queer 

kinship in support, caregiving, and advocacy roles with students?  

The findings listed in this chapter were collected through one-on-one interviews with 14 

individuals on college campuses across the country. Data listed below are presented through an 

intersectional lens that highlights the holistic perspectives of participants as queer women (Dill 

& Zambrana 2009; Holvino 2012).  
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The participants in this study described their experiences through a variety of identity 

lenses, and at times, their nuanced and holistic experience represents a unique, multifaceted 

experience of the world where the impact of individual identities is fluid and difficult to isolate. 

through discussion. While all the participants in this study identified or were perceived as queer 

women by others in their institutions, at times, they responded to questions through experiences 

representative of identities outside the immediate scope of their queerness and feminine 

subjectivities. While participants all identified as members of the queer community, within that 

umbrella term, they represented a diverse group of identities with varied experiences and 

perspectives. These intersectional and diverse representations of experiences are addressed in my 

findings and honored equitably as valid and worthy of discussion.   

Organization of this Chapter 

Despite the similarities the participants of this study had in regard their profession, their 

experiences and identities were varied. Each participant came with their own unique queer 

identity including sexuality, gender identity, and gender expression. In addition to this, they also 

varied widely in age and years of experience. Last, participants all reported working in different 

institutions from a variety of geographical and demographic regions of the country. In order to 

best represent participants as individuals with their own unique personal and professional 

experiences, I began representing my data with individual introductions. These introductions 

serve to provide participant pseudonyms, pronouns, role in their university, and queer identity. 

As I represented data throughout this chapter, I did my best to accurately represent participant 

identities and pronouns. I intentionally used gender neutral language when possible, and I used 

the pronouns participants gave me in their introductions.  



 

 62 
 

For participants who used multiple pronouns, I chose to represent all their pronouns in my 

discussion of data related to their experiences.   

Participant Introductions 
Harper (they/them and she/her pronouns)  

Harper is a director of their university’s LGBTQIA+ Resource Center. They identify as a 

gender-nonconforming lesbian. When I asked about their identity, they jokingly called themself 

“an aspiring butch.” They laughed and reframed, calling themself a “soft butch with dreams.” In 

their role as a director, Harper says they coordinate student programming, serve as a student 

advocate, provide educational outreach on LGBTQIA+ issues, and work on campus committees 

aimed at campus inclusivity for marginalized student groups.  In summation, Harper said,   

at any point in time, if something queer is being discussed, I am going to be in that 

group. That's an expectation and also something that I want, because I don't want 

those conversations to be happening away from our students in that community.  

Harper described their role as a position in coordination with the other cultural and diversity 

centers on campus and said that a big part of the work done in all those centers revolved around 

maintaining and managing affirming spaces for students.   

Jasmine (She/her pronouns)  

When I interviewed Jasmine, she described her role as the graduate assistant for 

LGBTQIA+ programs at her university. She described her main role as a liaison between 

student-run pride organizations on campus and the LGBTQIA+ Resource Center. As a liaison, 

she works closely with student leaders in campus pride organizations to provide support, help 

with program and project planning, and direct students to peer support resources. In addition to 

her work with students, Jasmine listed Safe Space training as a portion of her job duties. At the 

time of our interview, Jasmine was still completing her training to become a Safe Space 
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facilitator. Last, Jasmine said that she had been tasked with coordinating intersectional 

programming for students of color on her campus.  

When I asked Jasmine to describe her queer identity, she described herself as a bisexual, 

biracial, cisgender woman. In our interview, Jasmine describes her queerness as inextricably 

connected to her racial identity, experiences with family, and history of trauma. Because these 

components of her past colored her experiences in understanding and embracing her identity, 

Jasmine disclosed that she had only come out as bisexual a year before beginning her role with 

the LGBTQIA+ center at her university.   

June (she/her pronouns)  

When I interviewed June, she described her current role as a coordinator for a women’s 

mentoring program at her university. However, her previous role had been in an LGBTQIA+ 

resource center. Currently, June describes her work in LGBTQIA+ support as an informal, but 

important, implicit part of the work she does within the mentoring program. June described her 

queer identity through its evolution as she grew up. She described identifying as a lesbian in her 

adolescent and early adult life but has since come to describe herself as queer or pansexual. June 

described her queer identity as an important part of professional life. She explained that her 

professional choices have centered around finding work that allowed her to openly share her 

identity and engage with issues related to LGBTQIA+ topics and issues.   

Kylie (she/her pronouns)  

In our interview, Kylie described her role as an undergraduate community outreach 

coordinator for the LGBTQIA+ center at her university. She described the primary 

responsibilities of her job as external communications, inter-office dialogue and outreach, and a 

facilitator for the center’s peer support and resilience group. While her official job description 
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lists her primary role as campus communications and outreach, Kylie says that her day-to-day 

work involves more student communication and outreach than her job descriptions might 

suggest. Daily, Kylie says that she spends much of her time in student support and advising 

roles. When I asked Kylie about her queer identity, she described herself as a cisgender, asexual, 

biromantic woman. Kylie said that her identity, particularly as an asexual woman, plays a big 

role in her ability to create affirming spaces for students. In our interview, she said,   

My asexuality is actually something that's made a lot of the underclassmen students 

really comfortable and has been a designator to them that this is a “when we say 

everybody, we mean it” kind of space.  

 Kylie also described her gender expression as more feminine than her coworker and attributed 

that feminine presentation as a contributing factor the frequency with which students seek her out 

for support and advice.  

Robin (she/her pronouns)  

In our interview, Robin listed her role as the director of an LGBTQIA+ and women’s 

center at her university. She described the majority of her role as geared towards supporting 

LGBTQIA+ students. In her day-to-day, Robin listed running the center, meeting with students, 

crisis support, policy and procedure development, and program coordination as her primary 

tasks. When I asked Robin to describe her day-to-day labor as opposed to her formal job 

description, she chuckled, then explained that her daily labor was often subject to “other duties 

as assigned” that were determined by the events and circumstances impacting the campus and the 

world outside the institution. Robin described her identity as queer and/or pansexual. Robin felt 

it was important to explain that within her queer identity, she identifies as cisgender and is 

currently partnered with a cisgender man. Robin explained that her identity and current partner 
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means that while she is professionally out, she is not often read as queer, and therefore, has to 

consistently work to keep her queer identity from being erased or dismissed in her personal and 

professional life.   

Sarah (she/her pronouns)  

Sarah, a bias educator at her university, listed her previous position as a graduate assistant 

for an LGBTQIA+ center. While her current role involves LGBTQIA+ advocacy components, 

she spoke from her past experiences as a graduate assistant for most of the interview. In her role 

as a graduate assistant, she developed and facilitated a Safe Zone curriculum at her university. 

She also worked as an outreach point-of-contact between the LGBTQIA+ center and affiliate 

groups on campus. Last, in this role, she remembers working with groups on campus to plan 

events and programs for the center. Thinking back to her role, she explained that much of her 

daily labor was spend in working with students to navigate “life problems, love problems, and 

identity problems” and in advocating for her center’s continued existence and institutional 

support. Sarah remarked that this type of labor was never mentioned in her job description but 

took up most of her time. Sarah described her identity as a pansexual, cisgender woman. She 

explained that her coming to her current identity as pansexual has been a process of self-

discovery, and that she finally came to find her current label in the past three years.   

Stephanie (she/her pronouns)  

Stephanie, at the time of our interview, had just been promoted to a directorship of 

several equity centers on her campus. Prior to her recent promotion, she had served as a director 

of the gender and sexuality center on her campus. In her role as director of the gender and 

sexuality center, Stephanie described herself as the founding director of the center. Since 

beginning her work there, she helped supervise student agency groups for gender and sexuality 
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causes, facilitated the development of three support groups, and coordinated gender and sexuality 

awareness and appreciation programming. When I asked her how her day-to-day compared to 

her job description, she laughed out loud and explained that 20% of her day was spent in 

working directly with students, another 20% spent in supervisory meetings with other staff, and 

that the rest of her time was spent in working with campus partners to build capacity for 

LGBTQIA+ inclusive practices and policies. When I asked her about her queer identity, she 

described herself as a polysexual, polyamorous, cisgender woman. Stephanie also explained that 

she often describes herself as queer, because many people do not know what the terms 

polysexual or polyamorous mean.   

Wendy (she/her pronouns)  

Wendy, an assistant director of student engagement on a small campus, explained that 

she wears a bunch of different hats in her professional role. She explained that one of the many 

hats she wears is LGBTQIA+ advocacy, programming, and student support. As the gender and 

sexuality liaison for her campus, she facilitates the campus Safe Zone training program and 

chairs committees for promoting LGBTQIA+ inclusion on campus. When considering her day-

to-day work in support of LGBTQIA+ interests on campus, she explained that this part of her job 

typically takes up about 10% of her time. When I asked her to describe her queer identity, she 

said that she did not feel like she had a typical coming-out story and that she experienced 

sexuality fluidly. She described her gender presentation as “super femme” and explained that she 

typically dates cisgender men. In the past few years, Wendy has come to feel most comfortable 

with the term queer as a descriptor of her experiences and identity.   
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Lucy (she/her pronouns)  

Lucy, a director of student counseling and wellness, explained that her center emphasized 

serving queer students, students of color, and students with challenging immigration statuses. In 

her role, she explained that she is responsible for daily operations and budget management, as 

well as staff supervision. Lucy explained that her current job description accurately reflects her 

day-to-day work, because she wrote it herself, and emphasized student advocacy as a major 

component of her work on campus. When I asked her to describe her queer identity, Lucy said,   

“I have been queer before we used the term queer. I came out at 15; it didn’t go well.” She 

explained that while she initially came out as gay, the term queer evolved into a better fit for her. 

She explained that she is very out in her professional life, and she described herself as “the only 

very vocal queer person on campus.”  

Spencer (She/her and they/them pronouns)  

Spencer always knew they wanted to work in LGBTQIA+ advocacy in higher education. 

As a result, they held numerous roles in the field. They have been a graduate assistant, a 

coordinator, an assistant director, and most recently a director in LGBTQIA+ student services 

roles in higher education. At various times during our conversation, Spencer spoke about their 

experiences in multiple roles she has held. In her current role, she described her job as being 

comprised of direct student support work regarding student identity, leadership, and professional 

development. She also discussed her work in facilitating educational outreach and training for 

faculty and staff as well as contribution to policy development and assessment on campus. 

Despite her full job description, Spencer explained the work most salient to her perception of her 

role on campus involved student advocacy and community building. She said, “We’re just trying 

to think through, how many spaces can we provide for folks to be able to find and build 
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community with one another.” Spencer attributed much of her passion for LGBTQIA+ support in 

higher education to her own coming-out story. She explained that while she came out as a 

lesbian in high school, her college experience had not been affirming of her identity. As a result, 

Spencer sought out affirming academic and professional spaces as she moved on to graduate 

school and future job roles. Currently, Spencer identifies as both lesbian and queer.   

Sara (She/her pronouns)  

Sara described her role as an LGBTQIA+ coordinator within a larger multicultural affairs 

office. Her job description includes event and program coordination, education outreach, serving 

on campus advisory committees for LGBTQIA+ issues, serving as an advisor for the 

LGBTQIA+ living-learning community, student staff supervision, student organization 

mentorship, and managing the Campus Pride Index for her university. When I asked her how her 

daily work compared to her formal job description, she said, “I do everything in my formal job 

description and more. I think that’s probably common.” She explained that she spends 

significantly more time cultivating student leadership and sitting on committees than was allotted 

in her official title. Sara described her identity as queer or gay. She said that she’s probably most 

comfortable with the term lesbian as an identifier. For Sara, her identity as a queer woman 

informs her work. She explained that as someone who had been in college as a queer student, she 

feels like she understand the issues that affect queer students at her university.   

Kate (she/her pronouns)  

At the time of our interview, Kate was serving in an interim role as the Associate 

Director of LGBTQIA+ Affairs on her college campus. As the only staff member whose job 

centers on LGBTQIA+ support on her campus, she described her job description as providing 

services and support to students, faculty, and staff; facilitating LGBTQIA+ training and 
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educational outreach; providing support for student recruitment and retention; and promoting 

affirming spaces for faculty and staff. When I asked her to describe how her daily work differs 

from her formal job description, Kate remarked that her job required a significant time 

commitment outside of normal business hours. She alluded to events and programs that took 

place during the evenings and on weekends, but she also explained that she regularly takes calls 

from faculty, staff, and students (mostly students) seeking support at all hours of the day. She 

said that while there certainly were tasks that were left out of her job description, the extra tasks 

themselves were not as energy consuming as her role as a support system. She explained, 

“there’s a lot of depth to just providing support to students, faculty, and staff that I don’t 

necessarily think is on paper.”  

Tucker (they/them pronouns)  

Tucker, an assistant director of LGBTQIA+ Life in their university, began their interview 

by explaining that their office was currently undergoing a staff transition. The previous director 

had accepted another position, and because of this, Tucker was responsible for their own role as 

well as that of the previous director. They said they currently oversee the office and included the 

following areas in that role: budgeting, student employee supervision, campus-wide policy 

consultation, training and education, community outreach, and advising student organizations on 

campus. When I asked them to discuss their day-to-day labor as it compared to their formal job 

description, Tucker explained that the most taxing part of their role not listed in their job 

description involved emotional labor and self-care required to ensure that they could perform 

their job effectively. Tucker explained that tasks like student support, educational outreach, and 

campus-wide advocacy all required them to navigate unsupportive and sometimes hostile work 

environments.  
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When I asked Tucker to describe their queer identity, they provided a more holistic 

description of their intersectional self. Tucker explained that they identified as lesbian, trans, 

Mexican-American and Indigenous, as well as disabled. They explained that they didn’t identify 

as a woman but chose to participate in this study because of the feminized way in which the 

world perceived them. Tucker said “while I don’t identify as a woman, that doesn’t mean I'm not 

seen as one.”  

Daphne (she/her pronouns)  

When we spoke, Daphne was new to her role as the administrative assistant at her 

university’s LGBTQIA+ center. The relative newness of her role combined with the unusual 

circumstances brought on by the Covid-19 pandemic meant that her day-to-day tasks and job 

description were still working themselves out based on the needs of the office. Daphne explained 

that she and the director of the office were the only employees of the center at the time. As such, 

Daphne described her role as an office manager, social media director, scheduling assistant, 

event programmer, and “den mother.” She explained that while she was hired to help out with 

administrative and scheduling tasks in the office, she had quickly begun working closely with the 

director to help develop programs, construct meaningful virtual experiences for students, and 

plan for the future goals and outcomes of the office. Daphne also explained that she had quickly 

taken on the responsibility of organizing and cleaning the LGBTQIA+ center. In categorizing her 

perception of her role in the center, Daphne said, “there’s a part of me that feels like a ‘den 

mom’; there’s a need for that sometimes, and I’m happy to be in that role.” Daphne described her 

queer identity by saying she identifies as queer, lesbian, and dyke.   
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Queer Coding and Professionalism 
 

I asked participants to describe ways in which their queer identities intersected with their 

professional work. In their answers, participants described their queerness as a necessary 

qualification for their professional role, a motivating factor in their work lives, as well as the 

source of their deep personal connection to the work itself. In addition to this, participants 

described the complicated relationship between their authentic expression of identity, desire to 

provide a visible queer persona to members of the LGBTQIA+ community in their institution, 

and subjective professionalism standards based in heteronormative, patriarchal expectations for 

dress and physical presentation. The table below provides an overview of the key findings and 

subcategories for this theme in my research. 

Table 2 
Summary of Findings: Queer coding and professionalism 
 
Subcategories Topics within 

Subcategories 
Key Findings 

Queer identity’s 
relationship with 
professional qualifications 
and ethos 

Perception of queer 
identity as a 

qualification for their 
position 

 

Most participants listed their 
queer identity as a necessary 
qualification for their position. 
 
Most participants described their 
queer identity as a necessary 
component to their ethos and 
authority to advocate for and with 
the LGBTQIA+ community at 
their institution. 
 

Dress codes and 
heteroprofessionalism 

Institutional 
expectations for 

appropriate queer 
aesthetics and 
performance 

 

Participants described various 
institutional expectations for 
professional dress and 
presentation. 
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 Topics within 
Subcategories 

Key Findings 

 Descriptions of 
participants’ 

experiences navigating 
professionalism and 
dress regulations in 

their institutions 
 

Participants described their 
visible presentation as a member 
of the LGBTQIA+ community to 
be a necessary component of their 
role. 
 

 Complications 
between patriarchal 
and heteronormative 

dress expectations and 
authentic self-

expression 
 

Participants experienced varying 
degrees of implicit and explicit 
homophobia and gendered 
discrimination based on their 
authentic expression and dress 
choices. 
 
Participants felt pressure to 
perform their queer identity in a 
way that was: recognizable and 
acceptable to the LGBTQIA+ 
community and palatable to 
straight co-workers and 
supervisors 

 

 

Generally, participants were quick to list their queer identity as a required qualification 

for their position, as well as a key factor in their choice to pursue work with LGBTQIA+ 

populations in higher education. In their interviews, both Daphne and Stephanie explicitly 

referred to their queer identity as a major factor in their being selected for their jobs. In our 

conversation, Stephanie said, “I don't know if I would have been hired if I wasn’t queer. Okay. 

So, I think that I mean, that it is part of my professional identity, too.” In her response, she 

described her queerness as a perceived prerequisite for her position, as well as a part of her 

professional identity. Sara also acknowledged her identity as a main qualification for her role. In 

our interview, she said, “my identity informs my work because as a queer woman, I’m familiar 

with queer issues and needs in a university setting because I was a queer college student.”  
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While many participants listed their identity as a qualification necessary to them being 

chosen for their role in the first place, some participants expressed their professional work as a 

motivating factor to their coming out to colleagues. Wendy and I discussed the connection 

between her queer identity and her work in higher education, and she disclosed that she did not 

initially come out to co-workers when she began incorporating LGBTQIA+ support into her role 

in Student Involvement. Instead, she chose to come out once she realized that university 

personnel viewed her work in LGBTQIA+ advocacy differently because they thought she was 

working as an ally rather than a member of the queer community. While this revelation led 

Wendy to share parts of her personal self she had not intended to make public professionally, she 

explained that coming out in her work life gave her an opportunity to take ownership of her work 

in new ways. She described her professional coming-out as empowering and beneficial to her 

ethos as an advocate.  

In addition to viewing their queer identity as a professional qualification, participants 

attributed their choice in profession to their queer identity as well. While discussing the 

connection between their identity and professional role, Spencer explained that she deeply 

valued having a job that allowed her to present their authentic self in their work. They also 

explicitly said,   

First of all, I wouldn’t be doing this work if the personal and the professional 

didn’t overlap so broadly... I got into this field because I wanted to be that 

resource for students that I didn’t have. And so, everything about what I bring 

with me to work is rooted in my identity, it’s wanting to create the spaces of 

community of affirmation for students. It’s wanting to create change. It’s wanting 
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students to have a better experience than I had as an undergrad and, to a degree, as 

a grad student.  

Jasmine expressed similar feelings towards her role as a graduate assistant in the LGBTQIA+ 

center at her university. She explained that she felt lucky to get to work in “such an empowering 

place,” as she described her recent coming-out story. Jasmine, who was hired for her 

assistantship one year after coming out, said that when she told her family about her new role, 

they said it was perfect for her. New to her position, Jasmine said,   

I felt immediately at ease and comfortable existing as a queer woman and being 

that I'm in the LGBTQ Project GA position, it's like, not only do I have 

permission, but like I have the tools and the empowerment of my staff and 

colleagues to nurture my experience in my role. And so, this is one of the first 

times actually that I feel empowered as a queer woman.  

Like many other participants in this study, Jasmine explained that she found space to be her 

authentic self in her role. She explained that she did not believe that she would feel safe and 

welcome to express her identities as a queer woman of color in other types of work on her 

campus.   

Dress Codes and Queer Expression 

While participants valued the identity-centered nature of their work and the opportunity 

to be their authentic selves in their professional role, they also described challenges that stemmed 

from the personal nature of their work. Specifically, many participants addressed ways in which 

standards of professionalism at their institutions conflicted with their role on campus. All of the 

participants in this study discussed their style of professional dress and physical presentation as a 

factor in the way students and other professionals perceived them.  
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Individual identities, campus climates, and professional intentions played into the carefully 

crafted personas they developed in their work lives.   

Categorically, most participants described their physical appearances through gendered 

language. For more traditionally feminine-presenting participants, their physical appearance was 

discussed as a barrier professionally. While their appearance more closely resembled cisgender, 

straight women in their work life, these women remarked that they felt a persistent need to 

perform their queerness in other ways to demonstrate their connection to the community and 

ethos in their role. For example, Robin explained that she felt a constant pressure to prove her 

identity to others. She explained that as someone who had been running LGBTQIA+ centers 

since the late 90s, she always had to make a concentrated effort to overcome misconceptions that 

she was straight. She said, “no matter who I've been partnered with, it's always been an issue 

because people don't read me as queer.” Robin attributed this issue to her feminine presentation, 

but also to her identity as a bisexual woman who is currently partnered with a cisgender man. 

Robin explained that these factors contribute to persistent bisexual identity erasure within the 

LGBTQIA+ community that makes her work in LGBQTIA+ advocacy more difficult 

professionally and personally.   

Wendy’s experiences with bi erasure do not appear to be ubiquitous among queer women 

in the profession. However, Robin, a queer woman who explained in her interview that she often 

dates men, described her presentation as “super femme.” While Robin did describe instances in 

which she had to explicitly tell people about her queer identity in order to demonstrate her 

qualifications for LGBTQIA+ centered work in her university, she also explained that her 

feminine presentation made her feel more comfortable in her role.  
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Robin explained that most of the people working in her division were women, and that shared 

gender identity and presentation helped her build professional connections with others who 

might not relate to her as a queer woman.   

Like Robin, Kylie described her presentation as very feminine. Unlike Wendy and Robin, 

however, Kylie explained that she perceived her performance of femininity to fall outside the 

realm of typical feminine professionalism:   

I wear... giant fake eyelashes nine days out of 10. I really liked Dolly Parton’s 

whole thing. And in professional workplaces where most makeup codes tend to be 

... minimum mascara. They go for like the no makeup, makeup look. And that’s 

not me at all.  

Kylie explained that her ultra-feminine presentation was deeply connected to her sexuality and 

positively impacted her work with students, who recognized it as an expression of her identity. 

All the same, she explained that her physical appearance earned her “funny looks” in 

professional settings with other administrators.   

Participants whose appearance was androgynous, or masculine also described mixed 

responses to their appearance in the workplace. Spencer described her professional presentation 

as more masculine than feminine. She explained that she received pushback from supervisors 

and other administrators for clothing choices that men in her division made without reprimand. 

She described her backwards hats, cuffed sleeves, and color choices as “professional dress 

transgressions” as she had seen men wear similar things without consequence.   

Despite the challenges presented to her for her professional presentation, Spencer argued 

that her way of dress was a conscientious, professional choice as well as an authentic form of 

expression:   
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 I’m going to dress queer as fuck, because that’s who I am. I’m going to dress 

queer as fuck because, not only is that who I am, but those are signals within our 

community... to let students know that I identify as they do... And so, when I’m in 

some of those higher political spaces, by showing up authentically, I’ve been able 

to build trust and rapport with students that they know. When I do have the ear of 

someone higher up, I’m hopefully able to advocate with them from a place where 

I am... representing us having a seat at the table.  

Spencer’s choice to intentionally present themself as queer to the campus community 

represents a trend in the way other participants in this study viewed their choice of 

professional attire and presentation. Throughout our conversations, many of the women I 

interviewed described their authentic presentation as a part of their professionalism in a 

job that centered around LGBTQIA+ advocacy and support.   

Like Spencer, Harper explained that when she dresses professionally, she wears 

traditionally masculine attire that has the effect of signaling their identity to others.   

So, when we’re doing things, if we’re doing something professional, I’m 

generally in a suit or a vest, wear a tie or a bow tie. And for that, there’s a certain 

amount of professional clout that comes with that, that you’re like, oh, no, they’re 

the queer person.  

In our conversation, Harper acknowledged that their authentic way of presenting themselves 

professionally had a positive effect, in the sense that they did not have to work to prove their 

queerness in spaces where having that identity gave them professional ethos. For example, 

Harper said that her openly queer appearance likely contributed to the faith students placed in her 

judgement when it came to recognizing cases of LGBTQIA+ discrimination on campus. Last, 
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Harper suggested that their more masculine presentation protected them from workplace 

misogyny that others with more feminine presentations might experience. She suggested that a 

more masculine presentation not only provided her with aura of expertise because she appears as 

visibly queer, but that her masculine appearance afforded her respect among people who might 

not listen to someone similarly credentialed if their appearance was more feminine.   

 Participants addressed their attempts to present themselves authentically while also 

appearing approachable and non-confrontational in their choice of physical appearance. For 

example, Sarah described her work attire as business casual with a few caveats: “I can be 

wearing business casual, but that doesn't mean you're not going to see my tattoo sleeve or realize 

that my hair is pink and purple.” Sarah guessed that colleagues viewed her as someone who did 

not care what others thought, and she believed that she was viewed as generally respectful and 

competent in her work.  

Stephanie talked extensively about others’ responses to her presentation on campus. As 

someone whose gender presentation has changed since she was hired, she explained that her 

shifting style and gender expression gave her insight into what forms of expression are more 

palatable at her university. She explained this further, saying, “The way I dress to negotiate 

space, I oscillate between really super hyperfeminine to hypermasculine. I'm valued more, I 

think, when I'm presenting more masculine.” Stephanie suggested that in her role and the campus 

culture, more masculine ways of dress were generally preferred in professional roles. Despite her 

work culture’s preference for masculine dress, Stephanie said she received pushback for shaving 

her head. While her queer presentation seemed to be a positive factor professionally, Stephanie 

explained, “they want me to be queer in a palatable way.”  
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Through experiences with others in her division, she learned that she should not shave her head 

or dye her hair “unnatural” colors if she wanted to avoid violating professional dress codes or 

making others uncomfortable.  

Invisible Labor: Head of Chosen Family 
 

Participants named a variety of tasks and duties that were underrepresented, underpaid, or 

unnoticed by colleagues and supervisors. Much of this invisible labor was unique to the kinship 

relationships they developed in their work with LGBTQIA+ students. Additionally, participants 

described instances when they were expected to relive, recount, or compartmentalize their own 

trauma to fulfill the requirements of their job. The table below summarizes the subcategories and 

key findings in this theme. 

Table 3  
Summary of Findings: Invisible labor, head of chosen family 

Subcategories Topics within 
subcategories 

Key findings 

Crisis intervention Challenges and 
expectations in 

navigating student 
crisis events 

 

Most participants described working 
with students in crisis as a major 
component of their role. 
 
Most participants experienced 
emotional distress related to serving 
students in crisis. 
 
Most participants worked with students 
experiencing a crisis outside of their 
contracted, paid workday. 

Kinship and chosen 
family labor 

Kinship relationships 
and participants’ 
professional role 

Participants all described instances of 
students placing them in a pseudo-
parental role 
Most participants either described 
themselves as a mother figure for 
students or said that their students 
described them as a mother figure in 
their lives. 
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Subcategories Topics within 
subcategories 

Key findings 

Feminine 
subjectivity and 
emotional labor 

Summary of 
participant experiences 

with caregiving 
expectations and their 
feminine subjectivities 

 

Participants working in offices with 
multiple staff members described 
fulfilling the majority of the office’s 
emotional labor requirements because 
students perceived them to be more 
feminine than other staff 
 
Some participants described being 
expected to perform unpaid emotional 
labor to regulate coworker’s emotions 

  
Trauma and labor 

expectations 
Participants’ 

descriptions of times 
when they were 

required to relive, 
recount, or 

compartmentalize their 
own trauma to fulfill 
the requirements of 

their job 
 

Several participants described times 
when they were expected to use their 
personal trauma as a teaching tool in 
the following circumstances: 
Departmental professional 
development, diversity trainings, Ally 
training programs  
 
Participants often found it difficult to 
satisfy both constituencies at the same 
time.  
 
Several participants described times 
when they were expected to 
compartmentalize their own trauma 
experiences in order to serve their 
community during traumatic events 
that impacted the LGBTQIA+ 
community 

 
 

Initially, participants attributed these tasks to things that fell outside of the typical nine-

to-five workday. In our interview, Kate explained that she regularly worked outside of the 

regular workday to facilitate programs and events. Additionally, one aspect of her job that people 

did not acknowledge was that she was in constant communication with members of the 

LGBTQIA+ community who might need assistance. Kate said, “I respond to students, I respond 

to anyone, but mostly students, at all hours of the day.”  
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Similarly, most participants described student support in and out of traditional office 

hours as a major part of their work in LGBTQIA+ advocacy; this seemed unrecognized or 

unrepresented in their job descriptions. Sarah described her experience with this as a form of 

emotional labor. She described students seeking her out for help with their love lives, mental 

health, identity problems, and general life issues. While some issues students brought to 

participants seemed appropriate for anyone serving as a mentor and advisor to students, others 

fell outside of the purview of a typical Student Affairs work. For example, Spencer explained 

that even though their office had a social worker on staff, students would come to her to disclose 

sexual assaults, mental health concerns, and personal crises. Similarly, Kylie, an undergraduate 

student herself, said:  

There are definitely times when my coworker and I have sat in the office mildly 

panicking at each other because we are asked to do a big, grown up, serious thing 

that neither of us have ever experienced, even tangentially. Like when someone 

came in and asked us to help them report a stalker, or things of that nature, that 

are big, serious deals that we cannot mess up because it will hurt another person. 

And we just have to figure most of those things out from Googling around and 

asking other people and making complete fools of ourselves generally.  

Among participants of this study, working with students in crisis was a generally accepted part of 

their role, even if that aspect of their work went unrecognized by supervisors and administrators. 

Despite this, none of the people interviewed for this study were licensed mental health 

professionals, with the exception of Lucy, who serves as a director of student counseling at her 

institution.   
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Apart from individual student crises, participants described instances of supporting their 

students through tragedies and acts of violence committed against LGBTQIA+ people. Robin 

described her experience of supporting students through one of these instances in her interview.   

My first year that I was running a center. I was running a center all by myself, and 

that was also the same year that Matthew Shepard was murdered. So, you know, 

those kinds of experiences are really hard, I mean, because you’re having to be a 

support system for the entire community on top of having to deal with the pain 

that it causes you... For the majority of the places that I’ve been throughout my 

career, there’s always been this expectation that what is hitting me personally 

because of that shared identity needs to be put on the back burner, like I’ve got to 

compartmentalize that somehow and not show too much of my own emotions, 

that I’m only supposed to be here to support others.  

Other participants expressed similar experiences of working through personal trauma and grief to 

support the LGBTQIA+ community at their institutions. Like Robin, they all described it as a 

part of their professional role on campus. While some participants described this unseen labor as 

a part of their role in LGBTQIA+ advocacy and support, others viewed it as a combination of 

their professional role and a consequence of their perceived gender. Both Kylie and Spencer, 

who work in an office with others, described instances of students, faculty, and staff seeking 

them out for emotional support rather than their coworkers who were perceived as less feminine. 

In her interview, Kylie, who described her gender expression as very feminine, explained that 

students would come to her for advice about dating and sex. She largely attributed this to her 

feminine presentation.  
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Spencer, who described their gender presentation as more masculine than feminine, 

expressed frustration at the amount of emotional labor others asked of her in formal and informal 

professional settings. Earlier, I referenced Spencer’s account of students seeking them out for 

crisis and mental health support despite their office having a licensed social worker in staff. 

Spencer explained in their interview that they believe students seek her out because they view 

her as a woman. In addition to student caregiving, Spencer also explained that staff and faculty 

will often ask her to perform emotional labor, help them process trauma, and offer support in 

inappropriate circumstances and without her consent. Spencer clarified their frustration by 

saying:  

If I have offered that, then of course we will have those conversations. But if you 

go into [...] a logistical meeting for us to talk about the work that needs to get 

done, and you’re expecting me to perform that emotional labor for you, because 

that is what you expect of women.  

Some participants did not express frustration at the implied expectation that they serve as 

caregivers to students, faculty, and staff, but most participants did discuss this as a part of their 

role on campus.   

Perhaps unsurprisingly, many of the women I interviewed described themselves as 

caregivers, particularly when it came to their students. Further, it is significant to note that many 

described caregiving roles and tasks, and also situated their relationship to students within a 

familial context. When I asked participants to categorize their relationships with students, many 

described themselves as mother figures. For example, Daphne categorized herself as a “den 

mom” at multiple points in our conversation. In my interview with Stephanie, she said:   
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They lovingly define me as their mom. A lot of them who have really trepidatious 

relationships with their family members. And I would say particularly for our 

trans population on campus, I think I have a really healthy parenting relationship 

with them. And I will be very forthcoming of always saying, I’m not your parent, 

but you are loved, you are cared for, you are supported.  

Like Stephanie, Lucy described a quasi-maternal relationship with some of her students. She 

described students with whom she worked closely as “my kids” as she talked about how she used 

her office space to provide students in need with a comforting, safe place on campus.   

While some women embraced a maternal role with students, others expressed discomfort 

with it. For instance, Robin described her desire to maintain professional boundaries with 

students to discourage them from placing her in a familial context. She discussed her relationship 

with students and explained:  

I’m kind of like a voice of guidance or a role model. I think the reason why, sort 

of, it feels like I’m kind of dancing around it, but since I’ve been in the field for 

so long, I think that role has changed. And so sometimes I think students try to put 

me into that mom role and even occasionally students will say it. And I do not 

like that. You know, particularly because I am a mom to two kids, and... I’ve 

never wanted to be that figure.... so, I try my best to not set up my role in that 

way, which is also why I’m really big on boundaries. I want students to see me, 

and I think that they do, as more of a role model, the person that helps them to 

guide them, to help with their development.  

While Robin was the only participant to explicitly address their desire to maintain these specific 

boundaries with students, her discomfort with being labeled as “mom” was representative of the 
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desire most participants showed toward maintaining some sort of boundary between their 

professional and personal lives.  

As participants described multiple instances in which they chose to set boundaries 

between their personal and professional selves, there was one place where all participants 

expressed blurred lines between the two. When it came to campus advocacy and educational 

outreach, all participants found the line between the personal and professional inextricably 

blurred. Through campus meetings, strategic planning sessions, and conversations with other 

administrators, participants described their work as advocates as a taxing form of emotional 

labor. In our conversations, participants described experiencing institutionalized and blatant 

homophobia while performing tasks listed under “advocacy” in their job description. For 

example, Kylie explained that at campus leadership meetings, her co-worker, another 

undergraduate student, was regularly misgendered by one of the college Vice Presidents. In this 

particular meeting, Kylie and her coworker were there to represent the interests of the 

LGBTQIA+ center, but Kylie explained that this sort of disregard for her colleague had 

happened on multiple occasions.   

Sarah also described instances of personal marginalization while advocating for the 

existence of LGBTQIA+ resources on her campus:  

Part of my job was advocating for why I needed to be there, and why there needed 

to be support for these students.... And I, as a young graduate student, was trying 

to advocate to these upper administrators who have their doctorate and 20 years 

under their belts. And they were just kind of looking at me like, what is this 20-

something-year-old girl trying to say? And so that was hard as well. Also, as a 
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queer person, just being like, yes, these students need it. And also, you’re being 

kind of rude to me, too, by saying all these things that you’re saying.  

Much like Kylie, Sarah found herself advocating to people in a position of power and 

experienced their dismissal as a personal attack as well. Sarah and Kylie were not the only 

people to describe this type of emotional labor attached to their job. Lucy also described an 

instance in which she experienced one colleague’s disregard for LGBTQIA+ inclusion on 

campus as a moral injury. In her example, she received pushback and outrage from a colleague 

who did not approve of including gender-neutral bathrooms in their department. As she told me 

her story, Lucy’s cheeks flushed, and she became angry. She described this altercation as 

triggering.  

In our conversations, participants also described instances in which they were asked to 

use their identities and personal traumas as a teaching tool. Tucker explained that in ally 

trainings and professional development seminars, they found themselves sharing personal 

information about their identities and experiences to help faculty and staff better understand trans 

and non-binary experiences. They said that navigating those situations was not only emotionally 

taxing, but frustratingly complicated because Tucker often felt that they were required to educate 

other diversity professionals on their campus. They explained this situation by saying:  

we're dealing with folks who, even though they do diversity work, know nothing 

about the LGBT community or what students might be going through. And so, 

they also have no idea what we go through as their peers...it's hard to educate 

somebody who's supposed to be doing diversity work about diversity like this, but 

we have to do it all the time and we have to find really subtle ways to try to do it.  
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Tucker’s explanation of the challenges associated with educating people about a marginalized 

identity they held were echoed through the responses of other women interviewed for this study. 

Participants believed that the labor of coming out in order to teach others was largely 

unrecognized. While Tucker’s experience demonstrated the common occurrence of using one’s 

personal identities as a teaching tool, Lucy described an instance in which she found herself 

publicly reliving her trauma for the same purpose. In a professional development seminar, Lucy 

described:  

They’ll do like those professional development trainings where they’ll bring in 

somebody to talk about cultural sensitivity. So, the presenters are talking and this 

one, one year, the woman gave out little scripts. And, you know, you have to 

stand up and you have to read like the silly fact about gay people, like 15-year-old 

kids or the majority of queer homeless students are kicked out of their homes 

because their parents reject them. Right. And I got that card. So, I was kicked out 

of my house the week after I graduated high school. And I’m standing there and 

I’m reading this stupid cultural sensitivity thing. I wasn’t paying attention. And 

then all of a sudden, I see my story on a frickin’ index card in the middle of a 

professional development. It’s just like five hundred people around. And I like, 

like you catch it in your throat when you’re off-guard and things turn red. And I 

was like, oh my God, I’m the only person here who’s ever experienced this, and 

I’m fucking reading it out loud.  

Whether through educational outreach, professional development, or institutional advocacy, 

participants described that part of their job as a deeply personal and consistently difficult part of 

their role on campus.  
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Ultimately, they also seemed to feel as though people asking them to use their identities, 

experiences, and trauma in this way, did not recognize much they were asking of them.  

Navigating Identities 
 

In our conversations, participants addressed the nuanced strengths and challenges 

associated with navigating their holistic, intersectional identities in their professional roles. 

While most of our topics of conversation centered around gender identity and sexual orientation, 

everyone I spoke with made a point of addressing how their unique, holistic self-engaged with 

their work and professional relationships.  In the table below, I provided a summary of the 

subcategories and findings for this theme. 

Table 4 
Summary of findings: Navigating identities 
Subcategories Topics within 

subcategories 
Key findings 

Shared 
identities 

Advocacy and 
programming for people 

with similar identities 

Several participants expressed that they enjoyed 
offering programming for students with similar 

experiences to their own. The same participants also 
said that people with similar identities to their own 
more frequently sought out resources from them. 

Intercommunity 
marginalization 

Biphobia in LGBTQIA+ 
advocacy 

Participants who identified as bisexual, polysexual, or 
pansexual experienced of biphobia from some faculty 
and staff in the LGBTQIA+ community. 

Passing privilege in 
LGBTQIA+ advocacy 

Participants who were not visibly queer through either 
their physical presentation or current romantic 
partnerships experienced distrust and open 
discrimination from some faculty and staff in the 
LGBTQIA+ community. Some participants discussed 
their anxieties about not being “queer enough” as a 
result of their treatment from others.  
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Subcategories Topics within 
subcategories 

Key findings 

Navigating 
personal power 
and privilege 

Participants’ 
perspectives on their 

own privileged identities 
and advocating for 

people with 
marginalized identities 
different from theirs. 

 

Participants all discussed the importance of 
acknowledging their privileged identities and making 
an intentional effort to work to deconstruct 
institutionalized forms of oppression for others. 

White participants’ 
perspectives on 
advocating for 

LGBTQIA+ people of 
color 

All participants who identified as white discussed their 
responsibility to include the perspectives and voices of 
people of color in their programming and advocacy for 
LGBTQIA+ individuals in their institution. Several 
participants acknowledged that they found this aspect 
of their job to have unique challenges. 
 

Race and 
ability status’ 
connection to 
LGBTQIA+ 
activism and 

service 
 

Participants’ perceptions 
of their intersectional 

identities  

Participants who described a salient race or ability 
status as a part of their holistic identity described that 
identity as connected to their queerness.  

Participants’ 
intersectional identities 
and how they connect to 

their work lives 

Participants who identified as people of color 
connected their motivation for taking on the role to 
their desire to provide visibility and resources for queer 
people of color. 

 
Participants who described having a disability or 
mental illness expressed anxiety about their 
institution’s support of their disability. 

 
Participants’ discussions surrounding their intersecting identities were unique to each 

individual. However, there were some instances where participants shared similar experiences 

with regarding how their holistic perspective connected to their work lives.  Generally, 

participants found that students who shared similar identities were drawn to their office and were 

more likely to engage with programs and access resources. Harper described their first days in 

the office and explained that students with similar identities were drawn to them. She said,   

When I first was appointed in this position, what was really interesting was what students 

were coming out of the woodwork and being like, oh, wow, we have somebody that we 
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can identify with and someone that we can really see. They were used to leadership being 

male and therefore not terribly concerned with feminism, not terribly concerned with 

representation of queer women and not necessarily interested in, like, gender 

nonconformity.  

In Harper’s case, their visibility as a queer woman contributed to the success of the office and 

demonstrated students’ desire to see representation of themselves in university administration. 

Spencer described a similar experience and attributed a program’s success to this phenomenon. 

They described their program as follows,   

It was my center’s most consistent, most well-attended program, and it wasn’t a space 

around gender identity at all. But almost exclusively, the folks who showed up were 

women and non-binary folks...over the course of the five years that I was heading the 

program. I think that speaks to me showing up as a queer woman in the space and just 

programming around the things that I like, and that resonated with people.  

Similar to several other participants, Harper found that successful student programing often 

involved bringing their personal perspective into the planning and development process.  

While sharing identity labels with their campus community created opportunities for 

engaging marginalized perspectives in programming, participants experienced challenges with 

community trust and engagement when their unique identities and subjectivities were different 

from others were perceived to be different within the LGBTQIA+ campus community. 

Additionally, some participants acknowledged that within the queer community, they 

experienced unique marginalizations because of their specific identities. Participants who 

identified as pansexual or bisexual largely expressed a persistent need to prove themselves to 

members of the LGBTQIA+ community at their university, particularly if they had a partner of a 
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different gender. Robin explained this issue as one specific to bi erasure in professional queer 

spaces, in which members of the LGBTQIA+ community intentionally disregarded bisexual 

experiences and perspectives because they did not acknowledge them as queer enough for 

LGBTQIA+ advocacy. Robin described the feeling of navigating these circumstances in her 

interview with an illustrative story. In her story, a colleague, who identified as a lesbian, 

discouraged her from including bisexual panelists in a program. Robin explained that these 

situations were not uncommon for her. She said:  

Sometimes it’s hard because you're hit on a personal level. That that sort of puts you off 

kilter, right, because you weren't expecting it. It’s one thing if I’m in a classroom and 

educating about LGBTQ identities, but... I wasn’t expecting to come from colleagues 

who are LGBTQ-identified...So it just sort of takes the breath out of you, and you just 

don’t, you know, your normal ability to, like, challenge or call people and just kind of 

goes out the window... And sometimes, quite honestly, there are times when, you know, 

when I’m talking or speaking at different things, particularly out in the community, I’ll 

just say, as somebody who’s LGBTQ identified, and I just won’t tell them. And I’ve had 

people come up and talk to me afterwards and they’re like, oh, and like really wanting to 

have this connection with me. And the minute that I tell them that I’m bi, or particularly 

if I tell them that I’m partnered with a man, then it’s just like I mean, I feel almost like a 

pariah. Like, you know, people are just like, oh, like you can see them sort of back up a 

little bit. And that that's just it's really, really hard to deal with that constantly on a 

professional level.  

Robin’s feelings of marginalization within the LGBTQIA+ community at her institution were 

echoed by other participants who identified as bisexual or had partners of a different gender. 
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Both Wendy and June, for instance, described themselves as bisexual or pansexual and 

acknowledged that they were or had been in straight-passing relationships in the past. While 

neither mentioned instances of open marginalization from other queer faculty or staff, they did 

both discuss a persistent pressure to demonstrate their queerness publicly, for fear of being 

perceived as less queer, and therefore less worthy to work in queer advocacy.  

For many of the participants included in my study, their queerness and their gender were 

deeply connected to other points of marginalization and privilege. Several people of color who 

participated in this study explicitly connected their racial identity as an intrinsic part of their 

work in LGBTQIA+ advocacy. In our conversation, Sara explained that her identity as a Latina 

woman provided her with a greater understanding of the needs of students of color in her 

institution as it pertains to LGBTQIA+ advocacy. She also said that she felt that Latin students 

felt more comfortable coming to her for advice and support because they shared a racial identity 

on campus. In her professional role, her identity as a Latina woman provided her with an 

opportunity to speak to student needs that might not be addressed otherwise. Jasmine, who 

described herself as biracial, also described her racial identity as an important part of her 

professional self in LGBTQIA+ advocacy. In our interview, Jasmine discussed her racial identity 

as an important factor in her personal coming-out experience. She said:  

I didn’t know, as a biracial person, that there was space in my life to also be 

bisexual. So, and growing up in predominantly brown and black spaces, like that’s where 

I felt most comfortable. But there are some very restrictive gender and sexuality codes 

that exist in the black community and being already fetishized as a, you know, an 

ambiguous Pan-African woman like I was, I just did not have the spiritual energy to 

explore my sexuality during my teenage years and things. I would say another huge part 
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about my sexuality as a queer person was also compounded by the fact that I was so 

closeted. And I thought that, like, my attraction to women would be like my dying secret 

and that I would never say the words out loud and that, you know, I would get married to 

a man and like, you know, they would just be a part of myself that I never explored.  

As Jasmine described in her personal connection to her work, this piece of her personal history 

played a big role in how she perceived her work environment and her purpose on campus. 

Despite the fact that Jasmine described feeling marginalized as a biracial, queer woman, she also 

expressed a sense of belonging and perspective that contributed positively to her work in 

LGBTQIA+ advocacy on her campus. Jasmine talked about her work community as an inclusive 

and supportive one where she felt she could be her whole authentic self. She also explained that 

because of her identity as a biracial queer woman, she was able to incorporate her perspective 

into advocacy and research for and about queer people of color.   

In our interviews, participants who identified as white also described their race as an 

important identity in their own work. Throughout our conversations, white participants explained 

that their whiteness was an aspect of their identity that they needed to remain aware of in their 

practice. Participants who described themselves as white explained that their privileged 

perspective meant they had to work hard to intentionally uplift voices of people of color in their 

work. Kylie explained this perspective when she said:  

It means I have to work extra, extra hard to make sure that for people of color, there is a 

space in the queer community, that it is partly my job to help create and cultivate and 

serve. I have to work super extra hard to make sure that the needs of those voices are 

being addressed, because if they’re not, it is 100 percent my fault and it is a failing of 

mine.  
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Spencer echoed Kylie’s sentiments regarding their responsibility to use their privilege to create 

affirming spaces for people of color in the LGBTQIA+ center at their university. When I asked 

Spencer to speak to identities or experiences outside of their queerness or feminine subjectivities 

that impacted their work, they said:  

 I think about my whiteness all the time in terms of, you know, not only how has 

internalized white supremacy impacted me, the work that I do, the way that I 

communicate and relate to students. So how am I to do that?... thinking through my 

personality as a white grad, assistant program coordinator, assistant director, now white 

director, in terms of how do folks read that racial identity in terms of whether they feel 

like they're going to be seen and affirmed in our spaces, ... and how does that impact 

students and their perception of our services and how they can build community?  

Harper also discussed how their identity as a white lesbian meant that she was responsible for 

carving out space for the experiences and voices of people who experienced more 

marginalization than she did. She explained that she had intentionally worked to acknowledge 

and celebrate trans awareness events, and actively sought out trans people of color to facilitate 

them. When she described her reasoning for this, she said,  

I’m just looking at the different ways in which we can find representation elsewhere, 

because being a white, queer person, there is a lot for me, and I don’t need that. Students 

need to be able to see other people of color, especially because we are working at a 

primarily white institution where they’re seeing a lot of people and hearing a lot of white 

narratives.  

Spencer, Harper and Kylie’s reflexivity concerning their own race demonstrates a trend in many 

of the conversations I had with white participants about their own attempts to provide inclusive 
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spaces for all students. While Sara and Jasmine were able to view creating programming for 

people with similar racial identities as a perk of the job, white practitioners in this study found 

providing inclusive spaces for people of color equally important; however, the latter group found 

it to be more difficult because neither themselves nor their offices had representation of those 

identities on staff.  

Last, several participants listed invisible identities as important to their sense of self and 

professional identity. Mental health and chronic illness were both listed among several 

interviewees as points of marginalization that had an impact on their perspective and their work. 

During their description of other holistic identities that impacted their perspective and 

professional life, Spencer disclosed a degenerative neurological disorder. They explained that 

this invisible identity had the potential to significantly impact their professional life in the future. 

For Spencer, this part of their experience and the potential for change it brings to their ability 

status and professional career weighed heavily along with the other parts of themself that they 

brought to their work life. After describing their invisible identity, Spencer wondered aloud, 

“Are institutions ready to respond to this when my body potentially changes and isn't as capable 

as it is right now?”   

Wendy also described an invisible identity during our interview. She explained that she 

had been diagnosed with an anxiety disorder that directly impacted her experience and 

perspective in her work in LGBTQIA+ advocacy. While Spencer’s invisible identity brought up 

concerns about their future ability status and their institution’s response to their condition, 

Wendy described her anxiety disorder as a companion to her current work on campus. As 

someone whose job requires a public professional persona for the LGBTQIA+ community, 

Wendy explained that her anxiety disorder is most noticeable in those times when she is asked to 
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present as publicly queer. Wendy explained that risks of rejection, discrimination, and 

professional consequences associated with speaking out on queer issues or openly presenting as 

queer have a history of aggravating her anxiety. She said:  

It just compounds, I think, you know, and you never know when you disclose what 

people are going to say and going back to what I was saying in the beginning, like, you 

know, I don't often think about it. Like, if I feel that it’s safe to say or like feel 

comfortable saying like, oh, my girlfriend or I'm queer like part of the queer community 

or something, man. It just like naturally comes out. But there have been times where like 

the National Coming Out Day thing, like I need to, I need to take this risk and be 

authentic. But I’m so anxious over it that it’s like, yeah, there’s dissonance there.  

Ultimately, Wendy and Spencer both have found ways to accommodate their invisible identities 

to their professional roles for now; however, both describe them as current or future obstacles 

that have the potential to impact their work and personal lives. 

Summary of Chapter Four 

Overall, participants’ job descriptions were similar despite their individual titles. Whether 

they were a Director, Coordinator, Graduate Assistant, or Administrative Secretary, participants 

all listed program coordination, student support, educational outreach, and campus advocacy as 

their primary tasks. In addition to this similarity, participants all described their experiences in 

their role as being colored by and deeply connected to their unique identities and perspectives; 

for everyone, their work was deeply personal. All participants described their motivation for 

taking their current job as a labor of love and passion.  
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Regardless of job title or time spent in practice, all participants viewed their career choice as a 

result of their personal connection to the work and the LGBTQIA+ community, as well as their 

firm belief in the value and importance of their role on campus.  

Ultimately, the data yielded several major themes. Participant responses showed 

consistent concerns and considerations surrounding their queer, professional persona. Within this 

theme, there was a constant tension surrounding participants’ attempts to present to campus 

administrators as appropriately professional based upon the norms established at each institution 

while also presenting themselves in an authentic and recognizably queer way in order to achieve 

professional ethos with LGBTQIA+ community members. As participants worked to appease 

these two constituencies in their work life, their choice of dress and physical presentation was 

often subject to criticisms and stigma rooted in heteronormative, patriarchal, or stereotypical 

norms and expectations.  

Beyond professional dress and physical presentation, participants listed a variety of daily 

tasks and emotional labor expectations that were not specifically named in their job descriptions 

or acknowledged and compensated for by their institutions. All participants described caregiving 

tasks beyond student advising and programming as a regular part of their job, and many 

disclosed performing those responsibilities outside of their scheduled work hours due to student 

needs and crises. Participants also disclosed that their educational outreach responsibilities often 

meant sharing personal stories and experiences with harassment and discrimination in order to 

build empathy and ethos with faculty and staff.  

Within our conversations, participants also described themselves as complex people 

whose intersectional and holistic identities were a constant factor in their work. Participants with 

heavily marginalized queer identities described instances of discrimination and stigma from 
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campus administrators and within the campus LGBTQIA+ community itself. In their role as 

advocates, participants consistently described experiences in which they were met with 

administrative pushback and policies that were harmful to students as well as themselves. 

 In addition to complications resulting from navigating queer identities, participants also 

described the complexities surrounding race, ability status, gender identity, age, and professional 

status within the university as salient to their sense of self and their personal view of their role on 

campus.
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CHAPTER FIVE  

AUTOETHNOGRAPHIC DATA 

Purpose 

The purpose of my study was to investigate the methods by which people with feminine 

subjectivities in LGBTQIA+ advocacy roles navigate their role on campus, as well as their 

identities and relationships with campus queer communities. My research questions were as 

follows:   

1. How do queer people with feminine subjectivities in LGBTQIA+ support and advocacy 

roles on college campuses navigate their identity and professionalism?  

e. How do queer people with feminine subjectivities navigate heteronormative 

systems within the parameters of the queer spaces they inhabit and create?  

f. How do queer people with feminine subjectivities navigate patriarchal systems 

within the parameters of the queer spaces they inhabit and create?  

2. How do queer people with feminine subjectivities navigate chosen family and queer 

kinship in support, caregiving, and advocacy roles with students?  

The findings listed in this chapter were collected through my own autoethnographic depictions 

and experiences. The narrative selections presented in this chapter are organized thematically 

rather than chronologically. All the names listed in this chapter are pseudonyms for students, 

faculty, and staff I worked with during my time as the graduate assistant for the Safe Zone 

Resource Center at the University of Alabama. With the exception of one vignette titled “Trauma 
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and Recovery,” all the narratives in this chapter are rendered as I remember them to have 

happened. The section titled “Trauma and Recovery” is an accurate depiction of my experience; 

however, the details of the students involved are presented as a composite story depicting a type 

of common encounter that took place in my office. I chose to create a composite story for this 

narrative in order to protect the anonymity and privacy of the many students who disclosed 

trauma to me over the years.  

 I would like to offer a trigger warning for the contents of the section titled “Trauma and 

Recovery.” This section of my autoethnography depicts my own experiences with sexual assault 

and Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, and it may be difficult for some to read. While this part of 

my narrative does not directly address my queer identity in relation to my work in the Safe Zone 

Resource Center, it is directly connected to my experience of the world through my own 

feminine subjectivity. It also demonstrates a significant form of unpaid, emotional labor placed 

on many of us who engage in advocacy work for marginalized student populations.  

Chosen Family 
 

“How do we understand this way of being bound up with one another, of being 

implicated in each other’s lives, a mode of interdependency that is hardly chosen and 

never precisely easy?” (Butler, 2009, pg. 384) 

There’s no better way to get students to stop by my office than to put up the closed sign, 

shut the door, and start eating lunch. It never fails, and sometimes I wonder why I try to eat in 

my office at all. There are certainly other places on campus where I could find peace, if not 

solitude. It’s just that, like my students, I find comfort and a sense of home in this space. I often 

joke in orientations and ally training seminars that my office is hard to miss, because it’s covered 

in rainbows and glitter. I use this as a joke to break the tension early in training sessions, but it’s 
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not much of an exaggeration. My office sits down a secluded hallway in the university’s Student 

Center. I’m hard to find, because the building’s been added onto several times, and some of the 

additions are a bit haphazard. Despite the location, once you’re in the right place, there’s no 

missing the Safe Zone Resource Center. I’ve taken the phrase “loud and proud” literally, and the 

space serves as an example for us all.  

Just outside my door hangs a flyer rack and a bulletin board. We keep all our most recent 

event notices there, so they can be seen around the corner. They are colorfully designed with 

rainbows, bold fonts, and bright gradients, so that they, or we, stand out in the midst of the bland 

uniformity of the university. The Safe Zone Resource Center is a small office for a university 

with nearly 40,000 students, but we work hard to be a large presence on campus, and bright color 

is our tool of choice for making that presence known. My front door advertises the resource 

center office hours (Monday -Thursday from 1-5 p.m.), the fall book picks for Alphabet Soup 

(our book club), and the status of the office at the time. At this moment, our rainbow elephant 

logo tells visitors, “Sorry, We’re Closed. (but Still Open Minded!)”  

Like our fliers, the office itself is a disorganized mess of color: posters, rainbow and 

unicorn craft projects, and My Little Pony stickers. I love it. It feels like home and on any given 

day, the walls of the room boast an array of brightly colored posters, flyers, thank-you notes 

from other offices on campus, and crafts made for me by students. I keep the glare of the 

overhead lighting to a minimum and turn on lamps that give off a softer, yellow light. Finally, I 

choose a Spotify playlist that gives me some ambient noise to work to. Today, it’s an upbeat 

instrumental soundtrack with acoustic guitars and drums.   

More than the sights and sounds of the office, it’s the smells that make it feel like home. I 

walk into the space and inhale the comforting scents of coffee and lavender. The coffee is 
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usually from the previous day — I keep a coffee pot going in my office most days, and I usually 

forget to rinse it out before I go home — and the lavender comes from our Trans Day of 

Remembrance wreath. It’s made of real lavender, and despite its somber purpose and age (it’s 

been hanging in the office since long before I started working here), it fills the office with a 

soothing scent that puts me at ease. Every day I plan to drop off my lunch, run to the gym, then 

work in the library until my office hours start at 1:00 p.m.  — but every morning, I walk in, 

inhale deeply, feel my heart rate slow and my shoulders relax, and I know I’ll be back when my 

workout is done even if it means I get interrupted.   

 “I just wanted you to know I’m okay,” one of my students, Red, says as she walks 

by the office.   

I look up from my lunch, caught off guard, and respond with, “Oh…good. I’m 

glad.”   

Registering my confusion, Red clarifies, “I went to the doctor. They’re going to 

have do an MRI; I might have to have surgery, but I’m okay.”  

 My brow furrows. “Oh, I didn’t know I’m…”  

“It’s really common, something to do with my brain stem. I’ll either have to wear 

a brace for a while or have surgery to fix it. It’s okay, really, my friend is going with me 

when I get the MRI. She’ll be with me the whole time.”   

I ask, “Are you sure you’re alright? Is there anything I can do? Anything you 

need?”   

“No,” she says, “it’s just that… you’re an adult; I wanted an adult to know. I 

mean, my mom knows, but I wanted an adult other than my mom to know.”   
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I say, “Thank you for letting me know, I’ll keep my fingers crossed for good 

results.”   

  

She starts to walk away, but briefly adds, “I just know how you are worried about 

us, especially after Joan getting concussed and all last week. You sure have a lot of queer 

kids to take care of this year, huh?”  

Red attends my weekly support group for first year LGBTQIA+ students. I promote the 

program by telling prospective group members that we meet once a week to decompress and eat 

junk food together, but we all know it’s more than that. By facilitating peer support groups, I get 

to keep tabs on my students and find out what the LGBTQIA+ Resource Center should do to best 

serve them. The group, which we call Rainbow Connection, is a conduit for community building. 

In meetings, I teach them — or perhaps, it’s more appropriate to say that we teach one another — 

how to build a supportive community, to come to understand the value of being a part of a 

chosen family.  

*  *  * 

“Let’s begin this week’s meeting by giving our names and pronouns, so that new 

members can introduce themselves and learn everyone’s names,” I say as we begin our 

third Rainbow Connection meeting for the semester. “I’ll start. I’m Lizzie, and my 

pronouns are she/her/hers.” I hold up our talking talisman, a rainbow-colored piñata, and 

after a brief pause, Julie reaches out to hold it.  

“I’m Julie, my pronouns are they/them/theirs.” They pass the piñata to the next 

person.  

“I’m Liam, my pronouns are he/him/his.”  

“I’m Angela, my pronouns are she/her/hers.”  
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“I’m Red, my pronouns are she/her/hers.”  

“I’m Joan, my pronouns are she/her/hers.”  

“I’m Seamus, my pronouns are they/them/theirs.”  

“I’m Stevie, my pronouns are he/him/his.”  

“I’m Christine, my pronouns are she/her/hers.”  

“I’m Skylar, my pronouns are he/him/his.”   

“Because we have some new folx in the room,” I say, “I’d like to remind you all 

of our group norms. First, the person with Percy— ”   

“Percival, his name is Percival the Piñata,” interjects Christine.  

“Right, the person with Percival the Piñata is the only person speaking at any 

given time. While someone else is talking, our job is to listen and offer support. Next, we 

all agree to keep our conversations in this space confidential. Last, we always strive to 

assume best intentions of each other, especially if we happen to be working through a 

challenging topic or situation. These are our agreed-on norms, but you all are in charge, 

so if we need to make amendments at any time, we can do so.”  

There’s an uncomfortable silence. This cohort is new, and they aren’t ready to take 

ownership over the group yet. I don’t actually expect them to ask for any changes but facilitating 

conversation as though they are in charge is a necessary first step to teaching them to build 

community and establish a positive culture on their own terms.   

“Okay then,” I say, “let’s begin this meeting with our traditional starter question: 

How was your week?”  

Barely able to contain himself, Liam jumps up to grab Percival and blurts out, “I 

got hit by a car!” He grins widely as the room erupts in questions and exclamations.  
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Through the many shouts of “oh my god!” and “why didn’t you call 

the police?”, I try to quiet the room to ask for more information.   

I stand and say, “Liam, are you alright?”  

“Yeah,” he responds, “I hit my head, but it's fine.”  

The room erupts into noise and exclamations again, and I take a moment to 

remind everyone of the rule about talking.   

“Let’s let Liam explain what happened. Remember, the only person talking is the 

one holding Percival. Okay, Liam, why don’t you tell us what happened.”  

“Well,” Liam says, beaming with excitement at having all eyes on him, “I was 

walking through a crosswalk towards the dining hall, and I thought this big truck was 

going to stop for me, because I saw them slowing down. So, I started to cross the street, 

and the driver must not have seen me, because he bumped right into me!” Sheepishly, he 

adds, “My head really only tapped the front of his bumper.”  

The room is silent for a bit, and the unimpressed looks on everyone’s faces tell me 

and Liam that they were expecting more bang for their buck. Shyly, another student, 

Joan, raises her hand to ask for Percival.   

She says, “I actually hit my head too this week.”    

I inhale deeply and ask, “Joan, what happened to you?!”  

She grins broadly with pride in the knowledge that her story is better than Liam’s, 

or at least, her injury more serious. “I started playing on the rugby team last week, and a 

girl twice my size tackled me!” Still grinning she says, “When I fell, I hit my head. I 

heard a pop, and everything went dark for a little while. It’s okay though, I slept fine that 

night, and my head only still hurts a little.”   
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“Oh my god, Joan! That sounds like you had a concussion!” Screeches Red. Red 

looks at me for guidance, and I take another deep breath.  

“Joan, did anyone check to make sure you didn’t have a concussion at practice? 

Did you explain your injury to a coach or doctor before going home and sleeping?” I ask.  

“Nah, I didn’t want to stop playing. It’s fine. I’m fine. I just figured you should 

know.” Joan responded as she threw Percival to Stevie.  

Throughout our session, students discussed stressors, plans for the weekend, and small 

victories for the week. Despite the confidential nature of our sessions, it always takes several 

months to get them to trust one another enough to be vulnerable. Typically, students need a lot of 

help to build the skills required to effectively support one another, and it isn’t until they learn 

those skills that they begin to really open up. In the meantime, however, I’ve learned that seeds 

planted in our support group often come to fruition in the form of a one-on-one conversation 

with a student a few days later, and until they can be trusted to take care of each other, they tend 

to seek me out.  

It’s these interactions and others that remind me of this concept of chosen family. I find 

myself regularly, being described as a mother to my students (most recently, they’ve taken to 

calling me “queer mom”), and while I understand my role as a caregiving one, I never chose that 

level of dependency.  

First Days 
 

On my first day in the Safe Zone office, I wander through the halls of the student center, 

still unable to find the office on my first try and feel relieved when I see the rainbow door sign 

up ahead a few moments before the start of my first shift at 1 p.m. Looking through the door 
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window, the office is dark and the sign on the door says, “Sorry, we’re closed, but still open-

minded.” I try the knob, but it doesn’t work.   

It had been presumptuous to assume that someone would be downstairs to greet me, I 

suppose. I would be the only employee whose full occupation was to work for the resource 

center. And so, I take a breath, curse myself for getting lost in the building (again), and look 

through my phone to find the email my new supervisor, Ness, had sent me the week before. Sure 

enough, it says, “I’ll leave you a key at the front desk of my office, in case I’m not in when you 

get there.” I Google “Office of Student Involvement” and see that I’m one floor below his office. 

I walk upstairs and nervously ask the woman at the front desk, “Hi, I’m Lizzie, the new Safe 

Zone GA. Is Ness in or if not, do you have the key to the Safe Zone office?”  

“Hi Lizzie! I’m Lorrie. It’s nice to meet you.” Lorrie responds, smiling. “He’s in his 

office, I think. Ness! You back there? Lizzie’s here to see you.” She yells towards the back of the 

office suite.  

I listen as a chair creaks and Ness walks out smiling. “Hi Lizzie. Come on back!”  

“I have to leave to go to meeting in like five minutes, so I guess your first day is going to 

be a bit of a trial by fire.” Ness says, chuckling nervously as I sit down.   

“Oh,” I say, “um… alright then.”  

“Ok, so here’s your key, let’s walk down to the office together, and I’ll show you how to 

sign into the email before my meeting.”   

“Ok, that works, I guess.” I respond.  

*  *  * 

Two weeks and a dozen emails to Ness later, he shows up in my office. “Hey! I’ve been 

horribly neglectful recently and I should really introduce you to some of our partner offices on 

campus. Do you want to take our bikes around tomorrow afternoon and meet everyone?”  
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“Sure,” I say.   

I make a special effort to ride my bike in and the next day, Ness stands in my doorway, 

helmet in hand. “You ready?” He asks.   

“Yup! Just let me grab my stuff.” I respond.  

We make our way out to the bike rack and Ness says, “I’m so relieved to see you wear a 

helmet. I can’t believe how many people bike around this town without one.”  

“Oh, I know!” I say. “I’ve been nearly run off the road by dudes in big trucks too many 

times to not wear one.”  

Ness’s bike is faster than mine, or more likely, he’s just faster from biking back and forth 

to work from the neighboring town every day. We travel through campus streets and over to the 

Women and Gender Resource Center where we chain up our bikes.   

First, Ness walks me into the lobby. “Is anyone available for a quick chat?” He asks the 

woman at the front desk.   

“I think Payton and Chloe are free.” She says. “Go right on back.”  

We walk down the hallways, and Ness turns to me and says, “The Women and Gender 

Resource Center has been a big ally to Safe Zone since it was first started, and even though they 

aren’t specifically labeled as an LGBTQ+ center, we end up sending a lot of people here. It’s 

good to know some names and faces.”  

We chat with Payton and Chloe about the WGRC’s resource library and campus news for 

a while. Payton and Chloe describe the resources offered at the center and emphasize their desire 

to partner on LGBTQIA+ programming. They also take extra time to describe the center’s 

counseling services to me so that I can knowledgeably refer students to them if need be.  
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“Hey, um… just so you know, if you ever need anything or to talk to anyone. The WGRC 

is great. I’ve been before…I had to go for a while. They were really helpful.” Ness tells me as we 

put our helmets back on to head towards the Student Conduct office.   

On our bike ride back across campus, I wonder, Does he know? Did I say something? Do 

something? Or is he just letting me know just in case?  

Trauma and Recovery 
 
“The conflict between the will to deny horrible events and the will to proclaim them aloud is the 

central dialectic of psychological trauma.” (Herman, Judith Lewis, 1997, pg. 1)  

Disclosure  

Sitting at my desk, answering email, I look up to see a student standing in my doorway. A 

young man stood glancing around the room, eyes wide and hands buried deep in his pockets.   

“This the Safe Zone office?” he asks.  

I feel the familiar tightness in my chest, and begin to wonder (against my will), If I 

scream will someone hear me?  

“Yes” I force myself to respond. “Is there anything I can help you with?”  

“Uh… are you queer?” he asks.   

I feel the blood run from my face, and with white knuckles on my chair, I say, “uh…um, 

yeah. I’m demisexual and bisexual.”  

He’s still standing in my doorway, his posture is relaxed, but I can’t stop imagining how I 

would escape. It’s late afternoon, and no one’s down here. He could close the door. It locks from 

the inside; no one could get in here in time to help me.    
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I try to force my eyes to focus on him, ignore the dryness of my mouth, the taste of iron 

in the back of my throat, the vivid memory of arms wrapped around my neck, of a hand over my 

mouth that tasted like dirt and sweat.   

“I’m ace too!” He says.  

“Uh, oh, um… that’s awesome!” I force out.  

Staring down at my feet, I think, please just leave. Please don’t hurt me. Please don’t 

stay; I’m afraid I’ll hurt you.  

He continues to glance around nervously, and I continue to force a smile. God, I hope he 

can’t see the panic in my eyes.   

After a few moments, he says, “Well, I guess it’s great to know you all are here.” Then he 

walks away.   

I listen as his footsteps disappear from hearing, and I walk to the door, look outside to 

make sure he’s left, and change the sign to “Sorry, we’re closed, but still open minded.” I sit 

back down at my desk and force long, deep breaths until I can’t taste dirt in my mouth anymore.   

The next day, I walk into Ness’s office. “Hey, do you mind if I shut the door for a 

minute,” I ask, standing in his doorway, my hands in my pockets.   

“Sure,” Ness responds, looking up from his computer. “What’s up?”  

“Um… well, something happened yesterday, and I feel like you should know about it.”  

Ness’s eyebrows raise, and I see worry in his eyes.   

“No one did anything wrong.” I respond quickly. “It’s just that a student came in the 

office, and I couldn’t help them; I couldn’t do my job.”  

“What do you mean?” Ness asks.  



 

 111 
 

“I, um… I…he didn’t do anything, I promise, it's just that he reminded me of…” I take a 

deep breath.   

“I have PTSD, and I had a flashback. I don’t know what it was about him, but I just 

couldn’t…”  

“Oh,” Ness says, and I see his eyebrows raise. Hands on his heart, he says, “you don’t 

have to say anything else. I get it; I mean I really get it. What can I do? How can I help?”  

“I… I just… I didn’t think it would affect my work, otherwise I would have said 

something sooner, I… I just don’t want to not be able to do my job because of it.” I respond.  

“Well, would it help if you knew you could bring students up to me or call or text me for 

help if you need it?” Ness asks. “I could always just come down to help out, or you could walk a 

student up here.”  

“Okay, I just…”  

“Really, it’s ok. I don’t need to know,” He says.  

Just Work Through It  

I hear two college-aged women whispering nervously outside my office door. They 

giggle at the condom dispenser and then move back over to the side of the door I can’t see from 

my chair. I hear them talk about the office. They say it looks colorful, that there’s a candy bowl 

inside; they laugh nervously again. This experience isn’t new to me. Almost daily, I listen to 

students stand outside my office and comment on the space, what it stands for, whether or not 

it’s for them, and their opinions about its value on campus.  

Based on the tremor in the voices of the women outside, I assume at least one of them is 

just coming to terms with a queer identity and that if they choose to walk through the door, we’ll 

have a conversation about coming out: who to tell first, how to approach the conversation, what 
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to do when, what if people react badly. It’s a conversation I have with students all the time, and 

even in the best circumstances, these conversations are heartbreaking. Despite the grim nature of 

helping another person decide how much they are willing to risk in order to live their life openly 

— to embrace themselves — helping a person through the coming-out process is also an 

incredibly rewarding part of my job. In these types of situations, I’m equipped to help. I can 

maintain some degree of emotional distance and authority, and people generally leave my office 

feeling better than when they walked in.   

After several minutes of waiting for them to either pass the office or stop in, I see two 

young women finally standing in the door. They are wearing the unspoken uniform I’ve come to 

expect from undergraduate women, particularly first years, at this institution: oversized t-shirts in 

pastel shades of orange, green, blue, and pink that nearly hide their Nike shorts. They’re both 

wearing the same pair of Nike sneakers and look as though they have recently gotten spray tans. 

Both women have long straight hair, although one is blond and the other is brunette. The blonde 

woman walks in first and her friend follows less certainly. It’s clear that the second girl to enter 

the space has been strongly encouraged to come, and I assume she’s the person in need of help. I 

invite them in with my usual smile and try to pretend like I haven’t been eavesdropping on them 

for the last five minutes. I swivel towards them in my chair, offer them a seat at the table across 

from my desk, lean forward and ask “What brings you into the office today?” I barely finish my 

greeting, when the last women to enter the room blurts out “I was raped.”  

For a moment, there’s silence between us, and to me it feels like the air has been sucked 

out of the room. My stomach lurches, and I notice the all-too-familiar taste of iron in the back of 

my throat. My sinuses feel numb, as though I’ve just been punched in the face, and I taste blood. 

The office spins, and I have to blink a few times to make it stop. In this brief silence, I try to 
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remind myself that this is her trauma, not mine. I try to tell my body to react appropriately. This 

isn’t about ME, I remind myself, and I force my face to appear sympathetic rather than 

panicked.   

This isn’t the first time a student has reported a sexual assault to me, and it won’t be the last. 

Even though Safe Zone doesn’t directly deal with sexual violence, I make it clear to all the 

students I work with that I am here for them regardless of the nature of their crises. Nevertheless, 

sexual assault cases are the ones that always cause me the most distress. My status as a survivor 

living with PTSD makes working with these students both a personal priority and a challenge.  *  

*  * 

 

The summer before I begin my PhD program and my job with the Safe Zone Resource 

Center, my partner Ansel and I purchase a new home. This new home is the most yellow house 

on the block. There are other yellow houses, but they’re poser houses, pale in comparison to 

ours. On moving weekend, though, Ansel is out of town. I bribed friends with bagels and coffee 

to help me, and while we manage to get all the furniture and heavy boxes moved to the new 

place, at the end of the day, there are still several carloads of sundry items: papers, framed 

pictures, small boxes, houseplants.  

I go back to the old house, alone, to collect these items over the next several days. 

Without furniture, dogs, or lights, the house is gloomy even in the daylight. Painted black floors 

seem dirtier than usual with no rugs to cover them, and every scratch and stain on the walls is 

more visible without furniture and pictures to hide them. I’ve turned off the air conditioning, and 

even at 8 a.m., the room that had been our living room felt stale and heavy with humidity.  

For three days, I return to our old house to pack things to bring to our new home, always 

early in the morning to avoid the heat, and always alone, because I’ve already asked so much of 
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my friends. I go back for a final load and to clean the house on the Saturday of Memorial Day 

weekend. Late that morning, as I walk back into the house, my car now full of random items 

from our old life in the old house, cursing at all the cleaning work I have left to do, a man comes 

and stands in my open doorway. He knocks on the door frame, and I turn around.   

“This house for rent?” he asks.   

“I’m sorry, no. The new tenants are coming by later today to look at it.” I respond 

truthfully. He continues to stand in my doorway with his hands in his pockets. His eyes dart back 

and forth from me to the back of the house and back out onto the street. Moving closer to the 

door, I’m able to see his face that had previously been shadowed by the rising sun behind him. I 

see a round face, a square jaw, and short hair. His face is stubbled with grey hair, but still kept, 

and he wears a grey button-up, dark jeans, and boots that are clearly sturdy enough for hard work 

but look clean. It isn’t until I realize he’s wearing women’s sunglasses that are definitely too 

small for his face that I start to worry. The floral detailing along the sides and their small, 

rounded frames make the rest of his personage seem out of place.   

“You alone?” he asks.  

*  *  * 

It’s remarkable what moments our bodies choose to remember and to discard. When I 

have nightmares and flashbacks, it isn’t the struggle I remember, or the way his hand tasted like 

dirt and sweat when I bit his thumb to stop his covering my mouth. I don’t remember how I got 

the cuts and scratches the detectives photographed later that day. But I relive one particular 

moment over and over again. In that moment, and every time I’ve relived it since, it’s like 

someone has wrapped twine around my lungs and is pulling it tight: my lungs hurt, my breathing 

is shallow, and I’m light-headed. When I have nightmares about the assault, this is always where 

they lead, the moment in which I knew I was in danger: the last breath before the fight.  
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I don’t remember how it happened, but the next thing I do remember is kicking and 

flailing as I try to pull his arms away from my neck. He’s behind me, holding me off the ground 

in a headlock. I feel a dull thud against the side of my head and vaguely register it as his fist.  

*  *  * 

Later, in a 6 -by-6 foot interrogation room, in the homicide unit of the police department, 

I take stock of the dirty navy-blue carpet and the old, worn-out desk and chair I’m sitting in. 

Glancing behind me, I see a fist-size hole punched into the dingy grey wall, and I register the 

lingering scent of sweat and stale beer from the space’s previous tenant.  

I give my statement to one of the officers assigned to the case. I sit in my chair with the 

glass of water they’ve given me, unable to drink it for fear of comprising the evidence under my 

fingernails. I feel wrung out, like a wet cloth, and I’m surprised to realize that my experience of 

shock feels the similar to the way I used to feel after pulling a coffee=fueled all-nighter in 

college. I’m tired, shaky, and numb.    

Detective Stevens walks into the room with cotton swabs and nail-cleaning supplies. He 

says, “If it’s alright, I’d like to go ahead and get that DNA evidence from your nails and mouth.” 

I nod, and he sets to work on my nails.  

After he finishes swabbing under the fingernails of my left hand in silence, I nervously 

say, “Thanks so much for the manicure. Feel free to slap on a clear coat of polish too while 

you’re at it!” he looks up, eyes round with surprise.   

“Are you making a joke?” he asks.   

When I nod and smile nervously, he chuckles a bit and returns his attention to my hands. 

After collecting DNA from my hands and mouth, he brings out a tape recorder.  

“I’m sorry, I know you’ve been through this several times already, but could I get your 

statement one more time?” He asks.   
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I nod, and for the fourth time that day, I begin.  

“While I was moving out of my old house, a man followed me inside the front 

door. He asked me if I was alone. I said ‘no,’ but he didn’t believe me. I don’t remember 

how, but the next thing I knew, I was in a headlock and he was pulling me toward the 

back of the house. I kicked and screamed for a long time. At one point, he hit me in the 

head. He tried to cover my mouth to stop me from screaming, too, but I bit his thumb as 

hard as I could. I almost lost consciousness a few times, but eventually a neighbor heard 

me screaming and came to help. He asked if I needed help, and I said, ‘yes, I’m being 

attacked.’ The neighbor told the man who was attacking me to leave and followed him, 

trying to get a picture of his face as he walked out of the house. He told me to call 911, so 

I did.”  

*  *  * 

Since the attack, I’ve repeated this account more times than I can count. At first, it was 

always to detectives and investigators, but later, the story was repeated to prosecuting attorneys, 

therapists, counselors, and psychiatrists. With few exceptions, I always experience the telling of 

the story the same way: I taste blood, my face goes numb. Then, if I’m lucky, I go numb 

emotionally, too. I walk through the event outside myself, as if witnessing it from a distance: It 

isn’t me this is happening to, happened to — it’s someone else. Later, however, I always feel the 

weight of the responses my story garners from others. I experience the indignation and guilt of 

the detective’s questions: “Were you aware of your surroundings?” and “Why did you go to the 

house alone?”  

*  *  * 

While they discuss me outside the interrogation room, I assume they’re discussing 

someone else. They keep calling her “the victim.” After five hours of answering questions, 
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taking reports, examining photo arrays, photographing cuts and bruises, and gathering DNA 

evidence, they thank me for being so cooperative. They compare me to other women, women 

who they say weren’t as cooperative, women who cried or withheld information that was too 

difficult to speak out loud. They tell me I’m one of the exceptional ones. It isn’t until I’m home, 

surrounded by friends, that I realize how unsafe I was in that homicide unit, and how close I 

came to being one of those other women considered too damaged by the attack to be of use to 

them.   

*  *  * 

After my mind completes the obligatory replay of my own trauma triggered by the girls 

in my office, I take one breath, then another. Then, like a passing wave, the room is still and I 

feel the oxygen return to my brain.   

“Before you begin,” I say, “you should know that I am a mandatory reporter. If you tell 

me anything that constitutes a Title IX violation according to the school’s code of conduct, I may 

be required to report it. You should also know that in the event that I do file a report, a 

representative from the Title IX office will likely contact you. They will do their best to protect 

your privacy and will work hard to make sure you choose how you proceed if they can. If you’re 

uncomfortable with the idea, you are free to decide not to discuss this with me further.”  

“Will they make me press charges?” she asks.  

“No, you are in charge of whether or not you pursue legal action. Most of the time, Title 

IX officers reach out to offer support and resources, and they avoid taking action that goes 

against a survivor’s wishes unless they are required to do so by law.” I respond.  

She tells me what happened anyway, and I listen. When she’s done, I ask “do you feel 

safe where you’re staying now? Do you have friends who will stay with you if you need them?”   

“Yes,” she assures me.  
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I try to be reassuring, and I say, “I want you to know how brave you are to come talk to 

me. You’re doing everything right, and I’m going to make sure you get connected to people who 

will help you move forward from here. They’ll help you decide what healing from this will look 

like and how to get there. Now that you’re here, what is it you think you need?”  

“I want someone I can talk to about this. I’ve never told anyone before now, and I want to 

get help,” she says. Together, we set up an appointment with the same resources it took me 

almost a year to access.   

“Here is my card,” I say. “If you need anything before or after your appointment, don’t 

hesitate to call me.”  

“Thanks,” she says.  

“Yeah, thanks,” her friend calls out.  

  As they're leaving, I realize I never learned her name; I forgot to get her information. 

They’re almost out of ear shot, but my chest tightens, I taste blood, and the room spins again.  

*  *  * 

Responses to trauma by official and non-official persons are immensely important to the 

recovery of a survivor of trauma (Ahrens, 2006; Borja, Callahan, & Long, 2006). Ahrens (2006) 

found that inappropriate attempts at support which resulted in more harm than good were usually 

offered by unofficial providers (friends and/or family); however, that wasn’t my experience. 

While I am sure the policemen who worked with me on the day of my assault intended their 

comments on my demeanor and compliance to make me feel better about myself or my situation, 

they only succeeded in demonstrating how unsafe I was in their care.  Conversely, Ness’s 

sensitivity to my situation and his desire to save me the discomfort of talking about my assault at 

work had the unintentional effect of silencing me, of reminding me that work wasn’t a place for 

vulnerability.   
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Despite the negative reactions I have received, my recovery has been marked by 

astounding shows of support and compassion, some of them from people whose attempts at 

support weren’t always appropriate. Borja, Callahan, and Long (2006) argue that not only is 

effective support helpful in the recovery for a trauma survivor, but that truly effective support 

can help a person grow from their trauma over time. Even though I wasn’t able to disclose my 

whole story to Ness on the day narrated earlier, I did eventually. More important than that, 

however, was his casual recommendation that I get help at the Women’s and Gender Resource 

Center on campus, should I ever need it. His disclosure of personal knowledge of their services 

did help, and it’s a trick of the trade I’ve used multiple times with other survivors who have 

disclosed to me. In my experiences with trauma related work with students, my own experiences 

have ultimately presented as both a strength and a weakness. My ability to empathize with 

victims and survivors and speak from personal experience has made helping students easier to 

some extent, but I’ve had to learn to contend with the ways in which their disclosures trigger me 

in the moment. Early on in my recovery, I struggled to quiet the flashback and intrusive thoughts 

that distracted me from my own responsibility to care for others. While this still presents itself as 

a challenge, I’ve since learned a sort of muscle memory response to students in need that 

activates when I need it to. I don’t always do everything right (I doubt that anyone ever does) 

when students disclose their own trauma to me, but my own trauma doesn’t take center stage in 

my mind during those moments anymore.  

Advisory Board 
 

“Part of your job, as the Safe Zone GA, will be to attend all Safe Zone advisory board 

and training committee meetings,” Ness tells me. “They’ll probably start getting together once a 

month or so in the next few weeks. I should be able to attend with you, and you shouldn’t stress 
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about them. It’s just good for you to stay informed and for the volunteers and supporters of the 

office to know what’s going on from day-to-day.”  

Ness and I arrive at the first meeting early to distribute packets of information at each 

chair on the large conference table in our typical meeting room. This large conference room with 

it’s grey, brown walls shown in sharp contrast from my colorful and disorganized office next 

door. As advisory board members filed into the room, Ness chatted pleasantly with them, while I 

anxiously read over our agenda for the meeting.  

“Let’s start this meeting by discussing changes we want to make to the training 

PowerPoint and materials,” says Drew, a tenured professor who had been a leading voice and 

consistent volunteer for the Safe Zone program for the past several years.  “Does anyone have 

any suggestions for the fall 2015 training?”  

Erin responds first: “I think the tips for addressing homophobia in the classroom are 

problematic. Do we have anyone who would like to fix them?”  

To this, I respond: “Actually, we had a few volunteers from the English Department 

make the necessary changes last year. It’s just that we’d already done all our printing by the time 

they finished. This was something I wanted to address as well, and I’ve put copies of the 

proposed update in your packets. I was hoping everyone would take a look and offer any 

feedback they had before we send it off to be printed.”  

“Oh, well, that makes things easy!”  Erin says.   

“I know. We got lucky that two folx from English took issue with the materials and 

offered a revision. I just wish we’d been able to get it in last year’s packet.” I say.   

“Alright then. Does anyone have any other suggestions?” asks Ness.   
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Drew speaks up. “I was wondering how you all felt about our including Asexual 

identities in the training. I know that some students were upset to hear we hadn’t included them 

in the past and that’s why we added them this year, but I just don’t feel like Ace identities are the 

same thing as queer identities. Queer identities have to do with who a person is attracted to, not 

how often they experience attraction.”  

At this, I tilt my head down and look intently at the proposed updates to the training 

materials. It’s never occurred to me that the advisory board doesn’t know I’m demisexual, and 

I’m sure Drew’s comment wasn’t meant to intentionally make me feel unwelcome, but it does. I 

glance up and see Ness’s eyes darting towards me, full of anxiety and concern, then back to the 

rest of the room.   

“I think it would be wrong,” he says, “to assume that we, as a small group of individuals, 

have the right to say what does and doesn’t count as a queer identity, when the majority of the 

students we serve disagree. By that argument, you could exclude trans identities from the queer 

community – and people have, in the past. Personally, I’d rather draw the line with inclusion in 

mind rather than exclusion.”  

I exhale and realize I’ve been holding my breath. I glance up and hope he sees the 

gratefulness in my eyes. I’m not afraid to come out to the advisory board; I’d just assumed they 

knew, although perhaps I shouldn’t have. It’s just that Drew, as a tenured professor, isn’t a 

person I want to oppose in a meeting. where I have little power or privilege. Ness had saved me 

from having to “out” myself in this way by making the conversation a non-issue.  
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Election Day 
 

One’s life is always in some sense in the hands of others; even when I extend my own 

hand, it is as one who as one who has been handled and sustained that I may offer 

something sustaining. We are all over each other, and that is true from the start (Butler, 

2009, pg.386).  

On November 8th, 2016, I was filled with excitement and hope. The polls promised that, 

for me, this day would provide the same validation and solidarity of the two previous presidential 

election days. One more time, we were going to make history, we were going to make herstory, 

and at the very least, we were going to demonstrate to the world that the U.S. wasn’t a country 

where someone could brag about sexual assault during an election and win.  

This election had been so triggering that I had to return to therapy and even go back to 

my psychiatrist to increase my anxiety medication. Trump’s “locker room talk” had brought back 

my flashbacks, nightmares, and hyperawareness to perceived threats all around me. In my visit to 

the psychiatrist, he laughed when I said the election was the cause of my return, because I was 

the tenth person to say that during the week. All of this was supposed to be over, though, because 

every poll put Hillary in the likely winner’s column.   

*  *  * 

Proudly sporting my “I voted” sticker, I open up the office at 1 p.m., and am immediately 

met with student after student sharing their excitement.   

“Liz! I can’t believe it!” Wesley exclaims. “They both voted Democrat! My dad hasn’t 

voted Democrat ever, but he said he couldn’t support a candidate who would take away 

his son’s rights. It’s the first time he’s ever stood up for me for being trans.”  

“Oh my god, Wesley, that’s amazing!” I reply. “It’s got to be incredibly validating, and a 

big relief to know you have your parent’s support.”  
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“Yeah, I never thought it would happen like this, though. I never thought they’d vote for 

someone because of me,” He says.   

The next morning, I wake up before dawn. I roll over in bed and shift my body so that I 

can reach around my sleeping dogs to check my phone. I’d gone to bed before the election was 

final, but somehow, things hadn’t looked good. I take a deep breath and Google the results. Upon 

confirming that the president-elect was, indeed, Donald Trump, I check my Facebook timeline to 

see how the rest of my friends and family are coping. Many, like me, hadn’t stayed up for the 

final results, and my wall is still full of posts like “hoping for a miracle.”  

I sit up in bed and swing my legs over the side. The hardwood floors in our house are 

cold, and we’d left the heat off, so the air is chilly and damp. I pull a sweatshirt over my head 

and walk to the coffee maker. A few minutes later, I sit on the couch with my cup of coffee and 

feel the familiar shock settle in. My shallow breaths are hollow, and even though I’d slept some, 

it feels as though I’d spent the whole night awake. I stare straight ahead at the unlit fireplace 

until Ansel wakes up. He walks into the living room, holding his cup of coffee, and says, “Did 

you see the news? Trump won last night.”  

“I know,” I say.   

Shock has a funny way of making details, in the moment, seem fiercely vivid. While I’m 

experiencing the bodily response of shock, every breath, touch, sight, memory is sharp, but 

afterwards, it’s all fuzzy. Now, years later, I don’t remember how I spent those four hours 

between getting out of bed and starting my day. 

Stepping out of the shower, I pull on jeans and a t-shirt. I take my first sip from the 

additional pot of coffee we’ve brewed and wait for the social media storm to come. I read along 

as colleagues and friends post about their fears for their future, for their children, their changed 
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plans and smaller dreams, but I don’t see anything from my students. I guess that they’re in 

shock, like me, and decide to do all I can.  

I message the executive members of the LGBTQIA+ undergraduate group: “I’m bringing 

Pixar and popcorn to the student lounge this afternoon. Let’s watch cartoons and pretend 

yesterday didn’t happen.”  

Two hours later, I walk into the student lounge, arms full of junk food, to find the lights 

dim and a room full of grieving people sitting silently, waiting. Wesley runs up to me with tears 

in his eyes, and we hold each other and cry. Dumping my bag of chips, popcorn, and candy on a 

table near the back of the room, I say, “Okay, I’ve got movies and food, what do you all want to 

do?”   

We put on Big Hero 6 and students sit clustered together on the floor with pillows and 

blankets they’ve brought from home. I sit near the back of the room and talk with people as they 

come in. A senior walks in soon after I arrive and sits with me.   

“I don’t know what to do now,” he says. “Tristan and I were going to get 

married someday, but now we’re scared if we wait, we’ll lose the right to marry. Now, we’re 

trying to figure out if we’re ready now, or if we should risk it.”   

“Well,” I respond, “Tristan is in Boston for graduate school now. How were you planning 

on managing that?”  

“I guess we’d just live apart like we are now until I can move up there. It’s just so 

frustrating, because this is the big reason why we wanted to wait. What if I can’t find work 

there?”  

“I wish I knew what to tell you,” I say. “It sucks, and I don’t have a solution. All I can 

say is that marriage equality won’t go away without any warning. I don’t think they could 
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reverse the Supreme Court decision, but if they did, it would be in the news long before it 

happened. Maybe y’all don’t have to make this decision right now.”  

At lunchtime, a woman I’ve never seen before walks into the lounge. She has long blond 

hair and wears a lacy dress and big hoop earrings. She glances around the room and pulls her 

arms across her chest. All the students in the room avoid eye contact with her and turn to look at 

me. Because of the increase in queerphobic harassment over the past few weeks, we’re all 

immediately on our guard, and I quickly walk up to meet her. I figure that if she’s going to start 

spewing hatred at us, she could direct it at me. I’m feeling raw, and hurt, and I’m spoiling for a 

fight. I realize that everyone is looking to me, and even though I wish they would stop, I assume 

a stance that’s become familiar since the election. I stand up as tall as I can at only 4’11’’, force a 

smile, and introduce myself.   

Immediately, her face falls, her arms drop, and she begins to sob. A student nearby hands 

her a tissue, and between sobs, she tells us about her son.  

“My husband and I…we’re… really religious, and … when our son came out…  

We didn’t understand.” She collects herself a bit. “I did a lot of research though, and learned that 

religion aside, he didn’t choose this. We came around, and when our church rejected him…” She 

takes a deep breath.  “We left. I just want you all to know I see you, and you matter.”  

She begins to sob again as all of us gather close to her. Samantha, a sophomore officer in 

the LGBTQIA+ student org, is the first of us to join in what becomes a massive group hug. A 

few minutes later, this person we’d never seen before thanks us all and walks out the door. Eyes 

wide and tear-filled, I look around the room, and realize we, but most especially I, had been 

prejudiced against her. Because of my own fear and anger, I’d almost turned away a person in 

need of support.  
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Netflix and Heal 

Around 10 a.m., Ness walks into the student lounge with bags of potato chips and candy 

under his arm. “I can’t stay right now. There’s an emergency meeting for all Student Affairs 

staff. I have to go to that. I’ll be back this afternoon though.”    

As he walks into the hallway, I see a woman come up to him, and he hugs her while she 

sobs.   

After lunch, Ness walks back into the student lounge carrying a copy of The Princess 

Bride. “Let’s put this one on next,” he says.  

“Yes!” cried Aaron. “I love this movie!”  

“Why’s everyone always talking about this movie? I’ve never seen it. What’s it about?”  

DJ asks.  

“Oooh, you’ll see.” Wesley says. “Just put in on already.”  

Ness ejects the copy of Kung Fu Panda Two that the group has been watching, and I 

breathe a sigh of relief at not having to finish it. Ness motions for me to step outside into the 

hallway.   

“How is everyone handling things?” He asks.   

“There’s been a lot of hugs and tears, but I think they are going to be okay. I’m scared for 

them this Thanksgiving though. Family time is going to be harder than usual.” I respond.  

“Yeah, we’ll have to show a lot of support in the next few weeks. How are you?” he 

asks.  

“I’m… um… I’m fine, I guess. Today’s been hard though, and I don’t know what to do. I 

don’t know how to help, and I don’t know how to feel. We were all so sure about the election 

and…” I take a deep breath to keep from crying.   
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He squirms a little, and I can tell by the way he’s fidgeting with his hands that he wants 

to hug me. He almost steps forward, then stops himself. For a moment, I want that hug. I just 

spent the whole day working to take care of my students’ emotional needs, and I want someone 

to take care of mine. But I know that I’d be just like the sobbing woman I’d seen in the hall 

earlier, and I don’t want to be that vulnerable there and then. So I’m relieved 

when Ness remembers himself and acts like I hadn’t noticed his offer of friendship and support.   

“Well,” he says, “today is for grieving, and tomorrow is for action. Let’s just take care of 

ourselves for now and worry about how we’ll handle things tomorrow.”  

Figure 1 
Chosen Family Tree 
 

 

For the rest of the afternoon, we take comfort in one another. More people come and go, 

many bring food, and we cut out leaves to add to a new art project: our chosen family tree. That 
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day, which later becomes known as “Netflix and Heal Day,” is spent talking about how our lives 

will be different, about how the narratives we’ve all written for our futures are now uncertain. 

We discuss how we’ll have to make peace with the loss of hopes, dreams, and loves for our 

future. We cry and huddle together, and people bring more food. We take solace in one another, 

in our chosen family, and try to seek compassion and hope instead of fear and anger in new, 

frightening reality.  

Coming Out Moments 
 

“Hey Ness!” I say as I walk into his office. “You have a minute to talk? I’ve got a sticky 

note full of questions.” I joke as I sit down.   

“Sure. I’m just emailing Donna. She wants to know if the office needs anything, and I’m 

thinking about asking for more space,” he replies. “Actually, do you want to walk and talk? I 

want to check out some of the closet space by the resource center.”  

As we walk down the stairs, Ness explains, “I’ve been wondering how we’re going to get 

the office clean for the Judy Bonner Award interview and video next week. We can either stash 

some of our stuff in the basement, or hopefully, one of the closets near us isn’t in use and Donna 

will gift it to us.”  

Donna, the student center director, must have really meant it when she asked if we 

needed anything, because a week later, we have a closet right across from our student lounge to 

store sundry supplies, old event signs, and all our old paperwork. Our office looks like a real 

Student Affairs office for the interview, but we can’t stand the idea of having to shove all of the 

things that really made us who we are (our history, our supplies, our signs and projects and 

bright colors) into a closet, of all places. To accommodate for this angst, we post a flyer on the 
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inside of the door with an image of Glinda the Good Witch beckoning anyone who enters the 

closet to “Come out! Come out! Wherever you are!”   

Figure 2 
Glinda 

 

It’s Not Me; It’s You 
 

When I facilitate Safe Zone Ally trainings, I always talk about why it’s problematic to 

define a person’s sexual orientation by their partner at the time. We discuss this as a particular 

challenge for bisexual, pansexual, and polysexual individuals because their current partner or 

even their spouse doesn’t provide an accurate view of their sexuality. I always tell the same joke, 

one I stole from the mentor who trained me in my first months in the job: “I’ve already come out 

to all of you as bisexual, but let’s pretend that I see you this weekend, at a party, and I bring my 

partner, Ansel.” I gesture to my side. “I introduce him to you, and I say, this is my partner Ansel, 

he’s a PhD student in the English department. With this new information, you think to yourself, 

there’s Lizzie with a man, I guess she must be straight, after all. 

“But then, a few months go by, and I find out there’s really not a lot of money in the 

humanities, and I expect to grow accustomed to a certain quality of life, so I dump him.”   
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I gesture to my side again and feign sympathy: by saying to the would-be Ansel: “I’m sorry, it’s 

not me, it’s you.” Then I continue the hypothetical story. 

“A few months later, we see each other at the same restaurant, and I’m on a date with my 

new girlfriend Samantha. She’s a finance PhD, and she’s gonna get me the swimming pool I 

always wanted. I introduce you to Samantha as my girlfriend.” At this moment, you might think 

to yourself, oh, Lizzie’s with a woman, she must be a lesbian now.”  

I follow this joke with an explanation that bi/pan/poly people are often mischaracterized 

based on the partner they happen to be with. I explain that it happens all the time to me, and that 

these assumptions often lead to bi/pan/poly folx feeling ostracized by both the LGBTQIA+ and 

straight communities simultaneously, because the LGBTQIA+ community views the ability to 

date a different sex partner as a privilege, and the straight community views same-sex attraction 

as something “other” than themselves.  

For people who don’t work in an office covered in rainbows and glitter, bi/pan/poly 

people are usually read as straight rather than queer by the rest of the world. Like all queer 

people living in a heteronormative society, their identity is often defined based on how it fits 

with the “norm.” For me, however, I constantly find myself having to choose whether to out 

myself as a woman who is often in relationships with partner of a different gender and then 

defend my queerness in spite of that. People often assume that anyone working in the 

LGBTQIA+ resource center is queer (which is true, by the way), but also that a same-sex partner 

is a prerequisite for being “queer enough” to work in a resource center for queer-identified 

people.   
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Not that Kind of Queer 
 
“Bisexuality unsettles” (Gurevich & Bailey, 2009, pg. 236) 

One fall afternoon, I’m sitting at my desk answering emails, when the office phone rings. 

I answer and say, “Good afternoon, Safe Zone Resource Center, this is Lizzie.”  

“Hi, um, I'm Rebecca from the Registrar’s Office, and I have two students here wishing 

to be married. Can they make an appointment with you or just walk in to have the ceremony 

performed?” 

At first, I’m confused. “Ah... are you sure you've called the correct office? This is the 

LGBTQIA+ Resource Center.” 

“Yes, y’all perform gay weddings, right?” asked Rebecca.  

“No ma’am, um... I'm afraid only a member of the clergy or a judge can marry people. I'd 

be happy to help the couple find a person who can officiate a wedding ceremony, if they'd like to 

come see me.”  

“Oh, well, um... Can I just send them over to you or...?” 

 I chuckle. “Yes, please let them know I'll be here till 5:00 today, and I'd be happy to 

help.”  

Ten minutes later, two young men stand in my office doorway, holding hands and 

grinning. “Hi,” one says. “Um... we're here to get married.” The man who introduced himself 

appears older than the usual student accessing the LGBTQIA+ resource center at my university. 

Most of our students are of “traditional undergraduate age,” (18-22), and he looks like he must 

be in his late 20s. His fiancé stands behind him, nervously wrings his hands, and looks to me for 

a response.   
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“Oh... well, congratulations on your engagement!” I respond. “I’m Lizzie, and I’d love to 

help you out! What are your names?”  

The first man in the doorway strides forward and gregariously shakes my hand. “I'm 

Steven.”   

“It's nice to meet you,” I respond as I shake his hand.  

“I'm Patrick,” the other member of the couple says, hands in his pockets as he glances up 

from staring at his shoes. Patrick is clearly anxious, and I smile broadly and gesture towards two 

chairs on the other side of my office.   

“Well, why don't you two have a seat, and we’ll talk about some options for finding an 

officiant nearby.” 

“Um... no, we need you to marry us today if that's okay.” Steven responds.   

  I’m confused, but I try to sound encouraging. 

 I say, “I’m sure I’d be happy to marry you if I were licensed officiant, but I’m not. I do 

know of some ministers in the area who would be happy to officiate your wedding, though.”   

“Oh, the lady we talked to in the Registrar’s Office told us we could get married at the 

Safe Zone office today if we wanted now that it’s legal,” Patrick added.   

I force a wider smile and strain to keep the exasperation out of my voice and say,   

“Well, the Safe Zone office is a resource center, so we can connect you to people in the 

community who can help, but only a spiritual official or a judge can marry you in this state. 

Do y’all have your marriage license already? Or should we start there?”  

“No, we’ve got that. We just need someone to marry us soon,” says Steven. “I’m in the 

military and I want to make sure we’re married before I ship out again. Patrick needs spousal 

benefits while I’m away, and I want to make sure he’s taken care of.”  
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Patrick stares fixedly at the table as I take in this new information.   

“Oh, okay, what’s your timeline look like?” I ask.  

“I’m leaving in two weeks,” responds Steven.   

“Yikes! Alright then, we’d better hurry.” I turn to my computer, pull up the list of local 

ministers and ordained officiants who are open and affirming of same-sex couples, and print it 

off for them.   

“Here you go.” I circle two names I know are likely to respond quickly and 

enthusiastically to their request. “Try these contacts first. We work with them a lot, and I think 

they will be excited to help you out.”   

I hand the list to Steven and he passes it to Patrick to hold. Glancing over it, Patrick asks 

hopefully, “did any of these people marry you and your wife?”  

I look down and realize that Patrick has seen my wedding ring and assumed that because 

I work in an LGBTQIA+ Resource Center, I must be married to a woman.   

I try to maintain a neutral facial expression and respond, “No, the officiant who married 

me and my spouse isn’t on the list.”  

 There’s an awkward pause as they wait for me to elaborate, though I feel pretty certain 

they’re hoping to hear the story of how I met and married my wife, but I sit there in silence, 

smiling as though I haven’t picked up on the implied question.  

“…Oh, oh well then.” Steven says as he takes Patrick’s hand and stands to leave. “Come 

on Patrick, we’ve got some phone calls to make.” Patrick follows Steven, and mumbles “thanks” 

as he walks out of the office.   

For a moment I sit silently, wondering why I didn’t correct Patrick. Perhaps I felt like if I 

told him I was married to a man, he wouldn’t trust me to help. Or, I wonder if it wasn’t just 
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because it was easier in that moment not to correct them, that it was a matter of convenience, 

because they were basically out the door anyway. I know that’s not why I didn’t correct Patrick 

either, however. This moment shouldn’t have been about me, but it was. I didn’t come out as 

“not that kind of queer” because I didn’t want them to think of me differently. It wasn’t to make 

Patrick or Steven feel more comfortable, and it wasn’t because it was convenient to let it slide. I 

didn’t correct him, because I was afraid he would read it as “not queer enough” instead of just 

“not that kind of queer.” I wasn’t afraid for him and his comfort, I was afraid of rejection.  

Summary 

  In Chapter Six, I’ll look more closely into the significance of the experiences detailed in 

this chapter. For now, I’ll summarize by saying my experiences in LGBTQIA+ advocacy were 

complicated by my own subjectivities, the emotional toll the job took on me, and by my own 

deep sense of belonging and connection within the Safe Zone Resource Center. As I look 

forward to the analysis of both my own data and that of the other participants of this study, I’m 

struck by the way in which moments of emotional labor, trauma, and exhaustion are inextricably 

tied to experiences of a deep sense of belonging, pride, and familial connection. In reviewing this 

chapter, I’m reminded that while descriptions of challenges and institutional negligence or 

marginalization seem to present themselves in the forefront of the data, at times, they are not the 

whole story. Despite its challenges, I chose that work every day because I loved my students, I 

believed in the work, and most days in the week, there was nowhere else I would have rather 

been than in my windowless, rainbow-splattered office helping students grow into their truest 

version of themselves.  
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CHAPTER SIX  

ANALYSIS AND CONCLUSIONS 

The purpose of my study was to investigate the methods by which people with feminine 

subjectivities in LGBTQIA+ advocacy roles navigate their role on campus, identities, and 

relationships with other queer individuals in their campus. My research questions were as 

follows:   

1.  How do queer people with feminine subjectivities in LGBTQIA+ support and advocacy 

roles on college campuses navigate their identity and professionalism?  

f. How do queer people with feminine subjectivities navigate heteronormative 

systems within the parameters of the queer spaces they inhabit and create?  

g. How do queer people with feminine subjectivities navigate patriarchal systems 

within the parameters of the queer spaces they inhabit and create?  

2. How do queer people with feminine subjectivities navigate chosen family and queer 

kinship in support, caregiving, and advocacy roles with students?  

In this chapter, I provide analysis and discussion for the data collected through both my 

autoethnographic and qualitative interview process. I also recommend areas for future research 

and discuss implications my study has for practice and policy in regard to LGBTQIA+ advocacy 

roles in higher education, as well as for LGBTQIA+ services practitioners.    
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Because my study design included both my own autoethnographic data and qualitative 

interviews, much of my analysis is described through my shared experiences with the other 

participants in my study. Up until now, our experiences have been discussed as separate data sets 

within this project, but now that we have all had an opportunity to share our experiences, my 

autoethnographic data has been coded and analyzed through the same queer, feminist lens as the 

data collected through my interviews (Campbell & Wasco, 2000). In sharing our perspectives 

side-by-side, I hope to deconstruct the inherent power hierarchy that exists between researcher 

and participant; in my study, we are all vulnerable together. My analysis of all the data I 

collected in this study coincides with the major themes that emerged through data collection.   

In my analysis of the data, I switched between discussing the participants in my 

qualitative interviews as separate from myself and by including myself in the dataset along with 

them. Typically, these transitions demonstrate a distinction between the data presented through 

my experiences and that of data collected through interview. While my autoethnographic data are 

arranged thematically along with the other participants of my study, my experiences are not 

ubiquitous to all LGBTQIA+ services practitioners, and the narratives illustrated in my 

autoethnographic data do not seamlessly align with the interview protocol developed for my 

study.  The table below represents the correlations between the qualitative interview data, my 

autoethnographic data, and the implications described this chapter. 
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Table 5 
Connections between participant interview themes, autoethnographic vignettes, and 
implications 
Interview themes Autoethnographic vignettes Implications 
Introductions “First days” 

“It’s not me, it’s you” 
“Not that kind of queer” 

 

Job placement and 
institutional type 
Integrating identities 

Queer coding and 
professionalism 

“It’s not me, it’s you” 
“Not that kind of queer” 

Queer coding, professionally 
out 
Marginalization and moral 
injury 

 
Invisible labor “Chosen Family” 

“Just work through it” 
“Election Day” 
“Netflix and heal” 
 
 

Invisible labor and kinship 
Marginalization and moral 
injury 

 

Navigating identities “Trauma and recovery” 
“Advisory board” 
“It’s not me, it’s you” 
“Not that kind of queer” 

Queer coding, professionally 
out 
Marginalization and moral 
injury 
Integrating identities 

 

Job Description and Institutional Placement 

In the development of my research questions, I initially asked, “How do queer people 

with feminine subjectivities in LGBTQIA+ support and advocacy roles on college campuses 

navigate their identity and professionalism?” Broadly, participants in my study navigated their 

role through a student-centered and community-based pathway. Regardless of job title, 

participants viewed their purpose and motivation for their position as on grounded in meeting 

student and community needs for the LGBTQIA+ community at their institution. Participants’ 

experiences demonstrated a disconnect or conflict between their motivations and purpose and the 

larger institutional perception of their role on campus.  

Participants in this study listed a variety of job titles and descriptions in their interviews. 

Myself included, this study represents the perspectives of five practitioners who hold  
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director-level positions, three people in assistant or associate director roles, two coordinators, 

two graduate assistants, one undergraduate coordinator, an administrative assistant, and a campus 

bias educator. As expected, participants’ explanation of their official job descriptions varied; 

however, regardless of title, reflective descriptions of their day-to-day labor and their perceived 

purpose on campus were very similar. Generally, participants described their personal and 

professional missions on campus as the act of creating affirming spaces on campus for students 

and serving as a visible resource and symbol of queer representation on campus.  

Overall, participants viewed their roles as student- and community-centered. Their work 

and motivations were firmly grounded in supporting students and advocating for LGBTQIA+ 

issues on their campuses. Official job descriptions listed duties such as: budgeting, educational 

outreach, policy development, program coordination, scheduling, and social media engagement, 

but when participants talked about their daily work, they spoke mostly about the people they 

served and about their efforts to build affirming community on campus. The salient parts of their 

work were overwhelmingly those parts that revolved around serving people, not the institution. 

This is evident in my own experiences as well. Looking back over my own data, the vast 

majority of my narrative vignettes involve instances of student support and community-building. 

The stories I felt most strongly connected to, and therefore chose to relate, were all centered 

around student support and the community I built with students in our LGBTQIA+ center.   

The perceptions of their roles presented in sharp contrast to their supposed institutional or 

systemic purposes on campus. Frequently, participants situated themselves as working for people 

within, or despite, their institutions, rather than serving their university or college. While not 

everyone included in this study expressed this sentiment explicitly, our reflections on 

marginalization, meaningful experiences, and professional choices demonstrate this 
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dichotomy. It would be inappropriate to assume or label each participants’ experiences as related 

to one cause or another; however, there are some connections we can draw between participant 

experiences and other existing research findings on the circumstances in which LGBTQIA+ 

advocacy practitioners find themselves.  

Consideration of the conditions in which most LGBTQIA+ offices and resource centers 

are founded within the higher education system can shed some light on this common experience. 

The formation of LGBTQIA+ offices and resource centers most commonly coincides with an 

administrative response to an incident of harassment or campus violence surrounding 

LGBTQIA+ stigma, rather than a proactive attempt to provide a more inclusive campus for its 

students. Second to this motivation for the prioritization of LGBTQIA+ resources, campuses 

often allocate funding and staff for LGBTQIA+ support and programming due to student and/or 

faculty outcry. It is relatively rare for a college or university to choose to prioritize LGBTQIA+ 

inclusion in its staff or budget allocations (Sanlo et al., 2002).  

These common reasons for developing LGBTQIA+ inclusive resources on campus, 

combined with participant responses, suggests that the campus perception of administrative 

priorities as being negligent or uninterested in LGBTQIA+ inclusion persists long after 

LGBTQIA+ resources are developed. Within the confines of my study, the participants 

demonstrated the continued tensions between queer communities on campus and an 

administrative body perceived to have been reluctantly convinced or pressured into offering 

LGBTQIA+ support on campus.  

Queer Coding (Professionally Out)  

Regarding the following research questions: “How do queer people with feminine 

subjectivities navigate heteronormative systems within the parameters of the queer spaces they 
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inhabit and create?” and “How do queer people with feminine subjectivities navigate patriarchal 

systems within the parameters of the queer spaces they inhabit and create?”, 

participants  illustrated their perceived conflict between institutional perception of their role and 

participant perception of their role on campus through their experiences with professional 

presentation and dress. These findings have implications for both participant experiences 

navigating heteronormative and patriarchal spaces in their institutions.  

Participants and I recognized our queerness as a personal trait necessary to our 

professional selves. Several participants acknowledged that their having a queer identity was a 

prerequisite to their gaining their role on campus, and all of us demonstrated an understanding 

that part of our purpose on campus was to present as openly queer for a variety of reasons. 

Throughout advocacy activities, educational offerings, and student support tasks, our openness 

about this personal part of ourselves was listed as a helping tool in work.   

While Tucker discussed their experiences in facilitating ally training programs in their 

campus, they explained that presenting as their authentic self, while emotionally taxing, had a 

positive impact on participants’ responses to the program itself. Similarly, Kylie talked about her 

identity as asexual and how students viewed her representation of that identity as a sign that all 

were welcome in the center. She also described students coming to her with dating and 

relationship advice, and she attributed that largely to the safety they felt reaching out to her 

because of her biromantic, asexual identity and intentionally queer, feminine physical 

presentation. Lucy described the community space she built in her office suite and connected her 

openness about her queer identity and family to students’ comfort in coming together in her 

office. She described her office suite as a living room-style environment with an open-door 

policy. In her explanation, it was clear that students came in for the free candy she offered but 
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stayed because of the intentionally queer safe space she had created. Through her authenticity 

with students and welcoming persona, she described a word-of-mouth following that grew as 

students found her office, got to know her, and told others about their experiences.  

Because of the positive impact that public queer representation had on students in 

participants’ universities and the way they connected it with their purpose on campus, 

participants discussed at length, the ways in which they chose to perform their queerness in 

professional settings. Their choices of dress, presentation, and vocalization about their identities, 

however, were heavily policed through formal policy and informal practice on campus. 

Professionalism policing was demonstrated through both heteronormative and patriarchal 

assumptions about dress and personal presentation. Participants described feeling marginalized 

for dressing in ways that transgressed patriarchal gender roles as well as heteronormative 

assumptions about how professional queer individuals should look. In policing practitioner 

professionalism, the institutions in which participants worked created conflicts of interest for the 

people who participated in this study. Participants often found themselves torn between 

performing their job adequately by presenting as queer to the larger LGBTQIA+ community and 

presenting themselves in a way that made people outside the community feel more comfortable.  

In Chapter Four, Spencer, Harper, Sara, and Stephanie are all highlighted examples of 

this conflict between queer representation and heteroprofessionalism in higher education (Mizzi, 

2016). Not only were participants hired to represent queer voices on campus held to standards 

built upon white, cisgender, and white-collar standards of professional dress and behavior, but 

those standards also varied greatly from school to school. While some participants described 

formalized policies related to employee dress, hair color, and tattoo visibility, others referenced 

informal practices and unwritten rules they felt they had to follow.  
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The inconsistencies with which institutions defined and maintained professionalism 

standards demonstrates the subjective nature of the term. This subjective nature 

of professional standards appears to be a standard in the workforce outside of higher education as 

well (Carr, 2000; Kubow & Fossum, 2007; Meiners & Quinn, 2009; Mizzi, 2006; Weems, 

2004). If, as research would suggest, professionalism is simply an institution’s subjective 

expectations based upon hierarchical identity values, then hiring a person to represent an identity 

marginalized within those systems and then penalizing them for representing that marginalized 

identity is problematic at best.   

 As representatives for LGBTQIA+ students, faculty, and staff at their school, the 

interview participants and I felt it necessary to present our queerness in professional contexts. 

However, many of us experienced pushback for that interpretation of professional performance. 

For all participants, there seemed to be a fine line between presenting themselves as a visible 

representation of queerness on campus and accommodating heteronormative preconceptions 

about professionalism. Within queer spaces, participants described an expectation to dress and 

arrange their physical appearance as visibly queer, but within larger scale administrative spaces, 

this presentation was often met with formal or informal stigma by colleagues and supervisors. 

This situation demonstrates the disconnect between campus efforts at inclusion and institutional 

understandings and norms surrounding gender performance, professionalism, and the 

significance of queer visibility for LGBTQIA+ individuals. This begs the question: are higher 

education institutions truly interested in authentic, visible LGBTQIA+ inclusion on their 

campuses, or are they simply looking for the appearance of inclusion?  
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Invisible Labor and Kinship  

Participants and I described our experiences with invisible labor and kinship in our day-

to-day work in ways that have implications for the following research questions: “How do queer 

people with feminine subjectivities navigate patriarchal systems within the parameters of the 

queer spaces they inhabit and create?” and “How do queer people with feminine subjectivities 

navigate chosen family and queer kinship in support, caregiving, and advocacy roles with 

students?”. Participants and I described our role and relationship with students in the context of a 

chosen family structure; most participants described themselves as a mother figure to students. 

Within these chosen families, participants attributed a significant emotional and care-giving 

labor requirement to their feminine subjectivities.  

 Both my own experiences and those of the other participants in this study demonstrate 

that LGBTQIA+ advocacy in higher education requires a significant commitment to caregiving 

labor. While most of the individuals included in this study listed student support as a part of their 

job, it became clear that the version of student support asked of women serving LGBTQIA+ 

students meant more than the academic and professional mentorship and guidance one might 

imagine. Those of us who worked closely with students in a formal LGBTQIA+ resource center 

described working with students through crises of identity, mental health, abuse, harassment, and 

assault. While these types of student support often fall outside the scope of typical mentorship 

and guidance seen in student-centered work, they are commonplace in the day-to-day 

interactions that practitioners have with students in LGBTQIA+ support roles. Time commitment 

and emotional toll aside, the type of guidance students sought from us seemed outside the norm 

for typical student-staff working relationships. While this may seem unusual to some, for 

individuals who work with young adults just beginning to explore their gender and sexuality, 
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these topics are commonplace. Supporting LGBTQIA+ students certainly requires engaging with 

more than a students’ professional and academic development (D’Augelli, 1994).   

Not only is the type of student support in LGBTQIA+ centers different than other student 

resources (although any student-centered work can involve emotional labor of this type), but it is 

also often more deeply connected to our own personal lives and experiences because of our 

shared identit(ies) with students. The challenges associated with caring for others through a 

shared trauma can be seen in my description of working with LGBTQIA+ students just after the 

2016 presidential election. Some interview participants described times in their careers when 

they experienced collective trauma with their campus LGBTQIA+ community as well, such as 

Robin’s experience after Matthew Shepard’s murder. In these instances, they discussed the 

challenges associated with serving as a caregiver through a shared trauma. Collectively, we all 

felt a need to subordinate our feelings and emotional needs to those of our campus community. 

My autoethnographic narrative demonstrates the complexities involved in caring for students 

experiencing a trauma while also trying to manage personal feelings and trauma responses. In 

our experiences as community leaders and caregivers through an identity-based trauma, we 

describe compartmentalizing our own feelings and setting them aside to tend to our students, but 

it is important to acknowledge that our own trauma responses cannot be dismissed 

completely.  With appropriate support, we may succeed in quieting our own feelings for a time, 

but our lived experiences with oppression, marginalization, and victimization inevitably impact 

our work for better or worse.  

In addition to this obligation to offer care and support to others through traumatic events 

within the community, it is also important to remember that as feminine-presenting leaders 

among students, we found ourselves placed in a maternal role within a chosen family. Butler 
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(2002) argues that previous distinctions that define kinship and family as based upon sexual 

relationships, legal connection, and genetics are antiquated and incompatible with a society that 

functions with more diversity than heteronormative, white, western assumptions would suggest. 

She defines kinship, then, not by genetic and legal markers, but by the performative roles of 

personal dependence on others that within traditional familial connections include child-rearing, 

emotional dependency, illness, dying and death, and the cultural roles that accompany these 

incidences. In her talk about “Queer Bonds,” Butler (2006) addresses this idea that people do not 

choose family (sometimes not even chosen family) and that these connections, as well as our 

roles within them, are not always easy or convenient.  

In our work to support LGBTQIA+ students and develop affirming spaces, we found 

ourselves asked to step in as surrogate parents for students who were estranged from their family 

of birth or simply looking for the type of support that comes from a shared understanding of 

queer experience and perspective. Several participants, myself included, acknowledged instances 

of being referred to or thought of as a mother figure by students. While we all seemed to feel 

differently about this label, we still felt the weight of being assigned as the matriarch in a chosen 

family. Given that LGBTQIA+ centers embody a diversity and fluidity of sexual orientation and 

gender identity, one might think that heteronormative conceptions of family and gendered roles 

would be less prevalent. For students, at least, this appears to not be the case. Participants often 

explained that they felt students were drawn to them to play the role of a maternal figure because 

they were perceived to be women, and therefore, caregivers. Looking back at the data, Kylie and 

Spencer’s descriptions of this experience suggest that regardless of their feelings on the matter, 

students viewed them as the natural caregiver in the office because of their feminine 

subjectivities. 
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Marginalization and Moral Injury  

Participants and I described our experiences with marginalization and moral injury in 

ways that have implications for the following research questions: “How do queer people with 

feminine subjectivities navigate heteronormative systems within the parameters of the queer 

spaces they inhabit and create?” and “How do queer people with feminine subjectivities navigate 

chosen family and queer kinship in support, caregiving, and advocacy roles with students?”. In 

our roles as educators, administrators and advocates, we all experienced marginalization for our 

identities in both institutional and interpersonal forms. Navigating these instances of 

marginalization was complicated by our professional role as an advocate for the community, as 

well as, an educator for LGBTQIA+ issues and concepts. Additionally, as advocates who share 

marginalized gender and sexuality identities with the LGBTQIA+ community, we experienced 

instances of moral injury while advocating against policies and practices that were 

discriminatory to ourselves and our campus constituencies simultaneously. Most participants 

(myself included) worked in an institution with a LGBTQIA+ inclusive Title IX policy; as a 

result, marginalization appeared in the form of identity politics and professional gatekeeping 

rather than overt homophobia or sexism.   

Most participants who discussed discrimination that involved identity politics 

experienced this within the LGBTQIA+ community at their institution. Specifically, bisexual, 

pansexual, and polysexual participants described a constant need to prove themselves as 

members of the LGBTQIA+ community in order to validate their existence in a leadership role 

within that community. These anxieties were exacerbated for people who found themselves in 

straight-passing relationships. My own experiences illustrate this type of intercommunity 

discrimination and the anxieties that come along with it. In my autoethnographic vignette titled 
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“Advisory Board,” I illustrate an instance in which a faculty member unknowingly challenges 

my queerness by questioning the validity of asexuality as a queer identity. Later, in “Not That 

Kind of Queer,” I describe my anxieties surrounding the validity and reception of my own 

straight-passing bisexuality.  

These instances of intra-community gatekeeping and marginalization are not uncommon; 

bisexual and asexual erasure within the queer community is frequent. Sedgwick (1990) discusses 

the performance of being in the closet as an act of silence. Coming out and staying in the closet 

are acts of voice and silence that happen over and over in a person’s life for a variety of reasons. 

While we might assume that a person working in an LGBTQIA+ resource center would have 

more moments of voice than silence, that is not always the case. Sedgwick (1990) also addresses 

the binary concepts connected to Western cultural norms that fall short when we apply them to 

holistic people: male/female, gay/straight, and, as it turns out, in or out of the closet, are all 

binaries that simply cannot adequately describe the true spectrum of human experience, even 

though our reality is permeated with them. Bisexuality and identities like it are often 

destabilizing, particularly in the times when people feel most stable (Gurevich & Bailey 2009). 

This is evidenced in both my experience with newlyweds-to-be Patrick and Steven, and with 

Drew from the Safe Zone advisory board. Other participants who identified as bisexual, 

polysexual, or pansexual described similar anxieties surrounding their identities. An inability to 

conceptualize bisexuality and its subsequent erasure from queer theory further perpetuates the 

marginalization of bi-, pan-, and polysexual individuals in both queer and straight communities.  

At the institutional level, participants experienced feelings of otherness and censorship 

due to their administrative standards of professionalism and dress codes. Hired to represent queer 

experiences and advocate for inclusion, many participants described their choice of dress and 
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professional presentation as distinctly queer. Their choice of queer expression in their work 

wardrobe served as a means of signaling their identity and professional role to other people in the 

LGBTQIA+ community. In addition to serving as a sign of solidarity to students, distinctly queer 

style choices were also participants’ authentic representation of self in their workplace, a means 

by which to take up space as their true selves. Spencer summed this up when they said, “I’m 

going to dress queer as fuck, because that's who I am.” While participants’ experiences with 

censorship or pushback were varied based on institutional culture and policy, several people 

talked about their professional look as a carefully curated attempt to walk a fine line between 

authentic representation and a palatable presentation of their queerness.   

For many of us, the emotional strain our campus roles took on us was more nuanced than 

simple homophobia or sexism. As advocates for marginalized individuals who held the same 

identity, the most challenging instances of personal marginalization were those that were 

wrapped up in our roles as queer women who were responsible for advocating for others in the 

LGBTQIA+ community. Lucy described this experience as a moral injury. Moral injury is a 

problem addressed in a variety of professional systems. While primarily studied in the contexts 

of military and medical fields, the term has implications in a variety of professional and personal 

settings. Generally, moral injury is defined as long-term psychological distress as a result of 

participating in, failing to prevent, or witnessing events that violate deeply held moral values 

and beliefs (Litz et al., 2009). Lucy described her experiences working in committees with 

individuals who were determined to undermine attempts at inclusive policy development as a 

moral injury, and while she is the only participant who explicitly used that term, it can be 

extrapolated to the experiences discussed by other participants in this study.   
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 Often, participants described times when they felt marginalized as instances when 

administrators or faculty were not directly addressing them with their words or institutional 

homophobia. Instead, the moments when we stepped in as educators and advocates for inclusive 

policies and practices, but were met with resistance, were often the most injurious. Kylie’s 

description of an upper-level administrator continuously misgendering her colleague in public 

forums and Sarah’s stories about administrators’ dismissal of her as an LGBTQIA+ advocate 

both demonstrate further examples of moral injury. In these instances, it was not the rejection 

that participants listed as upsetting so much as the implicit message that LGBTQIA+ inclusion, 

and by extension their own inclusion, was not a priority. For many participants, the combined 

experience of identifying with an institution promoting exclusionary and biased policies or 

practices, identifying within the marginalized group involved, and representing others within that 

same group created the sense of moral injury Lucy described in her interview. Whether 

participants agreed with outcomes put forth by their institutions or not, they found themselves 

unavoidably linked to those outcomes by their position and association within the 

administration.   

Integrating the Holistic Self into Professional Roles 

The nuances of intersecting identities of participants and I have implications for the 

research question, “How do queer people with feminine subjectivities in LGBTQIA+ support 

and advocacy roles on college campuses navigate their identity and professionalism?”.  When the 

practitioners who participated in this study were asked to introduce themselves, they described 

varied experiences and identities; however, all of them placed their queerness as a salient identity 

to their personal and professional lives. Including myself, and within the sample for this study, 

four of the 14 individuals interviewed for this study used the term lesbian to describe themselves, 
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seven used the terms bisexual, biromantic, polysexual, or pansexual, seven used the term queer 

as a descriptive label, two used the term asexual, two used the terms gender non-conforming or 

trans, and 11 used the terms cisgender as descriptors. The diversity of identities among 

participants reflects the collection of nuanced experiences and perspectives shown in my data. 

Participants’ use of multiple labels within the LGBTQIA+ acronym to describe themselves 

demonstrates the presence of intersectional experiences within the queer community.  

Even with their commonalities, no one person included in this study presented as or 

experienced their queerness in the same way. Participants saw themselves in students and 

worked to create opportunities to uplift voices of individuals with similar experiences to their 

own in programming and advocacy on campus. Despite their differences, however, all 

participants grounded their identities firmly within the queer community and all of them 

demonstrated a shared understanding of the value of diversity within the LGBTQIA+ community 

at their school.   

When they spoke about their work and personal experiences, participants situated their 

unique experiences within the larger tapestry of the LGBTQIA+ community at their institutions. 

Their unique identities, perspectives, and experiences colored the ways they viewed their work 

and their day-to-day experiences. Participants described a consistent awareness that students 

attracted to their offices held identities similar to their own, while others within the same 

LGBTQIA+ community at their institutions had to be encouraged to join in, seek resources, and 

contribute to the community. In these instances, queer administrators felt that they were 

successful in reaching students through their own transparency and authenticity in practice. It 

was a shared identity and perspective that drew students in and allowed both Harper and 
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Spencer, for example, to provide programming and resources to previously underrepresented 

identity groups on their campuses.   

In addition to student-centered work, participants frequently addressed challenges of 

maintaining and developing working relationships with faculty and staff in the LGBTQIA+ 

community who did not share their identities. No matter their labels, participants expressed 

conscientious effort placed toward calling in diverse queer experiences and navigating instances 

of gatekeeping within their own LGBTQIA+ communities. In particular, bisexual and pansexual 

cisgender women whose presentation was traditionally feminine struggled to be viewed by 

faculty and staff as appropriate representations of the campus LGBTQIA+ community. Several 

participants described instances of open discrimination by LGBTQIA+ faculty and staff in their 

day-to-day work lives. In my own narrative, I described a similar instance, in which a faculty 

member lobbied to have my identity label removed from our Ally training curriculum as well. 

Participants described these instances as upsetting, but unsurprising due to their prior 

experiences of biphobia and identity gatekeeping from exclusively same-sex attracted individuals 

and visibly queer people within the community. Similar to many of the other forms of emotional 

labor placed on us as an unrecognized component of our jobs, participants who experienced 

these forms of intercommunity discrimination had their personal identity placed on trial in order 

to justify their qualifications for their role on campus. 

In discussing the value participants placed on representing intersectional diversity within 

their LGBTQIA+ programming, it is also important to acknowledge that the people included in 

this study embodied a multitude of identities. I value the significance of individual, nuanced 

experiences, and in an effort to represent myself and my participants as unique individuals whose 

body of lived experiences impact the way we view the world, I chose to engage my own 
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reflections and those of the practitioners who participated in my study through a holistic, 

intersectional lens. In doing so, we all placed our work within a complicated mix of our identities 

and experiences. Our perception of our day-to-day labor, our intended purpose on campus, and 

our connections to others within the LGBTQIA+ community at our institutions were colored by 

identities and experiences outside of our queerness. Family (biological and chosen), illness, race, 

religion, economic status, and ability status all factored into the ways we engaged in our day-to-

day labor.   

For example, both Wendy and I discussed our experiences with mental illness in the 

context of our jobs. For Wendy, navigating outness in her professional life was impacted by her 

anxiety. In my narrative, I discussed the ways in which my work life and connections to students 

were impacted by symptoms of PTSD. My in-office flashbacks drastically changed the way I 

worked with students in two instances. While my mental health and history of trauma provided 

me with unique ways of empathizing with students, the examples described in my 

autoethnographic data were demonstrations of personal struggles I had to work through early in 

my recovery process. During that time, my identity as a sexual assault survivor as well as my 

recent PTSD diagnosis were incredibly salient to me, and even though these identities were not 

directly related to my queer identities, they had a significant impact on the way I perceived my 

work.  

Implications for Research 

In research on LGBTQIA+ student services and campus advocacy, there is a significant 

body of work concerning student support, sense of belonging, and campus inclusion. However, 

while there are ample studies and student development theories that promote best practices for 

student retention and inclusion, few studies inquire into the resources that staff engaged in 
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identity-specific work require to do their jobs effectively and avoid burnout. The data collected 

for this study suggest that there are opportunities for inquiry into best practices for supporting 

staff engaged in identity work in higher education. Despite the small sample size of my 

qualitative study, participant responses suggest that improvements could be made in work-life 

experiences of campus advocates and support staff with concentrated research and planning for 

community support structures. Through the themes that developed in my findings, it is clear that 

there are opportunities to better understand best practices for organizational governance and 

policy for equity based centers, the emotional labor involved in higher education for people who 

serve in identity-based spaces, the nuances of bias in professionalism standards and dress code, 

and inquiry into the ways chosen family structures develop in the growing number of 

LGBTQIA+ resource centers and offices in colleges and universities.  

Most of the participants in this study, myself included, found themselves working in 

LGBTQIA+ centers with little to no institutional support. Most participants listed themselves as 

the only full-time staff member whose job was dedicated to LGBTQIA+ advocacy and support 

services on campus. Those who worked with others in a single office dedicated to LGBTQIA+ 

services typically listed one or two others (often graduate assistants, rather than full-time staff) as 

coworkers in their department. Others who listed their full-time occupation as LGBTQIA+ 

support and advocacy described their position as a role within a larger multicultural or diversity 

office.   

As they navigated their own intersecting and marginalized identities, advocated for their 

students with (sometimes hostile) constituencies, and worked within heteronormative and 

patriarchal institutions to provide care and support to students some participants felt more 

supported in their work than others. Within the context of participant experiences, those who felt 



 

 154 
 

the most community support worked within a larger multicultural or diversity office. These 

participants also were more likely to describe their work as identity-based along with that of their 

colleagues. They viewed their role as a member of a team, rather than a lone advocate. 

Considering the challenges presented for LGBTQIA+ staff concerning providing affirming 

spaces for intersectional students along with their own holistic selves, more research should be 

done that investigates the benefits and special considerations that come along with favoring 

intersectional, multicultural offices for identity-based advocacy and support on campuses rather 

than siloed, single-identity resource centers. Future research should inquire into the 

organizational structures of identity-based and equity centers in American higher education to 

best learn how different organizations of offices, equity centers, and resource centers impact staff 

work lives, student experiences, and campus climate. In addition to inquiry into organizational 

structures of equity and identity-based resources, there is also much left to learn about the impact 

invisible, emotional labor has on practitioners who serve marginalized student groups. My 

findings in “Invisible labor and chosen family” demonstrate that this form of labor is especially 

nuanced for practitioners in LGBTQIA+ support services, and there is still much to learn about 

the ways this form of labor affects practitioners and the students they serve. 

Within the queer community, the tendency for people to form chosen family structures 

within their immediate community has a long history. This phenomenon is replicated in 

LGBTQIA+ student services as administrators create affirming spaces for students, serve as 

mentors, and position themselves as leaders and role models within their institution. In doing so, 

participants found themselves placed into roles as the head of a chosen family, giving a new 

meaning to the term “in loco parentis.” While the participants of my study all felt differently 

about this, it was acknowledged as an unavoidable part of their work. As such, there are 
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opportunities to learn more about how these familial structures develop in a higher education 

setting, the impact they have on student experiences, and the ways in which administrators 

navigate the dichotomy between their professional and personal selves in these roles. In future 

LGBTQIA+ services and advocacy research, it is important to investigate how working within 

a chosen family structure impacts identity-based administrators differently than the typical care-

giving responsibilities of student affairs work.  Future studies could contribute greatly to the 

field’s understanding of the use, impact, and structure of these pseudo-family dynamics between 

administrators and students, as well as ways these dynamics affect the work and personal lives of 

people living and working within them.  

Due to a small sample size, my study included few participants of color. The participants 

who did describe themselves as a person of color all discussed their racial identity as linked to 

their queerness and discussed a variety of ways in which these intersectional identities informed 

their practice and impacted their work lives. There is a need for future research on the topic of 

LGBTQIA+ services, particularly research that investigates the work lives and experiences of 

practitioners in LGBTQIA+ services and advocacy to engage in inquiry into the experiences of 

LGBTQIA+ services staff who also identify as people of color. My study engages minimally 

with the specific nuances of these intersecting identities, but it is limited by the fact that only a 

few of my participants were people of color. Similarly, my study only included a few 

participants with a nonbinary gender identity. Nonbinary participants in my study described 

nuanced experiences with their work and work lives that were specific to their gender identity. 

While their experiences with feminine subjectivity were often similar to those of cisgender 

women nonbinary participants had a unique work life experience that was often specific to their 
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nonbinary identity. There is a need for future research that investigates these experiences and 

perspectives further.  

Implications for Practice and Policy 

Avoiding isolation 

Participants who worked with a team of colleagues discussed themselves within the 

context of a group working to support students and marginalized groups within a larger, more 

homogenous institution. Those who served as the sole support for LGBTQIA+ services outside a 

larger diversity or multicultural team, however, described themselves as a lone envoy for 

LGBTQIA+ interests on their campus. Even when they mentioned supportive individuals within 

the institution, they described themselves as largely isolated from institutional and community 

support among LGBTQIA+ colleagues on campus. Participants described their relationships with 

the queer community in and around their campus positively, however, they frequently described 

themselves as a single leader. For example, Wendy described herself as the “go-to queer person” 

on campus, and Harper described herself as “chief gay.” Several participants described 

themselves as a weathervane of sorts, in which they viewed their role as an observer of 

LGBTQIA+ needs and issues on campus. All of these descriptions demonstrate perceptions of 

isolated roles in which administrators serving as LGBTQIA+ campus advocates are asked to lead 

communities, observe dynamics, and propose solutions. Tucker’s description of their relationship 

with the LGBTQIA+ community at their school further demonstrated this trend. They described 

their frustration at consistently being placed in the lead organizer position for LGBTQIA+ 

initiatives and resources on campus. While they acknowledged that these tasks fell under their 

job description, they found it frustrating they were consistently asked to develop the same 

resources and outlets that they, themselves, would have hoped to access as a queer person on 



 

 157 
 

campus. This administrator’s positionality of “chief gay,” organizer, weathervane, and go-to 

queer person on campus gave them power within their communities but robbed them of their 

own supportive connections.   

In addition to these challenges, participants’ experiences with navigating intersectional 

identities often left them isolated from their larger campus community as well as the LGBTQIA+ 

communities in their institutions. Whether they were struggling with biphobia from other 

members of the LGBTQIA+ community, or anxious about how their institution might respond to 

a disability, participants often found themselves navigating the institutional response to their 

intersectional identities without the support of their colleagues or administrative supervisors.  

 Higher education institutions should be cognizant of the impact that serving as the lead 

support system for an identity group has on administrators. This emotionally taxing identity work 

creates added labor for administrators and promotes feelings of isolation as the person 

responsible for creating community resources that they, themselves, might need. Institutions who 

say they value and prioritize diversity and inclusion should hold themselves responsible for 

providing adequate support systems for the practitioners they put on the front lines of their 

strategic plans for inclusion. Creating resources for students, while a step in the right direction, is 

not enough. No one person should be the only worker formally responsible for LGBTQIA+ 

support and advocacy on any campus.  

Advisory boards and staff volunteers provide some avenues for practical support, but 

those professional supports do not always correlate to personal resources. In a job where the 

personal is professional, LGBTQIA+ support practitioners should also have access to emotional 

and community support that exists for them, not as a way to maximize their office’s output. 

Tangible resources such as LGBTQIA+ inclusive therapy, faculty/staff affiliate groups, and 
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LGBTQIA+ inclusive professional mentoring programs should be available and organized 

outside the purview of the LGBTQIA+ center or designated support systems. Supporting people 

who do identity work in higher education should involve institutional initiatives to create 

avenues for professional support outside identity-based offices so that those who need that help 

are not burdened with the labor of the administrative tasks associated with developing them.   

Intentional Professional Allyship 

Participants largely listed their queer identity as a prerequisite characteristic for their 

position, and I agree that positions designed to support marginalized identities should be held by 

people with similar personal experiences. There were, however, several instances in which 

participants discussed emotional labor that could have been partially carried by a knowledgeable 

ally. Ally training programs in higher education settings typically emphasize faculty and staff 

strategies for supporting students as an ally; however, practitioners who work in today’s 

heteronormative higher education system should learn how to support their colleagues as well.   

My findings related to invisible labor, marginalization, and moral injury for queer people 

with feminine subjectivities showed multiple instances in which participants were expected 

(implicitly and explicitly) to relive, recount, or compartmentalize their own trauma in the 

performance of their duties. Several participants described instances in which they withstood 

open hostility and bigotry from colleagues or used their own personal trauma to create a more 

inclusive environment for their students. An advanced degree, a salary, and a willingness to 

sacrifice one’s own self for the betterment of students does not make it acceptable for institutions 

to allow this hostility to happen. These are instances where educated allies can be invaluable to 

LGBTQIA+ support staff because they can advocate for LGBTQIA+ individuals in potentially 

hostile environments without reliving trauma or experiencing new trauma. In envisioning 
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inclusion-focused professional development requirements, it is important to also invest time and 

research into considering how support structures can be developed for the practitioners who may 

be asked to use their personal experience to provide professional development and educational 

outreach. 

Reconsidering Standards of Professionalism in Dress and Physical Presentation  

Regardless of their gender identity, expression, or view of authentic personal expression, 

participants all described feelings that their openness of queer presentation was a necessity to 

their work, as well as a potential source of conflict with professionalism standards. In my 

findings, the theme, queer coding and professionalism, demonstrated a conflict between 

participants’ role on campus as a visible queer leader and the institutional expectations for 

professionalism and appearance. For those whose authentic queer presentation style was not in 

accordance with their school’s standards of professionalism, work wardrobe, hairstyles, and 

tattoos were a source of both professional ethos and anxiety. Referring to research findings that 

address the subjective and hegemonic normative nature of professionalism standards, colleges 

and universities should consider how their systemic forms of marginalization impact the staff 

they hire to deconstruct those systems in the first place (Carr, 2000; Kubow & Fossum, 2007; 

Meiners & Quinn, 2009; Mizzi, 2006; Weems, 2004).   

In consideration of what inclusive spaces look like in higher education, it is important to 

also look for ways to deconstruct oppressive ideas inherent within our conception of 

professionalism. Rarely does the color of a person’s hair or the fabric of their clothes impact a 

person’s work performance in administrative work. For people who engage in identity-based 

work, however, the freedom to find authentic forms of expression assists in the creation of 

inclusive spaces for students and staff by providing visible representations of diversity and 
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acceptance within the larger system. Along the lines of that logic, hiring a person to make a 

campus more inclusive for people with their identity, and then marginalizing their performance 

of that identity, is counterproductive.   

Institutional Support for Centers and Resources  

The practitioners I spoke with for this study described their institutions and their 

experiences of institutional support in a variety of ways. Very few participants talked about their 

institutions as places where LGBTQIA+ advocacy and queer people were explicitly, 

intentionally marginalized; however, few participants described their institutions as intentionally 

supportive, either. When I asked people how they thought their institution viewed their work, 

responses varied, but Tucker’s response largely echoes the views of most on the subject. They 

said, “I think they think we are the annoying kid that won’t go away.” Throughout our 

conversations, participants repeatedly described themselves as the person on campus who was 

responsible for holding colleagues and the institution accountable for LGBTQIA+ inclusion. 

While this certainly falls into many of their job descriptions, it is unfortunate that these 

practitioners felt like doing the job they were hired to do was viewed as an annoyance by their 

institutions.   

Intentional institutional support for these offices and their staff could streamline inclusion 

efforts and alleviate frustrations between LGBTQIA+ support staff and their institutions. In the 

short history of LGBTQIA+ resource centers in higher education, the most common reason for 

the establishment of this particular type of equity center is to address public and destructive 

incidences of harassment or discrimination. The second most common reason universities create 

space for an LGBTQIA+ center is as a response to faculty and student outcry. The third, and 

most rare, impetus for development of an LGBTQIA+ center on college campuses is a proactive 
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institutional response, in which the university chooses to demonstrate their value for LGBTQIA+ 

inclusion before they are made to do so by violence or campus outcry (Sanlo, Rankin, & 

Schoenberg, 2002). Reactive responses to efforts to make campuses more inclusive create an 

atmosphere of grudging progress and position LGBTQIA+ practitioners to be the “squeaky 

wheel” in committee meetings and strategic planning sessions. This perpetuates a dynamic in 

which practitioners are working for students rather than with their institution. Solving this 

problem is as simple as adopting a proactive, intentional approach to LGBTQIA+ inclusion on 

campuses.   

Conclusion 

Overall, my participants and I found ourselves working within and against 

heteronormative and patriarchal systems both in our offices or departments and within our 

institutions as a whole. As queer women, participants intentionally found ways to present their 

queerness openly to their institutions, with mixed results. While their presentation and visibility 

assisted with promoting more inclusion for LGBTQIA+ students on campus, they personally 

experienced pushback and censorship from colleagues and supervisors for subverting 

heteronormative norms. Regardless of gender identity and expression, participants also 

experienced gendered expectations in their work. Participants were often asked to perform 

unpaid or unrecognized emotional labor in their day-to-day work. While the individuals included 

in this study reported these experiences with mixed reactions, several expressed frustrations in 

being held to patriarchal norms of gender behavior in positions that, by their design, should 

subvert those norms.   

The main findings of this study demonstrate the disparities between the formal roles 

LGBTQIA+ advocacy staff are hired to fill, and the personal connection queer women hired to 
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advocate for LGBTQIA+ individuals felt. Hired to advocate for inclusive policies, coordinate 

programming, and raise campus visibility for LGBTQIA+ identities, the women in this study 

found themselves personally connected to their roles in ways not anticipated by strategic plans 

and job descriptions. As campus advocates, queer women in these roles were asked to confront 

systemic homophobia and explicit bias by colleagues. In their work with students, participants of 

my study found themselves placed in maternal roles and serving as role models of queer success 

and adulthood. In interactions with colleagues, we all experienced the tensions between 

performing our queerness openly and authentically while still straddling the line between 

presenting as queer enough for the LGBTQIA+ community, while presenting as a non-

threatening version of that queerness to heterosexual, cisgender colleagues and supervisors.   
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APPENDIX A 

Interview Protocol 

Introduction: 
 

Hello, thank you for speaking with me today. My name is Lizzie Smith and my 
pronouns are she/her/hers. I am conducting a study investigating queer people with feminine 
subjectivities’ (ie, women and nonbinary people) experiences in LGBTQIA+ advocacy and 
support roles on college campuses. Thank you for agreeing to share your thoughts and 
experiences with this topic. This interview should take 60-90 minutes. Throughout the interview, 
I will be asking you questions about your experiences as a queer person with feminine 
subjectivities who works in an LGBTQIA+ support role at your institution. If you feel 
uncomfortable during the interview and do not want to answer a question, please let me know, 
and we will skip that question. If you need a break, please let me know that as well. We can stop 
the interview at any time. I will be recording the interview using an audio recorder and my 
computer voice recorder. I will be using a pseudonym to protect your identity. Do you have any 
questions? Ok, let’s get started.  
 

Interview Protocol 
 
 

1. Would you please provide the pseudonym you’d like to use, your pronouns, and the role 
you play in your college or university? 

2. Would you describe, for me, your job description as it pertains to LGBTQIA+ support 
services? 

3. Can you tell me how this job description compares to your day-to-day labor and tasks? 
4. Can you tell me in as much detail as possible, about your queer identity? 
5. How does that part of your personal self affect or engage with your professional role on 

campus? 
6. Tell me about a specific time when your queer identity was impacted by or directly 

impacted your work performance or role.  
7. Can you tell me how the intersection of your gender identity impacts your professional 

life? 
8. Tell me about a specific time when your unique identity impacted your professional life. 
9. How would you describe your role within the queer community at your university or 

college? 
10. What type of work or labor do you do in contribution to the support or betterment of that 

community? 
a.  Can you give a specific example? 

11. How would you categorize your relationship with LGBTQIA+ students? 



 

 175 
 

a. Can you tell me more/ share an illustrative story about this? 
12. Can you tell me about how your specific identities impact your work with members of 

the LGBTQIA+ community(ies) at your school? 
a. Please share a specific instance of this 

13. What is your perception of the demographics of other administrators within your 
division? 

14. What about people in leadership roles? How do you think they perceive you? 
a. How does this impact your work and professional experience? 

15. Tell me about a time when you felt supported as a queer [enter gender identity here] by 
your institution. 

16. Tell me about a time when you felt marginalized as a queer [enter gender identity here]by 
your institution. 

17. What policies and/or practices in your college/university positively impact your work life 
as a queer [enter gender identity here]? 

a. Can you tell me about a specific time this impacted you? 
18. What policies and/or practices negatively impact your work life as a queer [enter gender 

identity here]? 
a. Can you tell me about a specific time this impacted you? 

19. Tell me about other identities you have that impact your work? 
20. In as much detail as possible, please tell me about a meaningful experience you’ve had in 

LGBTQIA+ student support at your institution. 
21. Is there anything else you’d like to share about your role, experiences, or identities?  
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