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I. Introduction

When one envisions the stereotypical American college experience, the scenes that play

out in one’s mind include late nights in the library, talking with friends on a picnic blanket on the

quad, and attending house parties on the weekends. This perception, albeit somewhat

sensationalized by popular culture, tends to also push the importance of exploring casual sex

before graduating and settling down with a permanent partner. The college environment provides

the perfect backdrop for exploring casual sex, as students coming directly out of high school are

granted a newfound sense of independence. Whether students live near campus or commute from

home, they are granted a greater freedom of movement, therefore allowing them to escape the

watchful eyes of parents or guardians. Furthermore, dating apps such as Tinder and Bumble offer

limitless opportunities to pursue sexual partners on campus or only a few miles away; though if

students want to meet partners more organically, in-person classes and extracurricular activities

also offer opportunities for attraction to begin.

Be that as it may, casual sex as a cultural norm proves to be a relatively new phenomenon

compared to the emphasis placed on chastity and marriage in the early 20th century. The

popularization of casual sex began in the 1960s, as second-wave feminism, widespread access to

contraceptives, and the rejection of traditional expectations of marriage began to take root

(Garcia et al. 2012). Furthermore, rising rates of college enrollment and a shift towards

liberalization in American political attitudes created a new atmosphere amongst students of

sexual exploration and conquest. However, not all Americans had an equal stake in this new

environment of sexual liberation; anti-miscegenation and sodomy laws kept racial and sexual

minorities from engaging in sex free of legal stipulations until around the 1970s. Even after these

laws were repealed, interracial and queer sex was still heavily stigmatized by white heterosexual
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individuals that were not used to sex in the margins. This odium was only multiplied by the

AIDS crisis of the 1980s, as an estimated 32 million people have died since the start of the

epidemic (UNAIDS 2020). Gay, bisexual, and other men who have sex with men continue to be

the population most affected by HIV in the United States (Center for Disease Control 2018).

Consequently, research around casual sex and hookups are primarily used as a public health tool

for HIV/AIDS harm reduction for vulnerable populations (Garcia et al. 2012). This research is

truly instrumental in protecting the well-being of gay men of color in particular, but has stoked

the flames of stereotype that queer sexual expression is inherently dangerous. In order to

embrace queer sex in a positive light, we must come to understand how it has the ability to act as

a tool for queer individuals to affirm their sexuality and become more comfortable with their

gender expression instead of jumping head-first into demonization.

In a similar fashion, casual sex in college has been heavily scrutinized by social scientists

due to its role as a space where sexual violence and abuse thrives. Casual sex and hookups run

the risks of causing participants emotional and psychological injury, sexually transmitted

infections, unintended pregnancy, and even sexual assault (Garcia et al. 2012). It is important to

note that not all casual sex is inherently harmful; rather, it is the heavily gendered ritual of how

some heterosexual students go about locating one night stands, otherwise known as hookup

culture, that reinforces practices that lead to sexual violence. Some students—particularly white,

cisgender, heterosexual students—engage in a predictable ritual of drinking, dancing to loud

music, and spending the night with their sexual conquests (Wade 2017). This ritualization of

hookup culture has been observed on campuses big and small, religious and secular, public and

private—yet, little work has been done to understand whether marginalized students, particularly

queer students, partake in hookup culture in the same way as their heterosexual peers.
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Fundamentally, hookup culture is a product of the way that we understand sex in society, and

since queer sex has been historically stigmatized and ignored by the mainstream culture, there

exists an imperative to fill the gaps within the literature in order to normalize and legitimize

queer sex within American society.

The objective of this study is to illuminate how college students who self-identify as part

of the LGBTQ+ community partake in casual sex or hookups as a tool for identity formation

during their coming-out process. This research challenges the assumption of casual sex as a tool

of gender-based violence, instead pushing for a more positive understanding of casual sex as a

space for learning about oneself and negotiating boundaries. Furthermore, this research aims to

destigmatize queer sex and expand our understanding past harm reduction, instead working

towards understanding how to best support queer students during their time in college so that

they are comfortable in their identity and sexually literate upon graduation.

This study will explore the topic of formation of queer identity and self-confidence

among college students in association with same-sex hookups in a systematic manner. In Chapter

2—Literature Review, I will define hookups and illustrate how they are ritualized into hookup

culture, detail queer identity development models and their shortcomings, and discuss external

resources of how the queer community engages in casual sex. In Chapter 3—Methodology, I will

explain how students were recruited for qualitative interviewing, as well as describe the

demographics of the two primary colleges I drew respondents from. In Chapter 4—Findings, I

will examine the dominant themes of my respondents’ interviews to find commonalities and

differences of the queer sexual experience across gender identities, sexual orientations, and

contrasting college atmospheres. In Chapter 5—Discussion, I will discuss the themes in tandem

with the theoretical frameworks that informed my Literature Review. Finally, in Chapter
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6—Conclusion, I will illustrate the implications of my study and discuss future directions for

queer sexuality research.
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II. Literature Review

Hookups can be defined as any brief, uncommitted sexual encounter among individuals

who are not romantic partners or dating each other (Garcia et al. 2012). The sexual acts involved

in hooking up are intentionally unambiguous, as the focus of most research is placed more on the

uncommitted nature of the encounter rather than what behaviors “count” (Garcia et al. 2012).

Hookups are part of the larger phenomenon of casual sex, which can be defined as sexual activity

taking place outside of a formal relationship (such as dating or marriage) without traditional

reasons of love, procreation, or commitment (Hatfield et al. 2012). Casual sex also includes

arrangements such as “friends with benefits,” wherein established frends have a sexual

relationship without an emotional commitment (Garcia et al. 2012). Friends with benefits differs

from hookups due to the previously established friendship of the individuals involved; however,

there is no clear definition of what delineates a hookup from casual sex acts labeled as “no

strings attached” sex or a “one-night stand” (Garcia et al. 2012). Historically, research on casual

sex has remained disjointed from investigations of hookups (Garcia et al. 2012). Research

specifically around hookups is primarily used as a public health tool for harm reduction; as a

result, populations engaging in particularly risky sexual behavior, such as heterosexual college

students and men who have sex with men, have remained at the center of hookup research

(Garcia et al 2012). This research project aims to challenge the dominant understanding of queer

casual sex as an inherenly risky behavior, and instead posits that casual sex can be used to help

queer students actualize their sexual orientation. In order to do so, I will be reviewing existing

literature surrounding how hookups are ritualized and transformed into a dominant culture,

developmental models surrounding sexual identity, and external resources such as technology

that are changing the how queer individuals interact with casual sex on a larger scale.
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Hookup Contexts and Sexual Scripts

Most of the research centered around hookups has been conducted with white

heterosexual college students, creating a stark gap in literature surrounding how queer

individuals define hookups, how often they occur, motivations behind hooking up, and outcomes

of sexual behaviors (Watson et al. 2017). In the heterosexual hookup scene, men typically initiate

sexual activity; they treat women primarily as sex objects, and admit that are not concerned

about women’s sexual pleasure (Armstrong et al. 2012, Rupp et al. 2014). In addition,

heterosexual hookups are regulated by a double standard that has negative effects for women

who hook up too much or have intercourse too readily. Hooking up on college campuses is also

anchored to specific sites, such as fraternity houses, that are controlled by men (Armstrong et al.

2010, Rupp et al. 2014). In contrast, queer adults’ hookups are related to more positive than

negative outcomes, and are often a tool to cope with minority stressors (Watson et al. 2019). On

college campuses, queer students are highly critical of the norms of heterosexual hookup culture,

such as the unclear standards of consent, the sexual double standard, and the over-emphasis of

male pleasure (Lamont et al. 2018). Students attribute this to the normative constructions of

masculinity, and instead focus on mutual respect, communication, and consent (Lamont et al.

2018). However, some queer students end up reproducing the gendered practices of their straight

peers, especially in regards to gender expression and dominant/submissive sexual roles (Lamont

et al. 2018). 

Generally, heterosexual hookups on college campus adhere to an almost formulaic set of

events, otherwise known as a sexual script (Simon and Gagnon 1986, Wade 2017). Sexual script

theory presents sexuality as learned behaviors influenced by culturally available messages rather

than being biologically driven (Simon and Gagnon 1986, Frith and Kitzinger 2001). These
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scripts allow individuals to define what counts as sex, recognize what is a sexual situation, and

understand what to do during sexual encounters (Firth and Kitzinger 2001, Nagar 2016). Sexual

scripts are also embedded within social, political, and economic structures and are influenced by

identities such as class, ethnicity, age, and gender (Garcia et al. 2012, Nagar 2016). Similarly,

sexual scripts are considered common knowledge among individuals with similar identites; for

example, white, heterosexual college women generally understand that they are to take on a

passive role during sex in order to please their male partner (Garcia et al. 2012, Firth and

Kitzinger 2001). The dominant sexual script in the United States is rooted in heteronormativity,

which asserts that heterosexual relations are normal and desired (Garcia et al. 2012, Nagar 2016).

In turn, heteronormativity reinforces compulsory heterosexuality, which assumes and enforces

heterosexuality as the norm until stated otherwise (Rich 1980). Together, these scripts and

assumptions of heterosexuality leave queer individuals to either adopt the heterosexual scripts or

reject them entirely to create their own scripts.

One of the most salient sexual scripts for heterosexual college students seeking casual sex

is the ritual of pregaming, grinding, initiating a hookup, “hooking up,” and establishing

meaninglessness (Frith and Kitzinger 2001, Wade 2017). This ritual was coined by Lisa Wade in

her groundbreaking book, American Hookup: The New Culture of Sex on Campus. Pregaming,

which involves drinking alcohol before attending a party, reportedly enhances students’

experiences and improves their personality by making them relaxed and more fun to be around

(Wade 2017). Students who choose to opt out of getting drunk before a party are ostracized, as

they ruin the illusion of the alternate reality of “drunkworld” (Wade 2017). Once students arrive

at the party, the main activity of grinding commences—dancing sexually so that women who are

willing “press their backs and backsides against men’s bodies and dance rhythmically” (Wade
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2017). During the party, women typically dance with one another in the middle of the room

while men congregate towards the edges. A woman can signal interest with a man by making eye

contact, but men ultimately make the first move in choosing who to dance with (Armstrong et al.

2012, Wade 2017). If both parties exhibit an interest in each other, the woman turns around to

face her partner and instigates a “dance-floor make-out,” which is an invitation to escalate the

situation into something more sexual (Wade 2017). The couple then leaves the party to find a

private space to “hook up,” which includes a range of sexual acts, including open-mouth kissing

and groping, foreplay, oral sex, or penis-in-vagina sex (Wade 2017). Once again, it is important

to note that “hooking up” is an ambiguous term, as it is self-defined and there is no threshold for

what societally counts as “hooking up” and what does not (Wade 2017, Tillman et al.

2019). After the hookup is competed, there is a mutual understanding of establishing

meaninglessness to the sexual interaction, which proves to be difficult given the general societal

expectation of emotion and romance preceding sex (Wade 2017). Thus, college students create a

sense of meaninglessness by claiming to be black-out drunk, capping the number of hookups that

they engage in with the same partner, and creating emotional distance between themselves and

their hookup partner (Wade 2017).

Many students choose to opt out of hookup culture entirely, especially students of color,

low-income students, and queer students. Hookup culture is not free of racial bias: White men

and women, Black men, and Asian women are at the top of the desirability hierarchy, whereas

Black women and Asian or Middle Eastern men tend to fall towards the bottom (Wade 2017).

Black students in particular are less likely to engage in hookup culture due to factors in personal

upbringing, such as higher rates of religiosity and conservative sexual views (Wade 2017).

Students of color are also more likely to be low-income, and poor and working-class students
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across all races are less likely to engage in hookup culture, possibly due to the pressure put on

academic success (Wade 2019, Tilllman et al. 2019). Interestingly, queer students tend to engage

in hookups but abstain from hookup culture, instead opting in to small groups of queer students

who build their own community (Wade 2017). As a whole, college students are less likely to

engage in hookup culture when compared to their non student peers, despite the perception the

college provides an environment for self-exploration (Tillman et al. 2019). In my own research, I

expect to find that queer individuals engage with hookup culture by creating their own sexual

scripts instead of adopting heterosexual standards. Furthermore, queer individuals are likely

critical of heterosexual scripts due to their unequal power dynamics between the men and women

who engage in them. I also expect to see queer students with other marginalized identities, such

as being a person of color or coming from a lower socioeconomic status, to create their own

sexual scripts, yet engage in campus hookup culture significantly less.

Queer Identity Development and Stigma

Various paradigms regarding the development of sexual orientation throughout the

lifespan have emerged within both psychological and sociological literatures. The earliest

theories hypothesize that sexual orientation develops in stages, each defined by different

emotional indicators (Cass 1984, Troiden 1988). Although theoretical models vary in the number

of stages and the order that they appear in, three general stages tend to emerge across the

literature: identity confusion, identity assumption, and identity commitment. 

The first stage of this model is identity confusion, which can be largely characterized by

feelings of alienation and anxiety surrounding one’s identity. This stage typically begins during

adolescence, where individuals perceive that their thoughts and feelings do not match up with the
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heterosexual norm (Cass 1984, Troiden 1988). During this time, the individual may feel a sense

of alienation as the difference between self and heterosexuals becomes clearer (Cass 1984).

Common responses to identity confusion include outward denial of homosexual feelings;

attempts to eradicate homosexual feelings and behaviors; avoiding situations that confirm

homosexual feelings; redefining behavior along more conventional lines, such as claiming it’s a

phase; and acceptance of homosexual behavior as part of their identity (Troiden 1988).

The second stage of the model, identity assumption, includes firmly establishing an

internal queer identity and exploring it further within interactions with others. The key elements

of this stage are self-definition as queer, identity tolerance and acceptance, association with other

queer indivudals, sexual experimentation, and exploration of queer subculture (Troiden 1988).

During this time, a questioning individual seeks out the company of other queer people to fulfill

social, sexual, and emotional needs (Cass 1984, Troiden 1988). Questioning individuals

unconsciously adopt identity-management strategies in order to prevent being faced with others’

(possibly negative) reactions toward their newly realized queer identity. The most common

strategies include “passing,” in which the individual conceals their queer identity from

heterosexual family and peers until they either selectively or completely disclose their identity

(Cass 1984, Troiden 1988). By the end of this stage, one begins to fully accept themselves as

queer, and feelings of alienation and anxiety have largely been resolved (Cass 1984, Troiden

1988). 

The final stage of the model is identity commitment, which is characterized by an

enthusiastic embrace of one’s queer identity. One feels a sense of pride in one’s identity and may

engage with queer media and subculture actively (Cass 1984, Troiden 1988). The individual also

recognizes that queerness is not their only defining identity, and understands that there are many
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sides of their character (Cass 1984). One external indicator that one has reached the stage of

identity commitment is the synthesis of queer emotions and sexual desires into a meaningful

relationship (Troiden 1988). The individual may also be much more willing to “come out,” even

if they fluctuate between disclosing their identity depending on the personal, social, and

environmental factors (Troiden 1988). By the end of this stage, no alienation or anxiety about

one’s identity remains, and they fully embrace their queer identity in a multitude of different

ways. 

Although some research has supported the validity of the stage model’s framework,

others have offered valid critiques of the model. The development of the framework was

conducted with gay men, and the results were assumed to be generalizable to queer women

(Savin-Williams 2000). As a result, the stage model failed to account for gendered differences in

the coming-out process. Women typically initiate sexual identity development at later ages, and

typically cite emotional rather than sexual feelings for women as the catalyst for recognizing

queer feelings (Savin-Williams 2000). When looking at first sexual encounters, women are more

likely to do so in a full-fledged romantic relationship rather than in casual sex settings

(Savin-Williams 2000). Similarly, young men are more likely to pursue same-sex contact before

labelling themselves as nonheterosexual, whereas young women label themselves as

nonheterosexual before pursuing same-sex encounters (Savin-Williams 2000). Fundamentally,

the linear progression of the model does not take into account necessary gendered differences

between the sexual development of queer men and women (Savin-Williams 2000). The stage

model also does not take into account gender identities beyond the binary, and ignores how

racial, socioeconomic, or disabled identities influence sexual identity (Kaufman and Johnson

2004, Bilodeau and Renn 2005, Kenneady and Oswalt 2014). 
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In addition, the stage model only briefly touches upon the importance of both internal and

external stigmatization of queer identites (Kaufman and Johnson 2004). Stigma refers to an

attribute that discredits an individual, including bodily differences, “blemishes of character,” and

the “tribal stigma of race, nation, and religion” (Goffman 1963). Since queer individuals do not

share specific physical characteristics, nor do they have a common racial or national identity,

queerness falls under the realm of a socially constructed character blemish (Goffman 1963). On a

larger scale, the process of stigmatization in society involves systematically labeling human

differences, stereotyping such differences, separating the labeled individuals, and the resulting

status loss and discrimination of the labeled individuals (Joseph and Phelan 2021). Within the

paradigm of stage theory, failing to progress through every stage is seen as the result of an

inability to cope with the complexities of taking on a stigmatized identity (Kaufman and Johnson

2004). However, the process of managing stigma and disclosing queer identity is a life-long

process that is never truly resolved; the stage theory thus oversimplifies and essentializes coming

out as a singular event. Within the context of this research, the stage model may offer valuable

insight into the emotions queer individuals experience during their coming-out process and

identity exploration, yet could fall short in describing the effects that stigmatization has on

individuals that were not taken in to account during the model’s conceptualization.

Resources of the Queer Community

 Historically, queer individuals have struggled to identify dating and hookup partners,

largely due to the stigmatization of non-heterosexual identities and smaller dating pool (Watson

et al. 2019). However, the integration of technology and the internet into daily life has proven to

be an invaluable resource to LGBTQ+ individuals, in terms of both identity formation and
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engaging in hookup culture (DeHaan et al. 2013, Fox and Ralston 2016). Social networking sites

such as Reddit, Twitter, Instagram, and Tumblr serve as informal learning environments for

LGBTQ+ individuals during identity formation (Fox and Ralston 2016). LGBTQ+ individuals

use social media to seek information about LGBTQ-related issues, observe role models or other

queer individuals behavior and expereinces, and experiment with online dating apps during their

coming out process (Fox and Ralston 2016). Furthermore, queer individuals struggling with their

identity find online role models in LGBTQ+ peers and influencers who share similar identities,

as well as queer celebrities, because of the authenticity of their shared experiences (Fox and

Ralston 2016). Similarly, the media these individuals consume tend to be more interactive, as

they find videos, podcasts, blogs, interactive quizzes, and online forums helpful to identity

formation rather than static images (Fox and Ralston 2016). Since the students participating in

this research will have grown up during the digital age, they may have had more access to these

spaces much earlier than other generations of LGBTQ+ adults, thus shifting the time in which

they are able to first identify queer feelings.

Dating apps also prove to be a site of identity exploration, as some individuals change

their gender preferences before socially coming out in order to see what it is like to identify and

interact with other queer individuals (DeHaan et al. 2013, Fox and Ralston 2016). Within the

specific context of LGBTQ+ hookups, queer individuals are likely to use the internet and

smartphone apps for the ease of choosing sexual preferences (Watson et al. 2017). Those who

may be more hesitant to try out dating apps are more willing to test them after the direct advice

of a friend or witnessing friends find successful partners through the apps (Byron et al. 2021).

When considering hooking up with someone, queer individuals place value on if they had mutual

friends with their potentital date/hookup (Byron et al. 2021). Some dating apps can also be a site



Hankes 15

of establishing friendships and creating social networks (Byron et al. 2021). During the date or

hookup, queer individuals involve their friends in safety strategies in case their date turns violent,

including sharing their location with trusted friends or having friends on “stand-by” in case they

need to leave (Byron et al. 2021).

Taken altogether, these new technological affordances complicate the validity of both the

stage model of identity development and the ritualization of hookup culture. Since individuals

questioning their gender identity or sexual orientation are able to explore taking on these labels

online before coming out in person, there might be less of a motivation to engage in queer causal

sex during the identity exploration and assumption phase. The stage model may very well prove

to be the opposite of what it once was, with identity commitment taking place before identity

exploration via casual sex due to these new online spaces and the increasing visibility of queer

individuals in mainstream media. Dating apps also change the way queer individuals engage in

stigma management, as most apps allow the user to choose whether they are interested in seeing

the profiles of men, women, or both. This simple feature of the app takes away the process of

figuring out who is a viable partner within the queer casual sex scene, therefore deemphasizing

the previous methods of stigma management via selective disclosure. Finally, dating apps are

deconstructing the previous rituals of heterosexual hookup culture, as individuals have the option

to seek out casual sex without necessity of drinking and attending parties. Furthermore, dating

apps may very well be reconfiguring sexual scripts in terms of gender and sexual dynamics, as

the standards for interaction—such as who initiates first contact or who asks for casual sex—may

not conform to the same standards of in-person interaction. In essence, this research positions

itself within the interplay of the stage model of identity development, the rituals of hookup
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culture, and technological advances in order to reckon with the new ways that queer students

engage with casual sex as a means of identity formation.
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III. Methodology

To explore these questions, I conducted in-depth qualitative interviews over a

video-conferencing platform lasting between 45 minutes and two hours, during which I asked

participants about their coming out process, their hookup patterns, and their support systems. I

recruited participants from two colleges in Massachusetts, Wheaton College Massacusetts and

Bridgewater State University, in order to compare how size, demographics, and resources of

colleges influenced queer students’ experiences with hookup culture and casual sex. I recruited

students by posting a recruitment flyer to my personal social media account, as well as asking

members of both colleges to also post the recruitment flyer on their accounts. Individuals were

able to participate if they were 18 years of age or older, a member of the LGBTQ+ community,

and actively enrolled either online or in person at Wheaton College Massachusetts or

Bridgewater State University. After completing interviews with the first few students from both

schools, I utilized snowball sampling by asking participants for the contact information of any of

their peers who qualify for the study. I contacted students primarily through email, but also

through direct messages on social media if it was provided to me. Students were able to either fill

out an online form expressing their interest in participating or tell me directly, after which I

would set up a time to interview them; I would then reiterate in this scheduling email that I

would be asking in-depth questions about their sexual habits, and that they should take adequate

steps to secure their privacy, such a using headphones or finding an isolated space.

At the beginning of the interview, I verbalized the benefits and the risks associated with

my research, and obtained consent to record the video conference for transcription purposes.

Students did not have to answer any question that made them uncomfortable and were free to

leave the interview at any time. If students happened to bring up any instances of sexual
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violence, I would immediately follow up to ask if they needed support and would provide a list

of on-campus counseling options and national hotlines if necessary. None of the respondents

asked to access these resources during or after the interview process. Interviewees did not

receive any incentive for participating in the interview. I collected the students’ names, pronouns,

gender identities, and sexual orientations at the beginning of the interview in order to reference

during the interview itself; other demographic information, such as race and socioeconomic

status, were collected at the end of the interview. Students also chose their own pseudonym that

they felt fit their identity best. During the interview, I took extensive notes in order to recall

important quotes and themes, as well as connect student experiences to one another. I was sure to

use students’ correct pronouns and use gender-neutral language when referring to potential

partners. After the interview, I reviewed my notes and emphasized key pieces of information to

reference during data analysis. I then transcribed the interviews, highlighting the direct quotes

and making notes of recurring themes.

Interviewer characteristics and the COVID-19 global pandemic likely influenced the data

collection process. I am actively enrolled in one of the colleges that I used within my sample, so

I did not have to build too much rapport with students before they were willing to be

interviewed. At the other college, I had some connections through previous work experiences,

but found myself having to do much more outreach in order to find qualifying participants. I

would often self-disclose my own identity as a queer individual during the recruitment process in

order to built rapport with students I had never met. Furthermore, due to the COVID-19

pandemic, I was unable to travel to the other campus in order to pass out recruitment materials or

put up advertisements around the campus. Thus, I relied heavily on social media to spread the
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word about my study, which excluded queer students who were not on the social media platforms

I used.

About the Colleges

Wheaton College Massachusetts is a small, liberal arts college located between Boston

and Providence. Wheaton was first founded as a female seminary in 1834, but transitioned into a

four-year liberal arts college in 1912 and became fully coeducational in 1988 (About Wheaton:

History and Traditions). A year of education at Wheaton will run a student approximately

$70,000 before financial aid and merit scholarships; the average annual cost for students in

2019-2020 was $27,000 (About Wheaton: Costs & Payments). The gender breakdown of

Wheaton is approximately 60% female to 40% male. Racially, Wheaton has a population of 27%

“domestic multicultural” students, with another 5% being international students (About

Wheaton: The Basics). Wheaton College is overwhelmingly residential in a typical

(non-pandemic) year, and 96% of approximately 1,800 students live on-campus for their entire

time at the school (About Wheaton: The Basics). Wheaton has three types of on-campus

housing: dorms, suites, and theme houses (Campus Life: Residence Halls). The 19 dorms are

located around campus, where students can live in singles, doubles, or triples. Instead of the

dorms, students can instead opt in to living in suite-style housing, in which five or six students

share a single residential unit. (Campus Life: Residence Halls). Finally, Wheaton offers theme

housing instead of the typical fraternity or sorority experience; theme houses typically center

around a common interest, and offer a space for approximately 10-15 students to live in singles

or doubles (Campus Life: Current Theme Houses).
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Bridgewater State University is a medium-size public university also located between

Boston and Providence, approximately fourteen miles east of Wheaton. Bridgewater State

University was founded in 1840; today it has a population of approximately 9,500 undergraduate

and 1,500 graduate students (A Snapshot of BSU). For Massachusetts residents, Bridgewater

tuition and fees for a year of education are approximately $11,000; for non-Massachusetts

residents, tuition and fees are approximately $17,000 per year (Tuition and Fees 2020-2021).

Students who choose to live on campus can expect to pay approximately $13,000 per year for

their room and meal plan (Tuition and Fees 2020-2021). In terms of gender breakdown,

Bridgewater also has approximately 60% female and 40% male (A Snapshot of BSU). Racially,

students of color make up 25% of the Bridgewater population (A Snapshot of BSU). Around

58% of undergraduate students are commuters, which is quite different from the mainly

residential environment that Wheaton boasts (Commuter Life). For Bridgewater students that

want to live on campus, there are 11 residence halls and 1 student apartment building on campus,

with housing available for undergraduate, graduate, and continuing studies students (A Snapshot

of BSU). Six of the residence halls offer suite-style living, and the other five halls offer standard

doubles, triples, or quads (Residence Halls at BSU). Finally, Bridgewater offers Greek life, as it

has five fraternity and five sorority chapters, but it does not have specific houses for members of

these chapters to cohabitate in (Greek Rank).
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Table 1. Participant Demographics

Pseudonym Age Sexual
Orientation

Gender Identity Race & Ethnicity Socioeconomic
Status

University

Clementine 21 Pansexual Cisgender Woman White, Non-Hispanic Middle Class Wheaton
College

Mia 20 Bisexual Cisgender Woman Asian American
(Indian),
Non-Hispanic

Undisclosed Wheaton
College

Quiche 21 Queer Cisgender Man White, Non-Hispanic Middle Class Wheaton
College

Graham 18 Queer Nonbinary White, Non-Hispanic Upper Middle
Class

Wheaton
College

Pink 21 Lesbian Cisgender Woman,
Questioning

Black American,
Non-Hispanic

Lower Middle
Class

Wheaton
College

Cosmo 19 Lesbian, Queer Gender Non-conforming,
Cisgender Woman

White, Non-Hispanic Middle Class Wheaton
College

Spleen 19 Lesbian Cisgender Woman Middle Eastern,
Non-Hispanic

Upper Middle
Class

Wheaton
College

Cermit 23 Lesbian Nonbinary White, Non-Hispanic Upper Middle
Class

Bridgewater
State

Henry 23 Homosexual
biromantic

Cisgender Man Latin American
(Brazilian), Hispanic

Working Class Bridgewater
State

Julio 23 Queer Transgender Man White, Non-Hispanic Middle Class Bridgewater
State

Geo 23 Bisexual Cisgender Man White, Non-Hispanic Working Class Bridgewater
State

Nathan 19 Pansexual Transgender Man White, Non-Hispanic Below Poverty
Line

Bridgewater
State
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IV. Findings

Coming Out Early

Throughout almost all of the interviews, an emergent pattern proves to be that students

from both Wheaton and Bridgewater described coming out before engaging in any sort of sexual

activity, whether heterosexual or queer sex. Quiche, a queer cisgender man, recalled how “before

coming out, I didn't have any sexual relationships… like I said earlier, my coming out was based

on the attraction I experienced to men rather than any actual experiences.” Over half of the

students interviewed said that they were able to label and identify their feelings of attraction as

early as middle school or high school, specifically between the ages of 13 and 16. This deviates

from the traditional understanding of coming out happening during or after college, when one

may already be sexually active. Many students did not engage in sexual activity until later in

high school or until college, as Henry, a gay cisgender man, stated that “I didn't have sex until I

was like, 19-20. Like, I realized [that I was gay] when I was younger. I remember telling my

mom that I like guys, but I didn't know the term gay. And I didn't realize [the term] until I was

like 13-14. But even before that, I didn't have sex until 20.” For both Henry and Quiche, sex was

not a tool that they used during their coming out process, as they were not sexually active in their

early teens when they first recognized their queer feelings. Fundamentally, we can not point to

one single reason as to why students are coming out earlier than previous generations. Perhaps it

may be due to changing societal patterns allowing for less compulsory heterosexuality due to

more representation in the media, as students now have the language to label what they are

feeling as queer. In order to fully understand this phenomena, we must look in to the factors that

play in to a queer students’ coming out process.
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In-Person Sources of Feelings

One source that students used to identify their queerness was unconsciously developing

romantic attraction to their best friends. For example, Mia, a bisexual cisgender woman, recalled

how she grew up with a friend that she was very close to, and when they would have sleepovers

and talk about boys, her mind was elsewhere: “...the entire time I was kind of like, well, I would

rather just live with you for the rest of my life. And I can't really get my mind around like anyone

else that we're talking about right now. And like, once I realized that, like, oh, maybe I like her as

more than a friend.” Mia’s case is notable because she was able to identify that what she was

feeling was romantic attraction. Other queer students cite not being able to identify that what

they felt for their friend was genuine romantic interest until introspecting later in life. This was

certainly the case for Quiche, as he states, “looking back, I was probably mildly in love with

another one of my friends, and I delayed [coming out to] him for a little while.” Even if not

occupying a romantic role, friends tended to play a large role in queer students’ coming out

processes as a source of education and representation. Cosmo, a gender non-conforming queer

individual who attended Catholic school growing up, recalled how “meeting queer people in

eighth grade” allowed them to validate queerness as an identity that they could feasibly take on.

Spleen has a similar experience, in which she also went to Catholic school and had to grapple

with religion when her friend came out as gay. She recalls, “It was always like, ‘being gay is bad,

it’s for sinners and you’ll go to hell…’ But then my friend was like, ‘I’m gay.’ And I was like,

‘What? That’s wild. But you’re my best friend, and you’re not a bad person. So I guess being gay

isn’t bad.’” These queer friendships that both Cosmo and Spleen cultivated before coming out

not only gave them a way to accept that queerness is a legitimate identity, but also to begin to

question the beliefs ingrained in them by religion for the first time.
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Compulsory Heterosexuality

Even though queer students are coming out at younger and younger ages, compulsory

heterosexuality is still a quite common barrier that impedes the coming out process.  Cosmo

recounts how “...I had dated this guy in seventh grade. But like, I remember, like, consciously

being like, I should like him because he is objectively attractive. So I went out with him, but I

wouldn’t let him hold my hand or like kiss me.” This conscious decision to try and force

romantic feelings onto someone of the opposite gender is the very definition of compulsory

heterosexuality (Rich 1980). Cosmo was simply acting on the cultural messages that they knew

to be the norm. Some queer students, such as Spleen, directly named compulsory heterosexuality

as a factor that played into her coming-out process. “[Compulsory heterosexuality] is basically

when society raises you to think one thing about how you're supposed to be attracted to people.

So I always assumed and was told that I was attracted to guys. So after a while, I started to

believe it and like, be like, ‘oh, I want to be really good friends with this guy, and that must mean

I have a crush on him.’” For both Cosmo and Spleen, the norm of compulsory heterosexuality

was a large barrier to their recognition of their queer identity. There is no easy way to grapple

with the grasp of compulsory heterosexuality on one’s own sexual identity since it is ingrained

into the heteropatriarchal societal norms. Yet, given the fact that compulsory heterosexuality is a

term that is contemporarily acknowledged within queer communities and not just academic

circles as indicated by Spleen, younger generations now have the language and the tools to

identify these feelings of conflict as a larger pattern instead of a personal problem.
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Online Sources of Feelings

Adrienne Rich (1980) describes compulsory heterosexuality as functioning, in part,

through the erasure of queer lives and identities: people are assumed to be straight (by

themselves and others) because of the invisibility of any alternative. Today, however, the internet

has become an important resource for overcoming that invisibility. Many students cited the

internet as a major source of helping them realize and name their queer feelings. Pink, an

individual questioning both her gender identity and sexual orientation, stated how “around 13-14

is when I started, like having online friends from places like Tumblr, and DeviantArt if you can

believe it, like, definitely the backwaters of the internet. And so it was more like relationships

that were formed over there that made me question [my sexual orientation].” These online

communities as a source of coming out are a relatively new phenomenon, as the rise of social

media sites coincides with the time this generation of students began to question their sexuality

at around 10-13 years old. These sites helped to build a community around a shared queer

identity, but also occasionally provided confusing information for questioning indivudals. Mia

said that:

On Tumblr specifically, there just seemed to be a lot of teenagers coming to terms with

their own identities, and sometimes they wanted a very specific, unique identity that

completely encompasses their very, very, very specific feelings… So there were just a

lot of posts that would have like 100 plus things that you could like identify as, which as

a 14 year old was overwhelming because like bisexual was hard enough for me to feel

okay with.

In this instance, Mia is not talking about common labels such as lesbian, bisexual, or gay, but

very specific xenogenders—genders outside of the binary created by individuals with very
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specific interests, such as identifying as fellisgender, or relating to the qualities of cats on a

gendered level. Essentially, the push on some social media sites such as Tumblr to be as

inclusive as possible to every possible gender and sexuality ended up leaving some questioning

teenagers more confused than when they started. The individuals that cited utilizing these social

media sites the most in their coming out process were cisgender women and non-binary

individuals; cisgender men, on the other hand, turned to erotic art and gay porn as a means of

questioning their sexuality. Quiche states how he “...had a little metacognitive moment where I

was like, you know, I'm really only watching gay porn at this point.” Similarly, Henry recalls

looking up erotic art with his friends at a young age and focusing more on the masculine

individuals than the feminine ones. Porn often acts as a site for sex education for queer and

straight students alike, yet for queer cisgender male students, porn or erotic art is sometimes the

first place where they are able to explore their sexual attraction in secret. Conversely, queer

cisgender women turn less to porn and erotica and more towards social media and community

websites to explore early feelings of attraction. Since erotica interest and identity exploration

starts at a younger age compared to actual sexual activity, we may soon see it replacing hooking

up as a major site for pinpointing desires.

Coming to College

For many students, queer and heterosexual alike, college is the first time that they can

freely engage in sexual activity. Spleen explains that at Wheaton, “you have your own space, and

so it's like, you can have someone over if you want, or like go over to somebody else's, or just do

whatever you want and not have to deal with whoever else you’re living with [at home].”

Students like Spleen who transition from living under their parents’ supervision and expectations
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experience a newfound sense of sexual freedom if they choose to live on campus or off-campus

with roommates. Another reason why queer students cited engaging sexually in college for the

first time is the fact that there are more queer students on their college campuses compared to

their smaller high schools. As Cosmo puts it, “especially in my hometown, a lot of my straight

peers definitely started having sex sooner than queer students. I think part of it is just a matter of

opportunity, because there weren’t as many queer students.” The combination of access to one’s

own space as well as possibly a larger population than one’s high school provide a new and

exciting environment for queer students to explore their sexuality for the first time.

However, queer students at both Wheaton College Massachusetts and Bridgewater State

University face disparate barriers compared to their heterosexual peers when seeking casual sex.

At Wheaton, students feel limited by the number of people on campus—and how word of sexual

encounters spreads quickly. As Quiche states:

I think if anything, Wheaton has been constrictive in that way. Not intentionally, there are

just not very many queer men on campus. And we all know each other. So, like, you have

to be prepared for the eventuality that you have an interaction with one person and then

almost immediately, everybody knows. And then if it goes poorly, like, that's the word

about you like he's not good. So yeah, the social pressure there, I think definitely has

negatively impacted and probably geographic isolation as well. We're not very close to

cities. And at least in my mind, cities, there are far more opportunities to venture outside

of your own school population when there are other schools nearby.

Although 2,000 students may seem like an upgrade to a first-year student that grew up in a small

town, Wheaton’s tight-knit community of students soon becomes limiting in terms of both sheer

numbers and social factors as indicated by Quiche. Norton also does not provide the students
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with many opportunities for social life off of campus—within a one-mile radius, the only

establishments open into the night are one craft brewery, one dive bar, one pizza shop, and two

convenience stores. In order to explore hookups outside of Wheaton, especially those initiated

over dating apps or social media, one must have access to either their own vehicle or public

transportation. Yet, because the majority of students live on campus instead of commuting from

home, they may not have a car or know the public transportation available in the area.

When compared to Wheaton’s largely residential campus, commuter students at

Bridgewater State University that still live with their parents are not afforded the same freedom

to explore their sexualities through hookups. Geo, a heteroflexible cisgender man and commuter

student recounts this disparity at Bridgewater: “Because it's such a large student body, there's a

lot of cliques and it feels like, you know, people within the same groups really just intermingle

with one another... But there's, I think, also, because there's such a huge commuter population,

you see a lot of people who don't interact with one another on campus, either.” Similarly, Julio, a

queer transgender man who lived on campus during his freshman year and and commuted during

the rest of his time at Bridgewater, stated that “by the end of my freshman year, I had a close knit

group of friends. But a lot changed when I started commuting, because I just kind of went to

work and went to class, and there wasn’t much of a social aspect.” Both Geo and Julio indicate

that living off-campus leads commuter students to feel less connected with their peers due to

fewer opportunities to interact with them in a non-academic setting. As a result, commuter

students might feel like they have to work harder or find different ways to engage in casual sex

when compared to their residential peers.
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Party Culture

During a typical year, straight hookups at Wheaton are oftentimes initiated at parties in

the theme houses or the suites. Quiche states, “from an outsider's perspective, [straight hookup

culture] definitely seems to be like revolving around parties. Like you'll go to a party at a theme

house or somebody's suite and find a cute man and or woman and you get drunk and then go

have a night and then regret the next morning.” Interestingly enough, only certain theme houses

are known as sites where students go for parties and hookups. Clementine, a pansexual cisgender

woman, stated:

Well, you got your classic lax [lacrosse] bros and hoes really pounding the pavement

trying to go to TWAP (Together We All Prosper, theme house) and SOHL (Student

Organization of Hispanics and Latinos, theme house) and yeah, it's uncomfortable. It's

really fratty without being fratty. The suites come to mind as well. Everybody's in

everybody's business, and it's really toxic.

Houses such as TWAP and SOHL are regarded to as “fratty without being fratty” because they

are largely dominated by cisgender men. Other theme houses with a more equal gender ratio or

ones that are occupied by mostly cisgender women were not mentioned as sites of parties and

hookups. Quiche adds, “I remember freshman year, there was like, the word around town was

like, ‘Oh, hey, if you go to a party at TWAP, you will likely end up in a situation you don't want

to get to.’” It is also worth noting that the houses that Clementine and Quiche mention, TWAP

and SOHL, are primarily occupied by men of color as an affinity space. However, there is no

comparable theme house that is primarily occupied by white men, so it is hard to tell whether

these comments are racially motivated. Although queer students do live in these theme houses

and attend these parties, none of the interviewees from Wheaton cited them as a space where
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they would go to actively seek out a hookup; in fact, they were largely critical of theme houses

spaces as sites where unequal power dynamics are at play for straight students seeking sex.

Although one might think that Bridgewater State University students have the more

stereotypical experience of engaging with hookup culture due to the presence of fraternities and

sororities, a barrier that arises proves to be that Bridgewater does not dedicate specific spaces to

Greek life. Nathan explains how

Fraternities and sororities exist on the Bridgewater within Bridgewater life, but not on the

Bridgewater campus. Our school has, I think, like, nine total, but there are no frat houses

on campus, or no designated meeting spots for them. So it's more of a club than a

everyone lives together kind of deal. That being said, there definitely houses right down

the road that they are able to party in and stay at, but it's not every night kind of thing.

As Nathan indicates, Bridgewater not holding a physical space dedicated to Greek life does not

stop members of the fraternities and sororities from having parties. Although these spaces have

been assumed to be historically straight, a few of the Bridgewater students that I interviewed

indicated that fraternity and sorority members are secretly queer after the parties are over.

Cermit, a nonbinary lesbian, recalls that “you would see a lot of these girls that were part of the

sororities… when it came down to being part of that queer hookup culture, it was very much,

‘We have to meet at like 11pm at night, you can't come over anytime before that.’ It was very

secretive because they were part of a sorority, and if their sorority sisters found out it would

almost be an offense.” This phenomenon was not restricted to only sororities, either; fraternity

members also hooked up with each other secretly. Henry stated,

I know that a lot of them are gay, and they're all like hooking up. They also have

girlfriends and stuff like that. So they're like cheating on their partners with guys, because
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they don't want to accept their sexuality. Yeah, it was just weird. So like, if you're in

fraternity and you're like, if you're out, then it's fine. Like, nobody cares. Even if you're

like, in the closet. Nobody cares. But it was just so weird to see. Because like, it was like,

fraternity guys dating sorority girls, but they were hooking up with other guys. And yeah,

it was just weird.

Based on the accounts of the students at Bridgewater State, it seems as if fraternity and sorority

members go much further than the homosocial environment that was previously assumed; some

members of Greek life fully participate in casual queer sex, but feel the need to hide it from their

peers. Interviewees did not mention why members of Greek life feel the need to conceal their

queerness, so it is unclear whether the pressure to conform to heterosexuality is external (via

other Greek life members being discriminatory of LGBTQ+ individuals) or internal (from their

own understanding of Greek life enforcing the social norms of heterosexuality.

Critique of Heterosexual Power Dynamics

The general consensus of queer individuals is that their straight counterparts are more

likely to engage in hookup culture, yet straight students also have a limited idea of what the act

of hooking up actually entails. Queer students generally have a later start to their sexual exploits

due to a smaller population to base their attraction off of. Cosmo states, “I think that in my

hometown, a lot of my straight peers definitely started having sex sooner than queer students. I

think part of it is just sort of a matter of opportunity. There weren't many openly queer students.”

Queer students who expect a larger dating pool upon arriving at college are disappointed to learn

that their options run out quickly.  This was certainly the case for Graham, a first year at

Wheaton, who was able to identify this problem after only a single semester:



Hankes 32

Straight people are more likely to participate in hookup culture, and I don't think that has

anything to do with confidence in your sexual identity. I think it's more about like not

having a lot of people to choose from if you're queer. Wheaton is like, has a pretty high

population of queer students. But like, it's not as high as straight people. Like pretty much

everyone on campus is straight.

Although queer students believe they hook up marginally less than their straight counterparts,

they acnowledge that the straight definition of what hooking up might be much different than

their own. Graham continues, “I think that for straight people, the concept of a hookup is

different. For me personally, a hookup could mean a lot of different things. But I think for

straight people, it's mostly just like, having, like, penile vaginal intercourse.”

Generally, queer students at both Wheaton and Bridgewater were critical of the sexual

scripts enacted by their heterosexual peers. Wheaton students in particular were critical of the

role that cisgender, heterosexual men take on as the one who initiates first sexual contact. Quiche

states how “...the men are like, taking on the hunter concept. It’s like, ‘I’m going to go get some

chicks tonight.’” Graham takes this claim a step further, “I feel like it's so easy for guys to just

hook up with anybody they want to. But girls have to be way more selective, because of like, the

chances of [the men] being a predator… Whereas guys, just like, this sounds awful. But I feel

like guys will just like, fuck anyone.” The continued emphasis on men’s role as “hunters” and

“predators” perpetuates patriarchal, misogynistic stereotypes that have been ingrained as the

norm for cisgender, straight individuals. To straight men, women are seen as a conquest rather

than an engaging in sexual activity as equals. This idea is shared on Bridgewater’s campus, as

Henry states, “I feel like, as per usual, a lot of the times [straight] guys are very, like, either really

creepy or like, really shitty. One of one of my friends was like, talking to this guy who was
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straight up just lying to her... But then like, he texted her at 3 am saying ‘I want to eat your ass.’”

His addition of “as per usual” indicates that this is a normal occurrence and is to be expected on

both Bridgewater’s campus and in society at large. There is also a double-standard for straight

women who participate in hookup culture, as Pink points out that “I think that like girls who go

into hookup get branded as hoes, so that makes dating for them difficult. I think there's a lot of

like internalized misogyny that happens between women where there's a lot of judging.”

Cisgender straight women are expected to be sexually available for male conquests, but yet are

branded as “hoes” by other women when they choose to participate in hookup culture.

Both Wheaton and Bridgewater students also acknowledged that straight hookup culture

varies based on the intersecting identities that an individual occupies. Students detailed

incidences of racial fetishization, as Henry, a Brazilian Bridgewater student, details how

“Bridgewater is a very white town. So a lot of the time, I feel as though people of color are, like,

sought out by white people more.” Similarly, in Pink’s experience as a Black woman on

Wheaton’s campus, she states “I feel like sometimes, people approach each other as if they were

a conquest, and they have some type of like, preconceived racist notion about what a relationship

with somebody of a different race is like. It's just like, really weird, and they’re definitely

dehumanizing you in the process.” This racial fetishization does drive some students to

disengage from interracial dating, as Pink continues, “It's rare in my experience for a black guy

to date a white girl, but they do hook up and just keep it quiet.” Fundamentally, students of color

are critical of racial fetishization on both the interpersonal and societal level which keeps them

from dating interracially, but are willing to hook up with individuals outside of their race as long

as the hookups are kept secret. This phenomenon can also be observed on Bridgewater’s campus,

as Cermit cites how “...it was almost weird to see a person of color with somebody who was
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white. That’s just how the campus was. Yeah. Whether they were holding hands or whatever, it

was not normal to see people who were not of the same race dating.”

Furthermore, students with other marginalized identities have an equally difficult time

engaging in hookup culture, as Cermit describes how “there were obviously a lot of people with

disabilities on campus, and they were always seen as a mockery. It felt very gross to be around

that… I wasn’t actively engaging in it. I was more of a wallflower into this sort of toxic culture.”

From what Cermit describes, it seems like students with disabilities not only have a difficult time

engaging with others sexually, but also are dehumanized for simply living their everyday lives.

Cermit described the phenomenon perfectly: “If you're anything different than cisgender

presenting and white, you had a very difficult time.” Interestingly, none of the interviewees cited

the identities that are not immediately visible as factors that play in to straight or queer hookup

culture, such as religiosity or socioeconomic status. Nevertheless, students from both colleges

ultimately report that both fetishization and stigmatization play a large role in their experience of

seeking casual sex on campus.

Queer Hookups

Instead of having sex as a tool for coming out, queer students now use it to reaffirm their

sexuality. Students are now basing their coming out off of romantic attraction and internet

validation at younger and younger ages, such that by the time queer students get to college, they

want to validate that they actually experience sexual attraction in a queer way. Quiche states, “I

think the more I have [had sex], the more confident I've become, and putting myself out there for

sexual experiences. I guess it was kind of like a second coming out. Like, I have experienced

attraction, and I have been living as a queer man. And now actually having sex with other men.
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It's like, it's a reaffirming thing.” Similarly, cisgender students who identify as heteroflexible,

bisexual, or pansexual that have not had the opportunity to hook up with someone of the same

sex feel comfortable in their queer identity yet still want to try sex in ordet to solidify it.

Clementine, a cisgender, pansexual woman states how “I’m newly single, and I’m currently

talking with women and men—more men, which makes me frustrated because I got out of this

last relationship and was like, really ready to date a woman… I’ve been craving that for a long

time to also like, partially legitimize how I feel.” The fact that Clementine is expressing

frustration over her continued contact with men over women, as well as her specifically voicing

that she wants to legitimize her pansexuality, ultimately reinforces the role of sex and hookups as

a valid part of the coming out process. Geo, a cisgender, heteroflexible man feels similarly, as he

states “I feel like it would be nice to have something that would solidify [my queerness] for me. I

feel like you just need that first [sexual] experience to be like ‘Is this really me? Or is this not?’

and once I do, I’ll probably be more secure in it and how I feel about it. But until then, it’s like,

I’m pretty sure.” Fundamentally, the way that we perceive queer hookups as the catalyst for

coming out no longer holds true—instead, perhaps we should begin to think about hookups as

the “final stage” of one coming to actualize their queer identity.

Throughout the interviews, it became glaringly obvious that queer students do not

experience hookup culture in the same way that heterosexual students do, largely because of the

lack of ritualization in how they moved about engaging with casual sex. There was no one set

pattern like Wade’s findings of drinking, dancing, having sex, and establishing meaninglessness.

For queer students, there was quite a range in the ways people went about engaging in casual

sex; for example, Quiche recalls how he learned that an aquaintance was an available hookup

option through dating apps, as he says “I encountered him on Grindr shortly before our first
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sexual experience. Again, like we knew each other, but when we connected on Grindr, it was

like, ‘Oh, you know, maybe this is a possibility.’ And then we started texting.” Other queer

students, such as Henry, used social media instead of dating apps, and were able to find casual

sex with people they had never met before. He recalls, “it was my sophomore year here at

Bridgewater, I don't remember how he got my Snapchat, but he got my Snapchat. ‘He was like,

do you have a boyfriend?’ I was like, ‘No.’ And then he was like, ‘Oh, well, do you want to hook

up?’” This hookup with a stranger morphed into a friends with benefits situation that Henry still

engages with, yet for Quiche, hooking up with an established friend was an isolated incident.

However, not all queer students use technolgy to find viable partners, as Mia describes

the dynamic of hooking up with people she meets in her classes: “...we didn't tend to label

because it was just for fun. And just for us to have a good time, and not necessarily to like

establish a relationship. But like, so I guess that they were all technically kind of, like, really,

really casual relationships, where we [had sex] occasionally, but we were also friends.” As Mia

indicates, the boundaries between casual sex and a friends with benefits situation can be blurred

through repeated sexual encounters. Conversely, some queer students choose to enter committed

relationships before engaging in sex, completely forgoing the casual sex scene. Even the way

that queer students go about finding steady partners for a relationship varies drastically—Cermit

met their long-distance partner of more than half a year through Tinder, whereas Nathan met his

boyfriend that he currently lives with through working at Target. Even across gender identity,

sexual orientation, and racial identity, there was never one dominant pattern that was easily

identifiable among participants. This lack of a dominant sexual script and ritualization for

engaging in in casual sex points towards the absence of a culture for queer students to follow in

the same way that heterosexual students do.
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Barriers to Queer Hookups

Even though there is no singular way that queer students go about engaging in casual sex,

there are some underlying patterns as to why some of them do not engage in it, including

preservation of friendships, cisnormativity and dysphoria, and environmental factors including

COVID-19 pandemic. In terms of preservation of friendships, Pink, a Black American, was the

most vocal about how she did not want to risk losing her Black friends over failed queer

relationships. She states, “I've unfortunately not had a lot of luck dating inside my race, because

a lot of the people are my friends, and because I value our friendship, I don't want to mess up a

relationship that's fine already and doesn't need like that [sexual] element.” Pink went on to

describe how she was hesitant to date outside of her race due to the “Jungle fever,” or the

fetishization and exotification of Black women, on Wheaton’s primarily white campus. Yet,

because she is adamant about dating within the Black queer population at Wheaton, she feels as

if her options are doubly limited by both race and sexual orientation. She goes on to state how

“it's also one of those things where I think like, when you don't really have the choice, because

the options aren't presenting themselves, or you're not being pursued. Like I said, I place a high

value on friendship, rather than [romantic/sexual] relationships. So it's more like, because I don't

have the option, it's like, you're always going to feel a little bit inadequate.” As Pink emphasizes,

some queer students who choose not to partake in casual sex do end up feeling self-conscious,

even if they are doing so out of necessity to keep their friend groups intact. It is also important to

note that while other students of color on Wheaton and Bridgewater’s campuses also mentioned

fetishization as a factor in their sexual experiences, Pink is the only participant who reports this

risk of losing close friends as a barrier to engaging in casual sex.
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In the same vein, some transgender students abstain from participating in casual sex due

to both external cisnormative assumptions and internal feelings of gender dysphoria. Julio, a

transgender man at Bridgewater State, describes how the typical atmosphere of house parties and

Greek life “was so cis and straight that it made me want to scream… I always saw that stuff as

like, just very gendered and very straight. Even though there were queer people in those groups,

it’s just kinda hard as a trans person to like, see yourself fitting in to a group that’s like,

completely identity centered.” Julio’s distaste for these typical college parties stems from their

reproduction of gender norms that he fundamentally does not fit into. Furthermore, when the

expectation of finding partner for casual sex is added on top of this heavily gendered space, Julio

voices feeling a sense of alienation that his cisgender peers simply can not relate to. For other

transgender students, their discomfort in engaging in casual sex originates from an internal sense

of dysphoria. Gender dysphoria refers to psychological distress that results from a disparity

between one’s gender identity and their secondary sex characteristics (American Psychiatric

Association 2020). Although students regardless of gender identity may feel insecure about their

bodies, gender dysphoria is specific to individuals who identify outside of the gender binary. For

Graham, a nonbinary individual, their dysphoria manifests as insecurity surrounding their chest:

Dysphoria is a big problem for me, like, I don't feel comfortable in my body. So I

wouldn't want other people to touch me or see me for what I am, because I don't want to

look like this... I've always had really bad dysphoria related to my chest. I wouldn't ever

want anybody to see me without my clothes. It's like, I don't feel comfortable seeing me,

so why would anybody else feel comfortable seeing me?

Although there are ways to lessen gender dysphoria during sexual encounters, such as by staying

clothed in certain areas and using non-gendered language for cetrain body parts, dysphoria as a
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whole can greatly reduce a transgender student’s sense of self-confidence. Interestingly,

dysphoria was only mentioned by Graham, who stated that they were seeking out masculinizing

hormones in the near future. The two other transgender men that I interviewed that happened to

both be on hormone replacement therapy, as well as a nonbinary person not seeking to medically

transition, did not mention dysphoria as a major barrier to their sexual encounters. More research

should be done into the effects of sexual encounters and self-confidence after beginning the

process of medically transitioning.

The final factor that played in heavily to queer students’ ability to engage in casual sex

were the strict public health guidelines put in place to minimize the spread of COVID-19. The

Center for Disease Control guidelines, such as wearing masks in public, staying six feet apart

from others, and avoiding crowded places, were adopted and enforced by both Wheaton College

Massachusetts and Bridgewater State University in order to keep students, faculty, and staff safe.

This meant that both colleges put a cap on the number of people allowed inside any residential

room at any given time, and banning students coming from outside of campus from entering

residence halls. In the cases of both colleges, punishments for violating these rules could result in

a loss of housing privileges, so many students queer and straight alike felt compelled to comply.

Thus, students were provided with much less freedom to explore casual sex than in previous

years. This caution even permeated into the world of dating apps, as Graham stated how  “I’m

currently single, mostly because of COVID. I have Tinder and I occasionally will message

people, but I’m pretty hesitant to actually meet up with people in real life, because I don’t want

to get COVID. But if COVID wasn't a thing, I would definitely be like trying to find someone on

Tinder.” Even students who chose to stay remote for the school year felt that the pressure to stay

safe from COVID outweighed the drive to find casual sex partners; Pink stated, “I'm on dating
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apps, but I'm clearly playing with myself because I'm not leaving the house. My parents are high

risk. I'm high risk. So like, I'm not leaving the house to catch COVID. I'm not.” At the same

time, it is important to note that that the COVID-19 pandemic affects heterosexual students in the

same way that it does with queer students in terms of restricting movement and freedom for the

public good. For students in their first or second year of college, COVID-19 has drastically

changed the expectations of casual sex for all students, as Nathan indicates how “it has been hard

to see hookup culture, because three out of my four semesters have been during COVID. But I

definitely believe given what I've seen during that first semester, that if we weren't in a COVID

situation, hookup culture between people who are straight would be very prominent.” There is no

telling as to what the long-term implications of COVID-19 on casual sex and intimacy among

college students might be; perhaps it will offer a chance for future generations to challenge the

norms that have previously dominated our understanding of hookups as a whole.
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V. Discussion

This study sought to understand how queer college students utilize casual sex as a tool to

determine their sexuality during the process of identity formation. The results indicate that the

majority of queer college students do not engage in casual sex while they are questioning their

sexuality; rather, they engage in casual sex after coming out to reaffirm their queer identity.

When queer college students do engage in casual sex, they fundamentally do not ritualize the

experience in the same way that straight college students do, creating an absence of a unified

queer hookup culture. However, queer students are also highly critical of straight hookup culture

due to its role in the reproduction of sexual scripts surrounding rigid gender roles and patriarchal

power structures. Nevertheless, without a hookup culture of their own, straight hookup culture

acts as the metric for queer students to compare themselves to. Queer students internalize the

norms of straight hookup culture despite their outward criticism of the heterosexual script, but

have trouble reaching the ideal of ample casual sexual partners that straight hookup culture

promotes. Since straight hookup culture dictates that the college environment is synonymous

with readily available casual sex, queer students feel a sense of disappointment that they are not

having as many sexual encounters as their peers. The reality is that queer students may be vastly

overestimating the amount of sex their straight peers are having, simply because they fit in to the

expectations of hookup culture; these expectations do not align with the actual amount of sex

that both queer and straight students are having, as hookup culture is fundamentally an ideal

rather than a cultural norm (Wade 2017).

In terms of identity development, the results indicate a shift away from the paradigm of

stage model due to an increased awareness of queer feelings earlier in the lifespan. The stage

model (Cass 1984, Troiden 1988) hypothesizes that queer sex plays an instrumental role in the
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coming-out process during identity assumpion, in which an internal queer identity is established

through interpersonal connections, with sexual connection playing a pivotal role. The queer

college students in this research did explore their identity through interpersonal connections;

however, they utilized the support of their close friends or the internet in terms of validating their

identity instead of sex. The time in which these students were coming to understanding their

identity fell primarily between middle school and high school, during which they felt like they

were either too young to engage in sexual activity, or that there were limited opportunities to

engage in queer sex at their high schools. Queer students may be coming out at younger and

younger ages due to a wider societal acceptance of the LGBTQ+ community, as well as more

representation in mainstream media.

Although the dominant expectation of engaging hookup culture remained the same at

both Wheaton and Bridgewater, the contrasting campus environments allowed for different

sexual scripts to be enacted. To reiterate, sexual script theory presents sexuality as learned

behaviors influenced by culturally available messages rather than being biologically driven

(Simon and Gagnon 1986, Frith and Kitzinger 2001). For example, queer students from both

schools were able to identify and critique the heterosexual script centered on the gendered

interplay between the man as the dominant “hunter” and the woman as the submissive “prey.” At

Wheaton College, specific theme houses have found ways to recreate spaces where heterosexual

students can play out the ritual of getting drunk, dancing, having sex, and subsequently blocking

out the memory that Lisa Wade defines as central to hookup culture (Wade 2017). This ritual

purposefully reproduces casual heterosexual scripts, leaving queer students to criticize

traditionally gendered dynamics that they subconsciously internalize. Interestingly, the theme

houses occupied predominantly by men of color or international students are understood to be
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the primary location for these parties to enact hookup culture, which deviates from the

perception that people of color are less likely to engage in casual sex (Wade 2019, Tilllman et al.

2019). The theme houses with relatively equal members of all races and genders, as well as

theme houses that are affinity spaces for women of color, are not perceived in the same light,

indicating that the racial and gender breakdown of a space contribute to the power dynamics and

appropriate sexual scripts of a given situation.

On the other hand, some fraternity and sorority members at Bridgewater State University

subliminally deconstruct these stereotypically heterosexual scripts by secretly engaging in queer

casual sex. There is an unspoken norm that some fraternity men date sorority women as a front

for maintaining their outward heterosexual image, but they are secretly hooking up with men

both inside and outside of their fraternity. Similarly, some sorority girls maintain a similar ruse

by hooking up with other women after the parties centered around heterosexual hookup culture

are over. The fraternities and sororities are not outwardly pressuring their members to participate

in heterosexual hookup culture, but queer members of Greek life still feel the need to hide their

identity due to compulsory heterosexuality dictating that one follows the heterosexual script.

This selective disclosure strategy, defined as where one only comes out to certain individuals,

may be a form of stigma management (Goffman 1963). Some queer students do not engage in

this same sort of stigma management to hide their sexuality in college, especially on campuses

skew more liberal; those that do engage in stigma management likely do so in spaces that

demand that one is perceived as heterosexual, such as in Greek life or on campuses that sway

more convervative. In addition, sexual minority students that have more than one marginalized

identity, such as Black students or transgender students, must doubly manage the the stigmas of
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both identities and their intersections. As a result, these students feel even more alienated from

hookup culture and casual sex, producing feelings of inadequacy and lowering self-confidence.

There is still much work to be done in order to gain a more complete understanding of

queer casual sex on college campuses. Investigating queer students’ experiences on college

campuses with different enrollment numbers, religious affiliations, or geographic locations may

illuminate different stragies of identity formation and stigma management. In a similar vein,

investigating specific subsets of queer college students—such as bisexual women only—may

reveal new patterns for engaging with casual sex due to each identity encountering different

forms of stigma. The long-term effects of COVID-19 on collegiate casual sex may also be an

area of interest for heterosexual and queer students alike, as sexual scripts may be negotiated in

new ways following mandated periods of isolation. Uncovering patterns of casual sex among

queer college students will ultimately lead us to understand how to best support queer people of

all ages throughout their entire identity development journey, as coming out is a lifelong process.
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VI. Conclusion

In searching for an understanding of how casual sex influences queer college students’

identity development processes, this research ultimately illustrated how queer students do not

have a ritualized hookup culture in the same way that heterosexual students do. Although queer

students are critical of the reproduction of gendered sexual scripts within heterosexual hookup

culture, they have no other option to compare themselves to when searching for social norms.

This leads to queer students feeling set back if they are not having ample casual sex, even though

hookup culture proves to be the ideal rather than the norm for college students queer and straight

alike. Yet, when queer students do engage in casual sex, the result is a feeling of affirmation in

the label that they chose for themself years after self-identifying as non-heterosexual.

When it comes to engaging in sexual activity, the personal is political. What we

understand to be true about ourselves and our desires is shaped by what we understand to be

acceptable within larger societal structures. For queer adults, this means not only challenging the

norms of compulsory heterosexuality, but also fighting the stigmatization surrounding queer sex

as immoral or risky. At the heart of it all, the acts of coming out and engaging in sexual activity

both require the individual to question their desires in an intensely personal way. Thus, queer

sexuality should be celebrated as one gains a deeper understanding of themselves and the world

around them, ultimately becoming the version of themselves that they are proud to be.



Hankes 46

Bibliography

American Psychiatric Association. 2020. “What is Gender Dysphoria?” Retrieved April 30,
2021 (https://www.psychiatry.org/patients-families/gender-dysphoria/what-is-gender
-dysphoria).

Anon. n.d. “A Snapshot of BSU.” Bridgewater State University. Retrieved April 25, 2021a
(https://www.bridgew.edu/about-us/bsu-facts).

Anon. n.d. “Commuter Life.” Bridgewater State University. Retrieved April 25, 2021b
(https://www.bridgew.edu/student-life/commuter-life).

Anon. n.d. “Costs & Payments.” Wheaton College Massachusetts. Retrieved April 25,
2021c
(https://wheatoncollege.edu/about-wheaton-college/offices-services/student-financial-se
rvices/costs-payments/).

Anon. n.d. “Current Theme Houses.” Wheaton College Massachusetts. Retrieved April 25,
2021d
(https://wheatoncollege.edu/campus-life/housing-dining/residential-life/theme-house-in
formation/current-theme-houses/).

Anon. n.d. “History and Traditions - Wheaton College - Massachusetts.” Wheaton College
Massachusetts. Retrieved April 25, 2021f
(https://wheatoncollege.edu/about-wheaton-college/history-mission/).

Anon. n.d. “Key Facts and Figures.” Wheaton College Massachusetts. Retrieved April 25,
2021g (https://wheatoncollege.edu/about-wheaton-college/basics/).

Anon. n.d. “Residence Halls.” Wheaton College Massachusetts. Retrieved April 25, 2021h
(https://wheatoncollege.edu/campus-life/housing-dining/residential-life/residence-halls/
).

Anon. n.d. “Residence Halls at BSU.” Bridgewater State University. Retrieved April 25,
2021i (https://www.bridgew.edu/student-life/residence-life-housing/residence-halls).

https://www.psychiatry.org/patients-families/gender-dysphoria/what-is-gender-dysphoria
https://www.psychiatry.org/patients-families/gender-dysphoria/what-is-gender-dysphoria
https://www.bridgew.edu/about-us/bsu-facts
https://www.bridgew.edu/student-life/commuter-life
https://wheatoncollege.edu/about-wheaton-college/offices-services/student-financial-services/costs-payments/
https://wheatoncollege.edu/about-wheaton-college/offices-services/student-financial-services/costs-payments/
https://wheatoncollege.edu/campus-life/housing-dining/residential-life/theme-house-information/current-theme-houses/
https://wheatoncollege.edu/campus-life/housing-dining/residential-life/theme-house-information/current-theme-houses/
https://wheatoncollege.edu/about-wheaton-college/history-mission/
https://wheatoncollege.edu/about-wheaton-college/basics/
https://wheatoncollege.edu/campus-life/housing-dining/residential-life/residence-halls/
https://www.bridgew.edu/student-life/residence-life-housing/residence-halls


Hankes 47

Anon. n.d. “Student Involvement.” Bridgewater State University. Retrieved April 25, 2021j
(https://www.bridgew.edu/student-life/student-involvement).

Anon. n.d. “Tuition and Fees 2020-2021.” Bridgewater State University. Retrieved April 25,
2021k (https://www.bridgew.edu/office/studentaccounts/tuition-and-fees).

Armstrong, Elizabeth A., Paula England, and Alison C. K. Fogarty. 2012. “Accounting for
Women’s Orgasm and Sexual Enjoyment in College Hookups and Relationships.”
American Sociological Review 77(3):435–62. doi: 10.1177/0003122412445802.

Armstrong, Elizabeth A., Laura Hamilton, and Paula England. 2010. “Is Hooking Up Bad
for Young Women?” Contexts 9(3):22–27. doi: 10.1525/ctx.2010.9.3.22.

Bilodeau, Brent L., and Kristen A. Renn. 2005. “Analysis of LGBT Identity Development
Models and Implications for Practice.” New Directions for Student Services
2005(111):25–39. doi: https://doi.org/10.1002/ss.171.

Byron, Paul, Kath Albury, and Tinonee Pym. 2021. “Hooking up with Friends: LGBTQ+
Young People, Dating Apps, Friendship and Safety.” Media, Culture & Society
43(3):497–514. doi: 10.1177/0163443720972312.

Cass, Vivienne C. 1984. “Homosexual Identity Formation: Testing a Theoretical Model.”
The Journal of Sex Research 20(2):143–67.

Center for Disease Control. 2020. “HIV and Gay and Bisexual Men.” Retrieved April 30,
2021 (https://www.cdc.gov/hiv/group/msm/index.html).

DeHaan, Samantha, Laura E. Kuper, Joshua C. Magee, Lou Bigelow, and Brian S.
Mustanski. 2013. “The Interplay between Online and Offline Explorations of Identity,
Relationships, and Sex: A Mixed-Methods Study with LGBT Youth.” Journal of Sex
Research 50(5):421–34. doi: 10.1080/00224499.2012.661489.

Fox, Jesse, and Rachel Ralston. 2016. “Queer Identity Online: Informal Learning and
Teaching Experiences of LGBTQ Individuals on Social Media.” Computers in Human
Behavior 65:635–42. doi: 10.1016/j.chb.2016.06.009.

Frith, Hannah, and Celia Kitzinger. 2001. “Reformulating Sexual Script Theory: Developing
a Discursive Psychology of Sexual Negotiation.” Theory & Psychology 11(2):209–32.
doi: 10.1177/0959354301112004.

https://www.bridgew.edu/student-life/student-involvement
https://www.bridgew.edu/office/studentaccounts/tuition-and-fees
https://doi.org/10.1177/0003122412445802
https://doi.org/10.1525/ctx.2010.9.3.22
https://doi.org/10.1002/ss.171
https://doi.org/10.1177/0163443720972312
https://www.cdc.gov/hiv/group/msm/index.html
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2012.661489
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2016.06.009
https://doi.org/10.1177/0959354301112004


Hankes 48

Garcia, Justin R., Chris Reiber, Sean G. Massey, and Ann M. Merriwether. 2012. “Sexual
Hookup Culture: A Review.” Review of General Psychology : Journal of Division 1, of
the American Psychological Association 16(2):161–76. doi: 10.1037/a0027911.

Goffman, Erving. 2009. Stigma: Notes on the management of spoiled identity. Simon and
Schuster.

Hatfield, Elaine, Elizabeth S. Steele, Lisamarie Bensman, Danielle M. Young, Richard L.

Rapson. 2012. In: Turner, Jan M., Andrew D. Mitchell., editors. Cultural, social, and

gender influences on casual sex: New developments. Social psychology: New

developments. Nova Science; in press.

Kaufman, Joanne M., and Cathryn Johnson. 2004. “Stigmatized Individuals and the Process
of Identity.” The Sociological Quarterly 45(4):807–33. doi:
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1533-8525.2004.tb02315.x.

Kenneady, Arjay, and Sara Oswalt. 2014. “Is Cass’s Model of Homosexual Identity
Formation Relevant to Today’s Society?” American Journal of Sexuality Education
9:229–46. doi: 10.1080/15546128.2014.900465.

Lamont, Ellen, Teresa Roach, and Sope Kahn. 2018. “Navigating Campus Hookup Culture:
LGBTQ Students and College Hookups.” Sociological Forum 33(4):1000–1022. doi:
https://doi.org/10.1111/socf.12458.

Lucas, Jeffrey W., and Jo C. Phelan. 2012. “Stigma and Status: The Interrelation of Two
Theoretical Perspectives.” Social Psychology Quarterly 75(4):310–33. doi:
10.1177/0190272512459968.

Rich, Adrienne. 1980. “Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence.” Signs
5(4):631–60.

Rupp, Leila J., Verta Taylor, Shiri Regev-Messalem, Alison C. K. Fogarty, and Paula
England. 2014. “Queer Women in the Hookup Scene: Beyond the Closet?” Gender &
Society 28(2):212–35. doi: 10.1177/0891243213510782.

Nagar, N. 2016. Sexual Scripts. The Wiley Blackwell Encyclopedia of Gender and Sexuality

Studies, 1–3. doi:10.1002/9781118663219.wbegss714

https://doi.org/10.1037/a0027911
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1533-8525.2004.tb02315.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1533-8525.2004.tb02315.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/15546128.2014.900465
https://doi.org/10.1111/socf.12458
https://doi.org/10.1111/socf.12458
https://doi.org/10.1177/0190272512459968
https://doi.org/10.1177/0190272512459968
https://doi.org/10.1177/0891243213510782


Hankes 49

Savin-Williams, Ritch C. 2000. “Sexual Identity Trajectories Among Sexual-Minority
Youths: Gender Comparisons.” Archives of Sexual Behavior 21.

Simon, William, and John H. Gagnon. 1986. “Sexual Scripts: Permanence and Change.”
Archives of Sexual Behavior 15(2):97–120. doi: 10.1007/BF01542219.

Tillman, Kathryn Harker, Karin L. Brewster, and Giuseppina Valle Holway. 2019. “Sexual
and Romantic Relationships in Young Adulthood.” Annual Review of Sociology
45(1):133–53. doi: 10.1146/annurev-soc-073018-022625.

Troiden, Richard R. 1988. “Homosexual Identity Development.” Journal of Adolescent
Health Care 9(2):105–13. doi: 10.1016/0197-0070(88)90056-3.

UNAIDS. 2020. “Global HIV & AIDS Statistics — 2020 Fact Sheet.” Retrieved April 30,
2021e (https://www.unaids.org/en/resources/fact-sheet).

Wade, Lisa. 2017. American Hookup: The New Culture of Sex on Campus. New York, NY,
US: W W Norton & Co.

Watson, Ryan J., Yousef M. Shahin, and Miriam R. Arbeit. 2019. “Hookup Initiation and
Emotional Outcomes Differ across LGB Young Men and Women.” Sexualities
22(5–6):932–50. doi: 10.1177/1363460718774528.

Watson, Ryan J., Shannon Snapp, and Skyler Wang. 2017. “What We Know and Where We
Go from Here: A Review of Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual Youth Hookup Literature.” Sex
Roles 77(11–12):801–11. doi: 10.1007/s11199-017-0831-2.

https://doi.org/10.1007/BF01542219
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-soc-073018-022625
https://doi.org/10.1016/0197-0070(88)90056-3
https://www.unaids.org/en/resources/fact-sheet
https://doi.org/10.1177/1363460718774528
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-017-0831-2

