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ABSTRACT 
 

 

This thesis examined the ways young people come to understand and negotiate intimate 

relationships, beginning from the vantage point of everyday youth experience, not adult 

constructions of that experience. In doing so, I sought to interrogate widespread understandings 

of young people and intimacy that remain predominantly framed in terms of risk, danger, 

immaturity, and vulnerability. While not diminishing the very real difficulties and dangers 

experienced by some young people, the aim of this thesis was to open up other ways of 

understanding young people’s perspectives and experiences, looking particularly at how views 

on intimate relationships connected to their imaginings of the future and their sense of a ‘good 

life’ (Berlant, 2011). Engaging with feminist, participatory and arts-based methodologies, I 

conducted interviews and repeat group sessions with students from a secondary school located 

on the outskirts of Melbourne, Victoria. Informed by feminist and queer theories, and working 

with concepts of affect to analyse intimacy, I drew on participant narratives and visual artefacts 

to examine the ways young people learn about, experience, anticipate, and regulate intimate 

relationships. This included an examination of the role of digital social media, the place of 

‘ordinary affects’ and ‘public feelings’, and in-depth exploration of the processes of meaning 

making in which young people actively engaged, arguing that these constituted powerful if 

sometimes uncertain and ambivalent forms of learning and becoming. I further argued that 

some of the most powerful learning was not in classrooms or via formal curriculum but took 

place in other spaces and interactions, which become evident when taking a youth-centred 

approach. 

The fieldwork showed, first, the ways in which young people navigate and make meaning out 

of their intimate relationships and how this is fundamentally connected to their future thinking 
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and notions of the good life. Second, it revealed that while young people may be setting new 

definitions and norms around intimacy, they are also doing this in ways that in some respects 

are rearticulating old gender binaries and heterosexual privileges. Third, it showed how young 

people also imported some of the public anxieties surrounding their relationships – particularly 

to do with risk, sex, ephemerality, immaturity and ‘realness’ – into their narratives and meaning 

making. I analysed the impact of the persistence of this type of framing for young people, in 

particular the effects of its potential regulatory functions. Overall, throughout this thesis, I build 

a case for the agentic and creative ways young people are learning about intimate relationships, 

genders, and sexualities and argue that these capacities warrant greater recognition in research, 

in curriculum discourses, and in program reforms.  

  



 

 

iii 

DECLARATION PAGE 
 

 

a) This thesis comprises only my original work towards the Doctor of Philosophy;  

b) Due acknowledgement has been made in the text to all other material used; and  

c) This thesis is fewer than the maximum word limit in length, exclusive of tables, 

bibliographies, and appendices.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

iv 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 

 

The time during which I wrote a large part of this thesis became marked as ‘unprecedented’. A 

summer of bushfires at the start of 2020, followed closely by the pandemic, meaning I did not 

step foot in my office over almost two years of some of the strictest lockdowns in the world. 

At times, it felt like an unearned luxury to hide myself away and write this. At others, an 

impossible task. I thought about how I would write this section often throughout these times, 

and so, I make no apologies for the length of this acknowledgement. This has been a true team 

effort -we worked hard to get me here and I am going to indulge in a long and over-the-top list 

of thank-you’s to the people whose love and support is behind every single word of this thing.  

Firstly, I would like to thank all the young people who worked with me on this research. I have 

often commented on how lucky I was to get to know you all in this small way. You shared your 

stories with me so generously – your curiosity, your care, and your diverse insights, and I will 

be forever grateful that you all gave me the time that you did. I know that this is but a snapshot, 

but I hope that I have honoured your stories with the care and respect they deserve.  

Thank you to the Melbourne Social Equity Institute for the Strategic Australian Postgraduate 

Award – without which, this thesis would not have been possible.  

My supervisors: Professor Julie McLeod, I feel so incredibly lucky to have ended up on this 

journey with you. You seemed to know what I needed, what I was trying to say, and the best 

way to get me there, before I ever did. I really didn’t know what I was doing when I walked 

through your doors over 5 years ago. I still don’t, but you provided gentle and generous 

guidance, allowing me to make sense of the mess, while retaining a sense of myself (and the 

mess!) along the way. I could not have asked for better support – especially over the past 24 

months. Thank you for your patience, encouragement, and sharing your incredible intellect so 



 

 

v 

generously. I admire you enormously and will be forever grateful. Associate Professor Cathy 

Vaughan, I know I’m not the only person who has sat in your class and thought ‘I want to be 

like her’: your passion, your ethics and your compassion make you a wonderful teacher, 

researcher, and supervisor. Thank you. My Advisory panel: Thank you to Professor Helen 

Cahill for overseeing the bulk of this project with your generous insights and encouragement; 

and to Dr Hernan Cuervo, for stepping in as panel chair, with some fresh insight and 

reassurance at the very end! Dr Signe Ravn, thank you for your guidance, support, and 

friendship. You were a reassuring presence always. Thank you for giving me so many 

opportunities, encouraging me to speak up about my work and supporting me whenever I did 

so.  

My friends on ‘lev sev’: my desk mate Carol, Sanaz, Sophie, Diana, Big Sam, Rosie, my 

‘Berlant Buddy’ Jay, Elisa, Bonita, Elly & my conference/admin support Josie: thank you for 

your kindness, support, laughter, and energy over the years. I’ve missed you all immensely. 

You listened to me talk around the edges of my research when I was too unsure of myself to 

jump right in. I think I finally figured it out, but I couldn’t have done it without you all. My 

colleagues at ANROWS: Kim Webster, Violeta Politoff, and Justine Mickle. A formidable trio 

of incredible women, and although it feels like a lifetime ago, thank you for the opportunity to 

work with and learn from you all. Your hard work and commitment to feminism and social 

justice manifested in an ethics I have attempted to apply to my own work. I have been lucky to 

have met and be inspired by many wonderful scholars who have influenced my work and ways 

of thinking. Thank you in particular to: Nat Hendry, Leanne Coll, Paul Byron, Léna Molnar. 

My sincerest thanks to those who I did take up the offer to read some of my work and in 

particular my proofreaders: Dr. Amy McKernan, Dr. Jessica Crofts (my first new PhD friend, 

who opened so many doors for me), Diana Langmead (the best PhD office hype-mate anyone 

could ever ask for), Jane Cleo (back to our regular programming of swims, books, and reality 



 

 

vi 

TV now please), Hannah Purdy & Dr. Maria Hach (you two getting me over the line at the very 

last minute). 

Dr Maria Hach and Tessa Toumborou: How incredibly lucky I am to have begun this journey 

side-by-side the both of you, I can truly say I wouldn’t have finished this without you. You are 

both brilliant, kind, and incredibly intelligent women who have not only provided me with 

much support these last 5 years, but also inspiration. Aaron, Alisa, Anna, Ella, Lena, Nicole, 

Purdy, Steph, and Suz: thank you for your road trips, swag sleepouts, red-dirt adventures, 

missed bus-rides, cups of tea, care packages, champagne, Dua on the dancefloor, and constant 

love. Jess, I don’t think I would have finished this without the solitude and inspiration of your 

little house on Dhudhuroa country in (what I thought were) the final months of this. Thank 

you! Candy, Soniya, and Jenna: Thank you for your long, effusively loving, encouraging, and 

generous messages, smoothies, donuts, flowers - I wish everyone could have friends like you. 

Kara, I wouldn’t have gotten through 2020/1 without your support, adventure, and care. Your 

beautiful friendship in amongst some of the toughest times is a gift I will never take for granted. 

Jane, the best housemate, and friend someone in the mess of a PhD could ever ask for. 

Tentatively approaching questions of productivity, cooking me dinner when I was too tired to 

eat – or filling the space with your own stories and ideas when I was too distracted to engage, 

thank you!  

My family: First, a special mention to Mum, for all her care and patience over successive 

lockdowns and end-of-thesis-stress. Making sure I was fed and upright and pushing to the end. 

I am so very lucky to be your daughter. Eliza, my biggest and brightest cheerleader. Thank you 

for making me laugh like no other, for your unwavering belief and support. I am so proud of 

you, and I am infinitely grateful that you are by my side. Mel, for checking my references, 

fixing my body when it broke down, and always giving me words of encouragement! My 



 

 

vii 

brothers, Tim, Steven, and Nathan, and to Bella and Sonia: thank you all for always supporting 

me and my work, but more importantly, providing a good distraction from it. My beautiful 

niblings: Archie, Charlie, Cooper, Ruby, Oliver, and Riley, the perfect antidotes to the stresses 

of this project, thank you for loving and laughing with Aunty Sam/Sham/No(!) the way that 

you do. I cannot wait to learn from you all! Ragnar the kelpie, for getting me out of bed and to 

the beach on the days I really didn’t want to. My wonderful grandparents: Nana Kath, our 

matriarch. I’m so grateful for all the times we have shared a cuppa and ‘solved all the world’s 

problems’, and especially proud to have taught you all about ‘eff-bois’. I love you, thank you. 

To my beloved Pop who passed away at the beginning of this thesis - thank you for always 

believing in me (even if you didn’t always agree with me!). Nana Pat who also passed during 

this time – your quiet strength, acceptance, and love flow through every page of this thesis. I 

wish I could have shared it with both of you. 

Finally, I would like to dedicate this thesis to my parents: Mandy and Peter Mannix. You have 

both taught me many incredible lessons in this life and I will be forever grateful for the 

opportunities your hard work, love, and eternal support have afforded me. I have made bold 

choices and moves in different directions/countries/cities because of the safety net your love 

has provided me. Although your marriage ended many moons ago, your enduring, patient, and 

caring relationship is the one I admire most in this world.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

viii 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT OF COUNTRY  
 

This project was predominantly conceived of, researched, and written on the lands of the 

Wurundjeri and Boon Wurrung people, of the Kulin Nations. I pay my respects to the peoples 

of the Kulin Nations, to their Elders, past and present – who continue to fight for their rights, 

and live their lives and cultures, with an immense dignity and strength. As a guest on unceded 

stolen land, I acknowledge First Nations sovereignty and ongoing connection to the lands, 

waters, and songlines. Always was, always will be.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

ix 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 

ABSTRACT I 

DECLARATION PAGE III 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS IV 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT OF COUNTRY VIII 

TABLE OF CONTENTS IX 

LIST OF TABLES XIII 

LIST OF IMAGES XIV 

CHAPTER ONE - INTRODUCTION 1 
Research questions 2 

Background and context 6 
Working with young people and the prevention of gender-based violence 6 
Relationships in the school curriculum 8 
Feeling the backlash 10 
Marriage Equality ‘Debate’ 12 
Defining an ‘intimate relationship’ 15 

Chapter overview 17 

CHAPTER TWO: REVIEWING THE RESEARCH 20 

Introduction 20 

Dominant discourses on young people’s intimacies 20 
Youth, risk, and public feelings 20 
Intersections between public health and education research 22 

Schooling and learning about relationships 24 
Non-normative curriculum silences 25 
Pleasure, desire, and the curriculum 26 
Relationships, gender, and sexuality beyond the classroom 28 

Socio-cultural constructions of youthful intimacies 31 
Gendered experiences and expectations in heterosexual relationships 31 
Queer Intimacies 33 
Postfeminism and intimacy 34 



 

 

x 

Digitally mediated intimacies 37 
Digital Affordances 38 
Learning about relationships and identities online 40 
Sexting – concerns and anxieties 42 

Locating an understanding of intimacy 44 

Conclusion 49 

CHAPTER THREE: THEORETICAL AND METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH 51 

Introduction 51 

Qualitative and feminist approaches 51 

Queer orientations 54 

Defining key terms and concepts 55 
Understanding genders and sexualities 55 
The affective dimensions of intimacy and relationships 60 

A youth-centred approach 63 
School-based feminist research with young people; challenges and resistances 67 
Engaging participatory and arts-based tools 69 

Methods 72 
The school setting: Waratah College 73 
Participants and recruitment 75 
Group Sessions 78 
Doing the fieldwork 82 
Interviews 86 
Ethics in practice 89 
Building an analysis 92 

Conclusion 95 

CHAPTER FOUR: LOCATING UNDERSTANDINGS OF INTIMACY 96 

Introduction 96 

Intimacy and the future ‘good life’ 98 

‘Puppy love’: hormones, popularity, and time? 104 

Youth intimacy is/as sex? 109 

Sexuality as a ‘phase’ 114 

Intimacy as something ‘more than’ 118 

Conclusion 124 



 

 

xi 

CHAPTER FIVE: INTIMACY KNOWLEDGE IN THE MAKING 127 

Introduction 127 

Schools and schooling 128 
Limits of the formal school curriculum 128 
LGBTIQ+ students as ‘experts’ at school 130 
“Jokes” and understanding the limits of your acceptance 133 

Friends 139 

Community Online 142 

‘Queer culture’ as pedagogy 144 

‘Trial and error’ as pedagogy 148 
The ambivalence of trial-and-error learning 151 

Conclusion 154 

CHAPTER SIX: (RE)NEGOTIATING INTIMACY WITH AND THROUGH MOBILE AND SOCIAL 

MEDIA 157 

Introduction 157 

‘You hear stories’: the good old days? 159 

‘A really good social media thing going on’ 165 

Aesthetics of the ‘good life’ 170 

Navigating the right mix of ‘cute’ 175 

‘Cute’ and popularity 177 

They’re just doing it for attention: drama and negotiating publics 180 

The affective promises of ‘cute’ 185 

‘Cute’, but is it real? Unpacking mobile and social media authenticity 189 

Conclusion 196 

CHAPTER SEVEN: CARE, SHAME, AND FUCKBOIS 199 

Introduction 199 

The ‘fuckboi’ 200 

Boys asking for nudes: the value of bodies and (re)producing masculinities 203 

Sexting with/out consent 208 



 

 

xii 

Girls sending nudes: individualising risk and choice 212 

The moral economy and the ‘right’ kind of relationships 215 

The stigma of receiving unsolicited dick pics 219 
Attempting to make sense of the shame 222 

Emerging gendered ethics of care and solidarity 227 
Calling out bad behaviour, privately. 227 
Affective solidarity and care 231 

Conclusion 235 

CONCLUSION 238 

Introduction 238 

Making sense of intimate relationships 239 

Intimate relationships and attachments to the ‘good life’ 241 

Youth-centred research: methodological possibilities 243 

Limitations of the research 245 

Possibilities for future research 246 

Implications for education and youth research 247 

REFERENCES 250 

APPENDIX ONE: PARTICIPANT INFORMATION 287 

APPENDIX TWO: PARENT PLAIN LANGUAGE STATEMENT 288 

APPENDIX THREE: STUDENT PLAIN LANGUAGE STATEMENT 290 

APPENDIX FOUR: CONSENT FORM PARENTS 292 

APPENDIX FIVE: CONSENT FORM STUDENTS 293 

APPENDIX SIX: SCHOOL INVITATION LETTER 294 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

xiii 

LIST OF TABLES 
 
TABLE 1: GROUP ONE ACTIVITY OVERVIEW 80 
TABLE 2: GROUP TWO ACTIVITY OVERVIEW 80 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

xiv 

LIST OF IMAGES 
 

 
IMAGE 1: ARNOTT WANNABE ACTIVITY 120 
IMAGE 2: TIM TAM WANNABE ACTIVITY 120 
IMAGE 3: STARBURST WANNABE ACTIVITY 120 
IMAGE 4: AMY WANNABE ACTIVITY 120 
IMAGE 5: ALICE #RELATIONSHIPGOALS ACTIVITY 186 
IMAGE 6: SUMMER #RELATIONSHIPGOALS ACTIVITY 191 
IMAGE 7: DYLAN #RELATIONSHIPGOALS ACTIVITY 192 
IMAGE 8: STARBURST: #RELATIONSHIPGOALS ACTIVITY 192 
IMAGE 9: SUMMER’S INITIAL DRAWING 223 
IMAGE 10: SUMMER’S COMPLETED DRAWING 224 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 1 

CHAPTER ONE - INTRODUCTION 
 

 

This thesis investigates young peoples’ perspectives on intimate personal relationships. It 

explores their feelings, views, experiences, definitions, and expectations of and about intimate 

relationships. One immediate impetus for the study was heightened public anxiety about young 

people’s sexuality (Attwood, 2006; Lamb, 2010a; Renold & Ringrose, 2013). This had been 

compounded by concerns about the perceived risks of digital and social media (Angelides, 

2013; Dobson, 2015; Livingstone, 2008), along with renewed attention to the role of schooling 

in promoting healthy and respectful relationships, specifically in response to intensified public 

concerns about sexuality and gender-based violence and harassment (Allen & Rasmussen, 

2017; Ollis, 2014; Quinlivan, 2018). A further impetus was the predominance of deficit and 

risk discourses about young people’s attitudes and behaviours in relation to genders, 

sexualities, and intimacies (Bay-Cheng, 2003; Sarigianides, 2014). Young people are typically 

positioned as not sufficiently knowledgeable or as holding immature understandings of 

sexuality and intimate relationships; in addition, the behaviour of some young people is seen 

to be reckless or potentially placing them ‘at risk’ (McLeod, 2011). Educational and public 

health interventions thus tend to concentrate on providing information and promoting strategies 

that limit risk. This orientation persists despite considerable research critiquing such a focus 

and calling for an approach that also recognises pleasure and desire (Ollis, 2016b; Sundaram 

et al., 2016). While education and risk reduction do have a place in the gamut of approaches to 

relationships and sexuality education, this study began with an alternative premise, starting 

with the subjectivity and perspectives of young people as they navigate what they see as 

important and positive about intimate relationships. In seeking to re-frame widespread 

understandings of young people’s experiences and negotiations of intimate relationships, this 

thesis begins from the vantage point of youth experience, not adult constructions of that 
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experience.  

To address these matters, during 2017 and 2018, I spent eight months researching with fourteen 

students aged 14-16 years who attended a co-educational secondary school located on the 

outskirts of metropolitan Melbourne. I have called this school Waratah Secondary College. I 

worked with two groups of students, conducting individual interviews with most of them, as 

well as what I have referred to as ‘group research sessions’. In these sessions, I drew upon 

participatory and visual techniques to explore students’ views in an interactive and informal 

manner, an approach that I hoped would promote participant-led exploration of research topics. 

My research questions were: 

Research questions 

1. How do young people aged 14-16 and attending school in metropolitan Melbourne come 

to understand, negotiate, and experience intimate relationships? 

a. What is the combination of factors that influence their everyday understandings, 

narratives, and sense-making about these relationships? 

b. What is the role of genders and sexualities in these processes?  

2. What are useful methodological and conceptual approaches for investigating this? 

a. How to build understandings of this outside predominant discourses of risk, 

harm and immaturity? 

 

To set the scene, I begin with an excerpt from my fieldwork notes from the final group research 

session with Group Two. These give an insight into how the rhythms of research, including the 

many discussions that happen either side of the fieldwork, helped to crystallise the directions 

and approaches taken. I do not offer these to privilege my own autobiographical perspectives 

(although it does give a glimpse into the dynamics between researcher and participants); rather 
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these reflections serve as a way of introducing the methodological and theoretical approaches 

that emerged and shaped this research throughout.  

*** 

Thinking with the ‘ordinary’: a scene from fieldwork 
 

We all sat cross-legged and sprawled out on the stained carpet floor; there were nine of us in 

total, making a circle around the chocolates and lollies I had brought, extra this time because it 

was our last group session. Someone complained that I had forgotten the Tim Tams this week. 

‘They weren’t on sale,’ I told them, ‘I’m a student, I’m on a tight budget!’ and they laughed, 

taking another handful of snakes instead. We finished up the activity I had prepared, and some 

of the group started sharing stories about their relationships. ‘When I was young’, began 

Jeremiah, making the group burst into laughter because, he’s 15 now, and oh-so old. ‘Oh, back 

in year eight I mean’, Jeremiah explained, alluding to the stretched-out understanding of time 

that had elapsed in the preceding two years (and everything that had happened in the space in 

between). Before the bell rang signalling the end of our time, I asked if the group had any 

questions for me. Something I had done every week and in every individual interview – with 

little success – but this time: Can you come back? This is more fun than anything else. Are you 

going to be a teacher? You would be a good teacher. What do you do with this? Will you write 

an article for the Herald Sun1? Miss, you have good style. Oh sorry, not Miss, Sam. Where is 

your dress from?  

Bob:  Have you, like ever been in a relationship?  

Dan:  That’s a silly question! [laughter] 

 
1 Tabloid newspaper published in the Australian state of Victoria by the Murdoch-owned News Corp.  
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Patrisha:  She’s like, 30 years old [more laughter] 

Bob:  Sorry, some people don’t have relationships until they’re like… (muffled) 

Sam:  Yeah, I’ve had good relationships and bad relationships.  

Bob:  Did you like think about doing a project like this because of your experiences 

with your relationships or?  

Before I could answer Bob’s question the focus of the group turned to a discussion about my 

age, how young I looked and how they couldn’t believe that I was 30 (I was 33 at the time, 

which, had they remembered, would have made me ancient in their eyes). I’ve always struggled 

to provide an ‘elevator pitch’ of my PhD, but I eventually circled back to explain to the group 

that I had come to this topic because of my experience working with young people in a variety 

of different contexts and my desire to gain an understanding of relationships from their 

perspectives and experiences. What I should have said is that a key aim of this research was to 

gain a greater understanding of young people’s lived experience and daily understandings of 

intimate relationships, beginning not from a vantage point that presumed risk and deficit but 

beginning with open questions and a presumption of youthful agency and capacity. I would 

also have added that this focus was not meant to deny or underplay the impact of unhealthy 

relationships or the reality of violent, exploitative, sexist or heterosexist relationships and social 

structures as experienced by some young people. Rather, I wanted to understand what else was 

at stake for young people, and in doing so, to find a way to move away from the predominant 

orientation to how and what they should be learning about or experiencing in relationships, and 

instead prioritise understanding how young people were actually learning. 

I continued to reflect upon Bob’s question as I sat in the car afterwards while writing my notes, 

thinking through my own past relationships – the ones that never really started, the friendships, 

the fleeting ones, the ones I ran away from, the significant ones – trying to identify some 
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specific ‘event’ or feeling that may have led me here, to this topic. There were ‘scenes’ and 

feelings that stood out, of course, but it was impossible to pinpoint the moment when I became 

a feminist, when I decided I was interested in boys, when I began demanding (and expecting) 

equality and respect from my partners, or when I failed at all of these things. Instead, thinking 

with Kathleen Stewart (2007), what I felt were ‘question[s] emergent in disparate scenes and 

incommensurate forms and registers; a tangle of potential connections’ (Stewart, 2007, p. 4). 

Stewart is describing what she calls ‘ordinary affects’, that is ‘the varied, surging capacities to 

affect and to be affected that give everyday life the quality of a continual motion of relations, 

scenes, contingencies, and emergencies’. These are simply but powerfully ‘things that happen’ 

in all manner of ways, sometimes seemingly inconsequential – in ‘impulses, sensations, 

expectations, daydreams, encounters, and in habits of relating, in strategies and their failures’ 

and they can ‘catch people up in something that feels like something (p. 2). 

As an adult, looking into the lives of young people, it might all seem extraordinary – the phones, 

the social media, the clothes, the language – and at the same time, like nothing much at all, as 

unremarkable. However, in this study I aim to look at the seemingly ordinary as remarkable, 

as warranting our attention. I take up the idea of attending to ‘ordinary affects’ as a way to look 

at more than specific or spectacular ‘events’, like an experience of violence or harassment, 

which is how I initially conceived of designing this research. Rather, I look to the ordinary or 

‘everyday’ experiences of the young people who participated in this research and attempt to 

capture and understand how their ‘reeling present is composed out of heterogenous and 

noncoherent singularities’ (Stewart, 2007, p. 4). This framing enabled me to follow and 

examine participant narratives and affects as they emerged in the course of their participation 

in the research. Thus, I designed a feminist qualitative study, also drawing from participatory 

techniques (Allen, 2005a; Coll et al., 2018; Holland et al., 2010) and arts-based methods (Bragg 

& Buckingham, 2008; Ollis et al., 2019; Renold, 2018). The interviews and group discussions 
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conducted over a period of eight months allowed a ‘slowing down’ of the research and allowed 

me to gain insight into views as they emerged and formed over time and from a number of 

angles; this also helped to expose some of the iterative and ‘messy’ qualities of research 

fieldwork. Time was an important component of the design, with my eight months at Waratah 

College comprised of regular (often weekly) repeat visits and group sessions. This 

‘shortitudinal approach’ (Join-Lambert et al., 2020) allowed for forming relationships with my 

participants and designing activities in response to what they were sharing with me (the 

research in some respects, always moving). The design of the project also reflected my aim to 

remain attuned to the changing priorities, experiences, and feelings of the participants, rather 

than beginning and ending with my own, and adult-conceived notions of ‘youth’.  

Background and context 

Working with young people and the prevention of gender-based violence  

In my professional career, I have worked with young people in a variety of settings on a range 

of different issues. Most of this work has had a focus on sexual and reproductive health and 

rights, at both a policy and community level. Directly prior to commencing my PhD studies, I 

was working for a feminist women’s health organisation on strategies for the prevention of 

gender-based violence (GBV) and it was while doing this work that I encountered the alarming 

statistics documenting young people’s experiences of GBV. Young people are consistently 

identified in the statistics as one of the most ‘at-risk’ groups for gender-based violence. For 

example, in recently released Australian statistics, 38 percent of women aged 18-24 years had 

experienced sexual harassment in the 12 months prior to the survey, compared to 16 percent of 

men and 17 percent of women aged 35-44 (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2021b). Young 

women in this age group are also more likely to have experienced sexual assault (with 4.5% of 

them reporting this), than older women (from 0.4 - 3%) (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 
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2021a). Further, gender-based violence disproportionately effects Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander2 women (Our Watch, 2018) and women with disabilities (Krnjacki et al., 2016). While 

there is a dearth of research exploring lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, intersex, and queer 

(LGBTIQ+)3 young people’s experiences with partner violence, a recent Australian survey 

into the health and wellbeing of LGBTIQ+ people in Australia found that almost two fifths of 

respondents reported having been in a relationship where they felt they were abused in some 

way by their partner (Hill et al., 2020). There are thus gaps in the data available on gender-

based violence and evidence of persistent and disturbing patterns.  

Although much of this work draws upon the term ‘violence against women’, I have chosen to 

use the descriptor GBV – gender-based violence. This encompasses a broad range of issues 

related to genders and sexualities, including sexual harassment, dating and intimate partner 

violence, digital abuse and harassment, image-based abuse and harassment, and violence 

towards queer and gender-diverse communities (Coll et al., 2020; Kearney et al., 2016; Ollis, 

2014; Powell & Henry, 2014). I use GBV throughout this thesis in an attempt to be more 

inclusive of the diversity of experiences encountered by young people (Kearney et al., 2016); 

particularly LGBTIQ+ young people who are often neglected in GBV curriculum discourses 

and in the collection of statistics. However, I do this alongside a recognition of the importance 

of naming specific types of gender-based and/or sexual violence in order to draw attention to 

the gendered and/or sexuality-based patterns of such behaviours.  

Another impetus for this research emerged from my work as a policy researcher and 

 
2 I want to acknowledge the ways in which settler colonialism and the ongoing impacts of colonisation have 
violently shaped and disrupted genders, sexualities, and kinships systems of First Nations peoples (Our Watch, 
2018). Additionally, the racist and sexist assumptions embedded through colonisation, and the ongoing role 
these structures play in the violence perpetrated against Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women.  
3 I use LGBTIQ+ as a recognisable acronym to refer to lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, intersex, queer and 
other sexuality and gender diverse people. I recognise the limitations of this label and critique the persistent 
sense that it homogenises experiences and where appropriate, and able, I use more specific terms provided by 
the participants.  
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practitioner in the prevention of violence against women, where I encountered various research 

and national reports which found that while young people were, for example, supportive of 

gender equality at an institutional or structural level, they were less so at an interpersonal level 

(Politoff et al., 2019). Despite decades of gender equity and feminist interventions, researchers 

found that in young people’s interpersonal relationships, patterns of gender-based stereotypes 

and inequities appeared to persist and, moreover, tended to be seen by young people as 

‘acceptable’ (Harris et al., 2015; Politoff et al., 2019). Similarly, Donna Chung’s (2007) 

research with young people in Australia identified disjunctions between commitments to 

equality in the public sphere and perspectives or acceptance of gender-based inequalities in 

intimate relationships. Chung connected this asymmetry to processes of individualisation, an 

adherence to traditional gender roles. and limited opportunity for young people to witness 

‘equal relations’. She (2005) suggests that ‘there is no cultural script as to what it [equality] 

constitutes in a relationship’; instead for young women in particular, the cultural script provides 

guidance on how to engage in ‘traditional heterosexual gender relations’ (p. 450), rather than 

on how to challenge the hegemony of masculinity (see also: Baker, 2008; 2010). I was curious 

to understand whether attachment to these gender scripts and disjunctions between public and 

private expectations for gender equality persisted in the face of what the The Guardian 

newspaper described as the new ‘gender fluid generation’ (Marsh, 2016) and an emerging and 

supposedly progressive gender politics (Bragg et al., 2018).  

Relationships in the school curriculum  

The beginning of this study coincided with the roll-out in the state of Victoria of a newly 

designed curriculum for the prevention of gender-based violence (GBV). Based on a 

recommendation from the Royal Commission into Family Violence (RCFV) 4 , the state 

 
4 The 2015-2016 Royal Commission into Family Violence was announced following a number of high-profile family violence 
related deaths in Victoria. The role of the commission was to find ways to: prevent family violence, improve support for 
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Premier, Daniel Andrews (leader of the Labor government) mandated5 the teaching of 

‘Respectful Relationships’ as a core component of the Victorian curriculum, from Foundation 

to Year 12 (i.e., throughout primary and secondary school). Having worked for a feminist 

organisation in the primary prevention of violence against women sector,  6 and actively 

participated in writing submissions to this commission, I was initially curious to see how this 

new curriculum approach was being enacted in the classroom.  

A wealth of educational research has established the potential role schools can play in creating 

social change (McLeod & Yates, 2006), and public health professionals and primary prevention 

frameworks have consistently identified whole of school-based programs as one of the most 

effective strategies in the emerging primary prevention space (Flood et al., 2009; Vic Health, 

2007). Commonly referred to in policy and curriculum documents as ‘Respectful 

Relationships’ (RR) education (Ollis, 2014), these curriculum programs were built upon 

feminist analyses of gender-based violence that saw gender inequality, adherence to rigid 

gender and sexuality norms and stereotypes, and violence supportive attitudes, as key drivers 

of gender-based violence (Our Watch, 2015).  It was equally clear that established strategies 

and interventions addressing GBV had not achieved their desired goals and that new 

approaches were needed. 

Although these curriculums and policies represented major initiatives and formed part of the 

background to my research, their significance for my approach started to recede as soon as I 

began the fieldwork. My study aims have not been to understand gender and relationships from 

 
victims, and hold perpetrators to account. The commission made 227 recommendations to reduce the impact of family 
violence in the Victorian community. 
5 The mandating of RR curriculum was recommendation 189 and is currently marked as ‘implemented’ 
https://www.vic.gov.au/family-violence-recommendations/mandate-introduction-respectful-relationships-education-
every 
6 Our Watch (2021) defines primary prevention as ‘an approach [that] works to change the underlying conditions that 
produce and drive violence against women, and that excuse justify or even promote it. It works across the whole 
population to address the attitudes, norms, practices, structures and power imbalances that drive violence against 
women.’ (p. 8) 

https://www.vic.gov.au/family-violence-recommendations/mandate-introduction-respectful-relationships-education-every
https://www.vic.gov.au/family-violence-recommendations/mandate-introduction-respectful-relationships-education-every
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a policy or curriculum design perspective; rather I have wanted to investigate them from the 

perspective of young people’s understandings, experiences, and feelings. A key justification 

for this thesis is to better understand and contribute new knowledge about how to include and 

reflect young people’s lives and capacities in relationship and sexualities curriculum more 

effectively.  

To further understand the background rationale for this research, I now give a brief overview 

of some prominent public debates on these matters that were taking place at time of my 

fieldwork, as these too formed the larger context in which students were developing their 

views.  

Feeling the backlash  

The above curriculum reforms, and the recommendations of the Royal Commission, were 

positioned in relation to a growing ‘backlash’ against progressive feminist and queer activism 

and policies in education, evident in popular debate and the daily press. News articles at the 

time expressed concern with the curriculum’s focus on challenging what they named ‘so-called 

male privilege’ (The Australian, 2016). For example, an editorial about the introduction of the 

Respectful Relationships curriculum in the national newspaper The Australian, published by 

the Murdoch owned News Corp, provocatively entitled ‘Victoria, a misandrist state of child 

indoctrination’ (October 17, 2016), opined: 

But like the so-called Safe Schools program — which also emerged from Victoria and 

purports to tackle bullying by promoting ‘gender fluidity’ — the new [curriculum] program 

is deeply flawed. Guilt-tripping boys for being male or implying that girls are at their mercy 

is extremist, warped drivel that also overlooks male victims of violence […] The gender gap 

school authorities should worry about is why only 40 men are graduating from Australian 

universities for every 60 women. (The Australian, 2016) 
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Another program that attracted attention from the media and the conservative federal Liberal 

government during this time was the ‘Safe Schools Coalition’ (SSC – henceforth referred to as 

Safe Schools), noted in the editorial above as the ‘safe schools program’. With funding from 

the Department of Education and Training in Victoria, the Safe Schools program was initially 

founded in 2010 to provide support to LGBTIQ+ students, staff, and families. Framed as an 

LGBTIQ+ inclusion and anti-bullying program, Safe Schools7 was rolled out nationally in 

2014, however in 2016 it became the focus of intense public and political scrutiny (Ward, 

2020), driven by vocal Christian groups and conservative politicians (Ferfolja & Ullman, 

2017). During this period, The Australian newspaper produced, on average, one negative story 

about Safe Schools per week (Stark, 2016), where the ‘problem’ was largely framed as posing 

threats ‘towards childhood innocence, heteronormativity, and cisnormativity’ (Rawlings & 

Loveday, 2021, p. 1). Writing about the media backlash towards Safe Schools, Lucy Nicholas 

(2020) suggested it (SS) was frequently positioned ‘as an effort to undermine heterosexuality 

and “the family” rather than as an anti-bullying program’ (Nicholas, 2020, p. 234). Critics of 

the program took issue with the curriculum content, in particular its focus on ‘social 

engineering’ with the aim of ‘infiltrating schools’ and to encourage ‘“gender fluidity” and 

“sexual experimentation”’ (Ward, 2020).8  The concerted effort by the media and lobbyists 

against Safe Schools was ultimately successful and the Australian Commonwealth government 

did not renew funding for Safe Schools. However, in Victoria (where my fieldwork was 

conducted) the program was continued with funding through the state government, albeit with 

an altered program approach. 

These two ‘controversies’ occurred alongside one another, and this had important 

 
7 “The SSCA offered a suite of free resources and support to equip school staff with knowledge, skills and 
practical ideas to create safer and more inclusive school environments for same sex attracted, intersex and 
gender diverse students, staff and families.” http://www.safeschoolscoalition.org.au/who-we-are 

8 The curriculum developed by SSC with their partners Minus 18, was an optional resource 

http://www.safeschoolscoalition.org.au/who-we-are
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consequences for how the curriculum and Safe Schools were understood by the public. Jessica 

Ringrose (2012) uses the concept of a ‘moral panic’ as a framework to describe how some 

educational policies can ‘grip the public imagination and individual psyches and enliven 

controversy and fear over the state of gender and sexuality’ (Ringrose, 2012, p. 33). This is 

particularly so in relation to perceived fears that young people are being taught and/or 

encouraged to stray further from socially accepted, or dominant, gender and sexuality norms 

(Ollis, 2019; Rasmussen & Leahy, 2018; Rawlings & Loveday, 2021; Ward, 2020), as these 

examples offered here suggest.  

Marriage Equality ‘Debate’  

During the fieldwork phase of this research (2017), the Marriage Equality Postal Plebiscite 

loomed large in public discussion. This was a postal vote, introduced by a conservative Federal 

government to see whether Australians were in favour of same sex marriage. This was despite 

polling demonstrating majority support for marriage equality across the country. The postal 

survey occurred during September-November 2017, with Australians returning a 61.6% vote 

in favour of marriage equality (ABS, 2017), and with marriage equality legislation passing in 

the Australian Parliament on December 7th, 2017.  These issues flowed into my research 

sessions, with the Marriage Equality ‘debate’9 inevitably becoming a topic of informal 

conversation in many of our discussions and group sessions. Even before the postal vote was 

underway the issue had galvanised intense political debate, and I will now briefly offer an 

overview of this and how it was understood and felt by participants in this study.  

Echoing the concerns of LGBTIQ+ activists and supporters of marriage equality (Eades & 

Vivienne, 2018), participants frequently commented on the absurdity of the vote, noting that 

 
9 I use ‘debate’ reluctantly here as this was a word frequently used during reporting and in the popular press. 
But I do so with an acknowledgement that this word does not adequately capture the abhorrence of the 
attacks perpetuated against LGBTIQ+ people and their families by the ‘No’ campaign during this time.  
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there was no need for such a divisive and public debate on the rights of LGBTIQ+ people to 

get married. Tim Tam suggested that the ‘debate’ ‘forced people to have an opinion.’ Summer 

explained after the successful Yes vote: 

Yes, I'm very happy about it. But, from the start I never thought it should have happened. I 

just really think it was a waste of money and time and all that, and like, they just should have 

allowed it, like no one cares. There's a lot of people where they were saying like, "would you 

have said yes or no?" and I said like, "of course I'd say yes" but I just wouldn't have done it 

in the first place, like no one needs to pick. It's like the community, or Australia is controlling 

someone else relationship and like, that's not how it should go. Just be chilled out and let 

someone do what they want to do. 

Further, the vote was only open to people over the age of eighteen, with efforts to allow 16–

17-year old’s the opportunity to vote rejected by parliament. However, as an indication of 

young people’s desire to participate in such an important moment, the Australian Election 

Commission (AEC)10 announced that of the almost 100,000 people who newly enrolled to vote 

for the first time (for the plebiscite) almost two-thirds were between the ages of 18-24 

(Australian Electoral Commission, 2017). Participants in my research also spoke about their 

frustrations with not being able to vote on something they believed directly impacted their 

lives; and indeed, were frustrated by the need to have a vote at all: ‘why didn’t they just do it?’ 

Alice asked. A few noted with disapproval their parent’s lack of engagement, with one 

participant telling me ‘I stole their [parents] ballot, ticked yes and posted it back’. The Marriage 

Equality debate became an important historical moment for participants, one that had a striking 

impact upon the way they experienced, expressed, and attempted to navigate their genders, 

sexualities, and their intimacies.  

 
10 The AEC is the independent body responsible for managing Australia’s electoral system, electoral roll 
management and delivery of polling services.  
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Using similar tactics deployed by detractors of the Safe Schools program, much of the focus 

during the vote campaigning was directed towards children or, more specifically, the need to 

‘protect’ children (Gerrard, 2020; Thomas et al., 2019). For the ‘No’11 campaign, this centred 

on young people’s bodies in particular, something participants were acutely aware of:  

Alice:  Yeah, have you seen the one [the TV advertisement] with like, the, there's one 

that's this blonde chick, and she's like “you have to vote no, because […] like 

it's gonna be compulsory to teach like, um trans sex education”, […] body like 

re-construction stuff and how that all works and like, sexual orientation and 

all that kind of stuff. Which they do anyway, it's like, we have to learn about 

sex, like it's the rules, um, which is sooo dumb. I just think they're so stupid. I 

just think that like, if you don't know anyone who is gay and wanting to get 

married in Australia, then you won't even notice. Like, unless you work in like 

a wedding catering business, you won't notice. Like, you don't notice. I just 

think it's so stupid  

Alice, who was bisexual, further elaborated on how this made her feel: ‘I've been seeing a lot 

of “Vote No” ads that are making me really, really angry and make me wanna, kick my TV in’. 

Writing about the Safe Schools controversy and the postal vote, Rasmussen and Leahy (2018) 

note that these ‘can be read as intertwined battles to preserve and challenge heteronorms related 

to gender and sexuality’ (Rasmussen & Leahy, 2018, p. 71). Both campaigns were important 

contexts for this research and responses to them offer some insight into the feelings that were 

circulating at the time of my fieldwork. They also served as a reminder of the immediacy of 

the very real issues we were discussing, and the significant impact the broader political 

discourse was having on the lives of the participants, their families, and their friends. These 

 
11 Jessica Gerrard (2020) cogently argues that in the wake of the Safe Schools backlash, the ‘Yes’ campaign 
sought to distance itself from the public contentions around trans and queer children, and instead maintained 
that marriage equality was not about the children.  
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debates also implicitly and explicitly drew young people’s intimate relationships into the 

picture as their generation would be directly affected by the outcome of the vote. 

A further critical issue was how ‘intimacy’ and intimate relationships were defined and 

understood by young people. This was fundamental to the framing of the research, where my 

focus was on being open to young people’s views on intimacy, rather than only heeding adult 

or textbook style constructions. 

Defining an ‘intimate relationship’  

People consent to trust their desire for "a life" to institutions of intimacy; and it is hoped that 

the relations formed with those frames will turn out beautifully, lasting over the long 

duration, perhaps across generations (Berlant, 1998, p. 281) 

Throughout this thesis, I explore the diverse ways young people experienced intimacy and 

relationships in their everyday worlds, as told to me in their own words, images and narratives. 

From the outset, the framing concerns of this project were beset by the challenge of finding 

appropriate terms to describe the type of relationships that I wanted to invite young people to 

consider. I deliberately chose not to use ‘romantic’ as a descriptor, as this has often been 

stereotypically linked to ‘female’ desire within regimes and norms of heterosexuality (Chung, 

2007). Further, I was hesitant to use the term ‘sexual’ as I was concerned this would limit the 

discourse to one simply about ‘risk’ and ‘sex’ (Greslé-Favier, 2010), rather than allowing an 

opening out to broader socio-cultural understandings of relationships held by young people. 

Consequently, and drawing as well from scholarly literature, I settled on the term ‘intimate’ to 

describe the type of relationships I wanted to explore. In short, my initial thinking and 

subsequent analysis of fieldwork drew from sociological, feminist, and queer understandings 

of intimacy as developed by scholars such as Lauren Berlant and Sara Ahmed, that I will further 

elaborate on in Chapter Two. It is important to note, though, that ‘intimacy’ itself was not a 
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word used often by participants in their narrative description of relationships, and nor was it 

easy for them to define. Instead, they used terms like dating, ‘puppy love’, caring, close, or an 

affective but hard to name ‘more than’ to characterise a relationship that was special and 

‘intimate’. 

As my research progressed, it became less important to ‘name’ or define relationships, and 

more important to understand the work that was being done within and through expectations 

and experiences of these relationships. The methodological decisions I made in designing this 

research would – I had hoped – open up space for participants to give their own definitions of 

intimate relationships, not limited by normative conceptions. Yet in the experience of 

undertaking the fieldwork, I found it hard to frame my questions in a way that created spaces 

for participants to describe their relationships in potentially diverse and alternative ways. Even 

using the simple term ‘relationships’ produced a normative framing, evoked in using terms 

such ‘dating’ and ‘romantic.’ In our first group session, I asked Group One to tell me about 

‘relationships’ what they are and how they describe them:  

Alice:  Yeah, well, like, friends, which is just like, me and Summer. And then there's 

like, like you are 'getting in with someone' so like, say if there was a guy, like, 

in another class at the school or whatever and we were like talking and flirting 

and stuff, like you're kind of building that up to a relationship and then there's 

obviously like, dating, like, you're with someone. Yeah.  

Here, Alice describes what she sees as different stages of the relationship process – friends 

(like Summer and her, who are friends outside of the groups formed for the research), and then 

‘flirting, which was the stage of the relationship where you let someone know you were 

interested; and ‘getting in’, which may culminate in ‘dating’. Throughout the course of this 

research, ‘dating’ was the word most commonly used by the participants to describe a 
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relationship between two people who were considered ‘more than friends’; but what this meant 

exactly was also often hard to define. However, it is precisely these types of relationships that 

I focus on in this research; not neat, well-contained or defined intimacies, but relationships that 

are evolving or might be hard to pin down, both in terms of young people’s experiences and 

their sense-making about them. Navigating gender dynamics and gendered differences in 

relationship expectations was part of this sense making.  

Chapter overview 

In this chapter, I have explored some of the context for this study, attending to my motivations 

for wanting to work with young people to better understand their perspectives on their intimate 

relationships. In mapping the highly charged environment in which this research took place, I 

have also explained my core research questions and laid the foundations for the rationale and 

contribution of the study. I will now offer a brief overview of the chapters.  

Chapter Two provides a critical review of relevant fields of scholarship that helps to situate 

my study and identify the gaps it seeks to address. In developing the case or warrant for this 

study, the chapter further marks out the key scholarly contributions it aims to make.   

In designing the research, I wanted to capture and prioritise the ways in which young people 

make meaning from and navigate their everyday experiences, feelings, and expectations around 

intimate relationships. Chapter Three explains the theoretical and methodological 

underpinnings of the approach I took to doing so. To capture the fluid and nuanced aspects of 

young people’s intimacies, I looked to methodological approaches that allowed an openness to 

this potential messiness. I describe the feminist, queer, and youth-centred qualitative approach 

I have adapted for this thesis and also take a step back and consider some of the ethical 

considerations I encountered, both within the research process itself and before the fieldwork 

commenced.  
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Chapter Four considers intimacy ‘knowledge in the making’ (Ellsworth, 2007) by exploring 

the ways participants attempt to define and make sense of their intimate relationships. 

Attending to the ways participants both resist and absorb dominant characterisations of young 

people’s relationships as ‘all about sex’. Building upon this in Chapter Five, I outline key 

places identified by participants as being where this learning occurs. While I note the ways 

participants described more formal educational approaches, I also attend to the relational, 

experiential, and digitally mediated ways participants facilitated and reflected upon their own 

learnings.  

Young people consistently identified social media as a key site for learning about and 

practicing intimate relationships, sexuality, and gender, and as such, Chapter Six is dedicated 

to an exploration of ‘digital worlds’. I introduce Lauren Berlant’s (2008) concept of ‘intimate 

publics’ to explore the ways in which young people participate in, observe and experience 

practices of intimacy through social media. I argue that conceptualisations of intimacy, 

sexuality and gender are shifting in ‘mundane and less spectacular ways’ (Dobson et al, 2018) 

through how young people observe and participate in the digital intimate public of social media. 

To illustrate this, I turn specifically to a set of practices that I am describing as ‘cute’, engaging 

a term that was used extensively by participants which I suggest, highlights the affective 

capacities of digital spaces.  

In Chapter Seven I provide a close reading of the complex and ambivalent negotiations of 

intimate gender inequalities through considerations of the ‘moral economy’ (Ahmed, 2010b) 

that arises through participants descriptions of the ubiquitous figure of the ‘fuckboi. This 

chapter brings forth participants understandings of consent and choice, in the context of a still 

persistent gendered double-standard. However, it also attends to an emerging ethics of care and 

solidarity that offers a critique of these same regulatory regimes.   
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The conclusion to this thesis, Chapter Eight, draws together the key findings, arguments, and 

scholarly contributions of the study. In doing so, it notes the affordances as well as the 

limitations of the approach I adopted, pointing to future directions for other research as well as 

potential implications of the thesis findings for curriculum and educational programmes 

addressing young people and relationships. I now turn to locate the aims of my research in 

reference to a review of relevant scholarly literature.



 20 

CHAPTER TWO: REVIEWING THE RESEARCH   
 

Introduction 

Having reviewed a vast array of potentially relevant scholarship, I identified four key areas of 

research that address the intimate relationships of young people, namely, dominant discourses 

on young people’s intimacies; schooling and learning about relationships; socio-cultural 

constructions of youthful intimacies; and digitally mediated intimacies.  

The purposes of this literature review are thus threefold. First, I locate this study in reference 

to four strands of research that provide key contexts for the thesis; this includes both empirical 

and more conceptually focussed research. Second, I identify the main themes and concerns in 

this scholarship, including gaps and silences, and in doing so map out the warrant for the focus, 

scope, and approach of this thesis.  Third, building on this, I indicate the areas to which my 

study seeks to contribute new perspectives and knowledge. The chapter concludes by exploring 

the concepts of intimacy that are engaged in this thesis, drawing in particular, on the work of 

Lauren Berlant (Berlant, 1998, 2008, 2011).  

Dominant discourses on young people’s intimacies 

Youth, risk, and public feelings  

‘Youth’ or ‘adolescence’ are temporally marked categories whereby, as Wyn and White (1997) 

suggest, ‘youth is a state of “becoming”’ while adulthood is positioned as ‘the “arrival”’ (p. 

11). ‘Becoming’ here is primarily understood in developmental logics based on psychological 

and physiological milestones (See: Lesko, 2012; Seaton, 2011; Wyn & Dwyer, 1999). Talburt 

and Lesko (2011) posit that such conceptualisations position youth as being ‘trapped in 

“becoming”’ (p.14) where, as ‘subjects-in-process, they must acquire knowledge, skills, and 

dispositions that will enable them to function in society’ (p. 2). Within such framings, 
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preoccupation with ‘risk’ arises, whereby the actions of young people are attributed to biology, 

or more specifically the onset of puberty and an inability to control their hormones (Lesko, 

2012). Here, young people are paradoxically positioned as being irresponsible and in need of 

protection from themselves and their sexuality, whilst also being considered innocent and in 

need of protection (Robinson, 2012). Scholarship with a focus on understanding notions of 

risk, immaturity, and innocence thus attempts to define what is deemed to be ‘age-appropriate’ 

in terms of sexuality and sexual desires (Renold & Ringrose, 2011), whilst working from the 

assumption that young people are ‘not in control’ of their desires and therefore need protection 

and/or education (McClelland & Fine, 2013; see for example: Blakemore et al., 2008).  

Scholarship critiquing notions of ‘risk’ elucidates how concerns about practices of risk and 

safety are frequently attached to particular gendered, classed, raced, and sexuality identities 

(Cover, 2013; Ringrose & Renold, 2011; Weekes; 2002). I will unpack this further throughout 

this chapter, but it is important to note here as this frames the way scholarship has frequently 

approached issues of young people’s genders, sexualities, and relationships – and who has been 

the focus of this type of scholarship. In particular, Julie McLeod (2012) notes how the 

neoliberal positioning of certain groups of young people as ‘vulnerable’, serves to pathologise 

their experiences and position ‘social-structural marginalisation’ as an ‘individual 

responsibility’ rather than a function of ‘social exclusion’ (p. 11). Extending McLeod’s idea to 

a focus on sexuality, Susan Talburt (2018) argues that ‘discourses of responsibility’ have 

become central to the societal monitoring of ‘youths’ development as “appropriate” sexual 

subjects’ (p. xix).  

I explained in the opening chapter that this study began from the decision to move beyond a 

focus on adult-conceived definitions, risks, and concerns about young people’s intimate 

relationships which characterises the debates I have described thus far. Talburt (2018), drawing 



 22 

upon the work of Ann Cvetkovich (2012), offers a useful way forward for analysing public and 

scholarly concerns about young people’s relationships and sexualities, through the concept of 

‘public feelings’. Talburt (2018) explains ‘public feelings from hope to fear fuel social ideas 

about who and what youth are, what they need, and how they become “good adults.” At once 

natural and deviant, innocent and dangerous, youth need education, monitoring, and 

development.’ (p. xxi). Importantly to this study and to my aims to centre youth perspectives, 

Talburt argues that ‘youth live in worlds in which they too “feel these ideas” as they create 

sexual subjectivities, identities, and social practices’ (p. xxi). In my discussion in Chapter One 

of the public narratives focused on young people during the marriage equality ‘debate’ and the 

Safe Schools ‘controversy’, I offered some brief evidence of the ways young people were 

responding to circulating feelings about their genders and sexualities. I extend this analysis 

throughout the thesis, attending to these ‘public feelings’ as they arise in participant narratives 

and affects as one way to consider, in particular, how the discourses of ‘risk’ represented by 

these feelings come to influence young people’s own understandings of intimacy.  

Intersections between public health and education research 

A focus on risk and intervention is echoed in much of the education research and professional 

literature on young people’s intimate relationships, the topic of which has long been regarded 

as the domain of sexuality and health education curriculum and/or research (Carmody & 

Ovenden, 2013; Ezer et al., 2020; Ollis, 2019; Shannon, 2016). There is a significant overlap 

between the scholarship generated from the sexuality education field and that of public health 

and health promotion. This is relevant to consider because public health scholarship has largely 

framed young people’s relationships in relation to sexual health challenges and risk factors 

(Leahy, 2014; Shoveller & Johnson, 2006), commonly referring to notions of healthy 

development and constructs of the ‘healthy relationship’ (Tharp et al., 2013). ‘Healthy’ here is 
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predominantly defined as the absence of disease, including sexually transmitted infections and 

HIV (Aalsma et al., 2006; Bauman & Berman, 2005; Berglas et al., 2014); and the absence or 

presence of problematic behaviours, such as physical and sexual violence and/or other abusive 

behaviours (Foshee et al., 2015; Hertzog & Rowley, 2014).  

Scholars argue that sexuality and relationship education, or health promotion ‘prevention’ 

programs can be characterised as a kind of prophylactic administered to children and young 

people (often in a school-based environment) to protect against disease and unwanted 

pregnancy (Rasmussen, 2012). As Barrie Shannon explains:  

Sexuality education in Australia, by virtue of its overt health focus, is permeated by 

neoliberal discourses of personal responsibility, individual choice and homogeneity. Also 

privileged within a health-based framework are anatomical and biological understandings of 

sex and sexuality, which can be readily supported by scientific facts. (Shannon, 2016, p. 574) 

This approach to curriculum, as Nancy Lesko (2010) argues, is built upon a belief ‘in the power 

of correct knowledge, rationally implemented, to effect desired outcomes’ (p. 290). That is, if 

young people have access to the ‘correct knowledge’ they will be able to make the ‘right’ 

choices. Within neoliberal curriculum discourses, knowledge is presented as ‘stable’ (Lesko, 

2010), devoid of social context or politics, while maintaining a focus on risk and excluding 

young people whose desires, experiences and feelings exist outside of this framework (Fields 

et al., 2015; Lesko, 2010; Shannon, 2016). Rather than a focus on the broader structural issues 

impacting upon young people, for example, the curriculum is largely in favour of, as Shannon 

(2016) describes, helping young people in ‘making healthy choices’ (p. 577). Although 

Shannon maintains that a focus on such content should be included, they also note ‘it is evident 

that content which is designed to benefit marginalised students struggles to find its place’ 

(Shannon, 2016, p. 577).  



 24 

While discourses focussing on ‘risk’ have drawn attention to the importance of engaging in 

research on young people’s relationships, they have done so, as Louisa Allen suggests, in a 

way that ‘underplays their positives and pleasures’ (Allen, 2004b, p. 464). Rather than 

positioning young people as ‘complex sexual subjects’, Renold, Ringrose and Egan (2015) 

argue that young people’s experiences are ‘often sensationalized, silenced, caricatured, 

pathologized and routinely undermined’ (p. 1). Young people’s relationships are thus seen as 

something they need to be protected from, and where teachers and adults are positioned as 

experts, or ‘protectors’ of students’ sexual morality (Sarigianides, 2014, p. 1062; see also: 

Quinlivan, 2018; Robinson, 2012; Talburt, 2018). In other words, much of this literature fails 

to consider young people’s capacities and agencies in navigating genders, sexualities, and 

relationships. It was the understanding that young people’s sexuality and relationships are 

complex, rich, and contextual, that spurred my study, and this idea went on to form the 

foundation of my work.  

Schooling and learning about relationships 

As noted in Chapter One, schools have been identified as key sites for working with young 

people around gender-based violence. Additionally, the role of schooling in producing and 

silencing gender and sexuality identities has been well documented (Bragg et al., 2018; Nayak 

& Kehily, 2013; Renold, 2004; Robinson, 2005). While exploring the relationships and 

sexuality curriculum itself became less central to my study, it nevertheless offers an important 

context to this thesis as it provides insight into the ways young people’s intimacies are 

conceived of in curriculum scholarship and discourses, including depicting how learning is 

supposed to occur. While the school curriculum is a key context for my study, curriculum 

focussed research and policy literature can overstate the role and significance of the formal 

school curriculum. Although this is relevant, I enrich this literature by exploring other avenues 
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of learning as identified and prioritised by young people. 

Non-normative curriculum silences 

Quinlivan and colleagues (2014) argue that the Eurocentric framings of sex, sexualities and 

genders within curriculums and policies, ignores and downgrades Indigenous ways of knowing 

(Quinlivan et al., 2014). Their argument is commensurate with broader debates about Western 

education systems which largely fail to acknowledge Indigenous ways of knowing (see: 

Bodkin-Andrews & Carlson, 2016). Further, international, and local research has also 

documented the ways RSE has ignored or failed to be inclusive of diverse religious and cultural 

issues, concerns, or needs (Allen et al., 2014; Haggis & Mulholland, 2014; Rasmussen, 2010; 

Sanjakdar, 2009).  

Feminist and queer research on sexuality and relationship education has highlighted the 

centring of heterosexual relationships and the cisgender binary as the ‘norm’ (Allen, 2008; 

Ollis, 2014; Quinlivan, 2018; Sanjakdar et al., 2015). The presumption of heterosexuality 

within both the curriculum and the broader school environment, as well as the intense focus on 

‘pregnancy risk’, is seen to ‘subordinate the interests of same-sex attracted youth while denying 

them information critical to their sexual health.’(Allen, 2008, p. 581). In Australian research, 

Jones and Hillier (2012) noted that RSE focussed ‘on the “typical” sexual development of male 

and female bodies, heterosexual procreation and sexual risks – messages excluding GLBTIQ 

issues, pleasures and identities’ (2012, p. 441). Similarly, recent research with transgender and 

gender diverse young people in Australia discovered that almost two-thirds of respondents 

found their schools RSE ‘mostly inappropriate’ to the needs of gender diverse students ( Jones 

et al., 2016).  

Despite positive moves towards greater diversity and inclusion for LGBTIQ+ students across 

schools in Australia, curriculum ‘silences’ remain (Shannon, 2016; Waling et al., 2020). These 
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silences exist alongside a documented conservative and political backlash12 (Shannon & Smith, 

2017), and the growing risk averse orientation of schools and education departments (Ferfolja, 

2013; Shannon & Smith, 2017; Ullman & Ferfolja, 2015). Further, due to being seen as 

‘sensitive or too controversial for school communities’(Ferfolja, 2013, p. 162) , a more critical 

engagement with sexualities and genders, including examination of power relations, is largely 

absent from RSE in Australia (Ferfolja, 2013; Ferfolja & Ullman, 2017). This body of research 

has highlighted how education and institutions can reinscribe traditional norms, reinforcing 

binary heteronormative perspectives and power dynamics, and therefore positioning other 

identities/sexualities as ‘Other’. In this study, I build on the critical insights of feminist and 

queer scholars to examine how young people navigate their own learning both in and beyond 

formal curriculum programs. 

Pleasure, desire, and the curriculum  

Since Michelle Fine’s (1988) ground-breaking work on the ‘missing discourse of desire’, 

feminist and queer scholars have brought questions of desire and pleasure to the fore in debates 

about RSE curriculum (Hirst, 2013; Lamb et al., 2013; Ollis, 2016a; Rasmussen, 2012). A large 

body of feminist research has since focussed on documenting the absence of pleasure and desire 

in the curriculum (Allen, 2004a; Fine & McClelland, 2006; Ingham, 2005; Lamb et al., 2013; 

Rasmussen et al., 2004; Sundaram & Sauntson, 2016; Tolman, 2002), with local feminist 

researchers calling for an approach to RSE that prioritises considerations of pleasure (Allen & 

Carmody, 2012; Carmody, 2015; Ollis, 2016a). Research with young people has demonstrated 

that the inclusion of pleasure and desire within RSE is something they also prioritise and value 

(Allen, 2005b; Ollis et al., 2019; Waling et al., 2020). Advocates argue that calls to 

acknowledge issues of sexual pleasure and desire in the curriculum are also linked to feminist 

 
12 See discussion on Safe Schools and RRRR in Chapter One.  
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interventions that challenge views of women in heterosexual relationships as sexually passive. 

As Louisa Allen (2012b) explains:  

These aspirations for pleasure are clearly framed by a desire for gender equity, increased 

personal (and ethical) pleasures and less restrictive non-heteronormative ways of doing 

masculinities and femininities. They are offered in the name of social/sexual justice or at 

least a particular construction of social/sexual justice. (p. 461) 

Despite these stated feminist aims, concerns arise about how policy and curriculum ‘put 

pleasure to work’ (Talburt, 2009) , often in ways that obscure complex negotiations of pleasure 

and power within sexual encounters (Allen, 2012; Lamb, 2010b; Rasmussen, 2010). Allen, for 

example (2012), questions whether ‘it may also be too simplistic to equate sexual pleasure with 

an exercise of agency or as proof of empowerment’ (2012b, p. 457). 

Researchers have noted that despite this range of work, there has been little real change to the 

content and focus of RSE (Allen & Carmody, 2012; Fine & McClelland, 2006; Lamb et al., 

2013), a concern reflected in recent Australian research which has suggested that engagement 

with pleasure/desire in the curriculum is haphazard at best (Waling et al., 2020). When present, 

discussions of pleasure/desire are largely presented in heteronormative ways (Atkinson & 

DePalma, 2009; Rasmussen et al., 2004), and/or subsumed into health promotion messaging 

around sexual safety, uncontrollable urges, and in the context of avoiding negative outcomes 

(e.g., unplanned pregnancies, STI’s) (Cameron-Lewis, 2016; Koepsel, 2016; Lamb et al., 

2013). According to Lamb, Lusting and Graling (2013), a heteronormative understanding of 

pleasure/desire has resulted in a discourse of desire that is ‘no longer missing but is often 

situated as part of a discourse of safe practice and thus still equates pleasure with danger’ 

(Lamb, Lustig & Graling, 2013, p.316). In addition, I argue that these debates on pleasure and 

desire are primarily framed in terms of sexual activity, rather than taking account of broader 
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definitions of intimacy that might also include a different understanding of safety that goes 

beyond the danger/safety binary and also considers safety in comfort, care, and trust (Byron, 

2017). My study aims to address this gap, by providing further insight into young people’s 

perspectives on intimacy and pleasure, from their own perspectives, and for them to contribute 

to the discourses that are missing. 

Relationships, gender, and sexuality beyond the classroom  

Schools are frequently positioned as sites for violence prevention work (Gleeson et al., 2015; 

Ollis, 2014; Sundaram et al., 2016). However, as I noted in Chapter One, young people are 

already subjected to and perpetrating violence in schools (Daff et al., 2021; Fitz-Gibbon et al., 

2018; Senior et al., 2017) and hence schools are thus positioned as sites of violence (Flood et 

al., 2009; Higham, 2018; Scrine, 2018). This violence can be in the form of sexual harassment 

from other students (Gruber & Fineran, 2016; Meyer, 2008; Rahimi & Liston, 2011; Robinson, 

2005); dating violence (de La Rue et al., 2017; Hertzog & Rowley, 2014); and gender-based 

bullying and harassment (Gruber & Fineran, 2016; Rawlings, 2019; Timmerman, 2003). 

Students can also experience violence from school staff based upon their sexuality and/or 

gender (Timmerman, 2003), an experience frequently reported by transgender and gender 

diverse students (Howell & Allen, 2021; Jones & Hillier, 2013; McBride, 2021).  

While these bodies of scholarship have been important in highlighting school-based violence, 

the focus on individual experiences can obscure the institutional structures that continue to 

uphold normative cisgender and sexuality privileges (Bartholomaeus & Riggs, 2017; Martino 

et al., 2020; Neary, 2018; Payne & Smith, 2012). Sociology of education researchers have long 

problematized schools as sites of heteronormativity, where for example, hegemonic 

masculinities are not only reinforced, but rewarded through school-based policies and practices 

(Keddie & Mills, 2019; Youdell, 2005). Similarly, although to date limited, scholarship is 
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increasingly exploring the experiences of transgender and gender diverse students (Jones et al., 

2016). This research suggests that, even in schools that make efforts to challenge gender 

inequalities, they are likely to do so in ways that strengthen the cisgender binary (Bragg et al., 

2018; Paechter et al., 2021); for example, through insistence on maintaining separate classes 

and/or sporting activities marked along binary gendered categories (Paechter et al., 2021). 

Paechter and colleagues (2021) found that schools have an easier time accommodating 

transgender students whose identities continue to fit within the gender binary, but are less 

able/knowledgeable/flexible, when it comes to non-binary students. As such, the embrace of 

liberal notions of equality and inclusion by schools, as Neary, Gray and O’Sullivan (2016) 

suggests, ‘leaves heterosexuality and its privileges largely uninterrupted’ (p.251). 

Moving beyond narratives of risk and vulnerability, queer and feminist researchers have also 

documented the transformative potential of schools (Gilbert et al., 2018; Quinlivan, 2018), and 

highlighted the ways young people themselves are at the fore of change (Coll et al., 2020; 

McGlashan & Fitzpatrick, 2017; Renold, 2018; Retallack et al., 2016; Ringrose, Mendes, et 

al., 2021). Coll et al., (2020) argue for a greater recognition of ‘the critical and creative 

capacities of young people’ (p. 69) and consider the ways this can engender greater action 

towards how schools, teachers, and adults can ‘support, respond with and learn from young 

people’ (p. 69) to transform school spaces (see also: Renold, 2018). 

Other research has focussed on the potentialities of specific spaces within schools to foster a 

greater sense of inclusion and belonging for LGBTIQ+ students, such as through ‘Queer 

Straight Alliances’13 (QSA) (Evans & Rawlings, 2021; Mayo, 2008; McGlashan & Fitzpatrick, 

2017; Quinlivan, 2013, 2018). In their ethnographic research exploring how LGBTIQ+ 

 
13 These groups are given various different names in different schools/research: ‘Rainbow Groups’, ‘Rainbow 
diversity groups’, ‘Gay-Straight alliance’- I use the term QSA here for consistency as this is the name given to 
the similar group described by my participants (see Chapter Five).  
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students experience schooling, McGlashan and Fitzpatrick (2017) describe the work of the 

school’s student-led ‘Rainbow Group’ as opening up possibilities ‘for students to explore their 

own uncertainties, to express diversities and to engage in processes of legitimation and making-

intelligible’ (p. 494). This echoes findings from research undertaken by Kathleen Quinlivan 

(2018), who also found that QSA’s offer an alternative curriculum, where students lead the 

way to ‘queerly destabilise hetero and gender normativity within schools’ (p. 21). However, 

Quinlivan (2013) also frames the QSA as a paradox within the school environment, one that 

can simultaneously offer a safe space; but in framing queer young people as in need of support, 

can also re-inscribe ‘wounded’ identities (Youdell, 2004), or ‘re-pathologise them as 

“abnormal” and “at risk” in relation to the dominant heterosexual norm’ (Quinlivan, 2013, p. 

s64; see also: Elliott, 2016; Grant et al., 2021; Talburt & Rasmussen, 2010).  

The work that I have described, emphasising the critical capacities of young people to not only 

make change, but to lead that change, has inspired my approach and understanding of the 

issues. It has provided me with clarity about the focus of my study and the contribution that I 

wish to make to this important field of study. Given the school-based context of my research, 

I wanted to build upon this work by exploring the ways young people experience intimacy in 

schooling and school spaces, in order to gain insight into how young people make sense of 

these places and practices. As the literature I have reviewed demonstrates, this ‘learning’ does 

not only occur in the classroom, but also, as Jen Gilbert (2014) argues, ‘our sexuality finds a 

playground in school where the taunts and raucous laughter and loneliness help us know who 

and what we want’ (p. x).  
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Socio-cultural constructions of youthful intimacies 

Gendered experiences and expectations in heterosexual relationships 

A growing body of sociological, feminist, and queer research has examined the socio-cultural 

dimensions of intimate relationships, explicitly attending to differences in sexuality, gendered 

expectations, and identity. Of particular note here is pioneering research undertaken by 

Holland, Ramazanoglu, Sharpe and Thomson (1998), which has been important in shifting 

discourses from those dominated by concerns about ‘sexual risk’ – particularly for young 

women – to an exploration of the ‘social construction of femininity and masculinity’ in order 

to better understand young people’s sexuality (and relationships). Focusing explicitly on 

heterosexual relationships, Holland et al described unequal cisgender relations in intimate 

relationships between young people as governed by the persistence of heteronormativity and 

an adherence to rigid gender roles. They (1998) argued that being a ‘normal man’ necessitates 

the ‘exercise of power over women, whether or not this is recognised, acknowledged or desired 

by an individual man’ (Holland et al., 1998, p. 10). Scholarship generated since Holland et 

al’s., influential work has also reflected these observations, suggesting that girls’ and boys’ 

expectations and experiences in intimate relationships are significantly influenced by socially 

constructed gender norms (Abbott et al., 2021; Chung, 2005; Tolman et al., 2016). Within such 

discourses, young men are positioned as unable to show their emotions, for fear of being 

associated with ‘femininity’ or ‘homosexuality’ and so prove their ‘manliness’ through 

‘accepted’ performances of hegemonic masculinity (Martino, 1999; Tolman et al., 2016; 

Towns & Scott, 2013). In contrast, young women’s sexuality is seen as only acceptable and/or 

desirable within the confines of a loving, committed relationship, one where ‘emotional 

connectedness’ is conditional for sexual pleasure (Maxwell, 2006; Summit et al., 2016; 

Tolman, 2002). The double standards articulated here remained strikingly evident in my 

fieldwork and was the source of considerable shame for young women who feared they might 
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transgress these moral codes. Contemporary feminist and queer research thus continues to 

problematize the discursive-political positioning and simplification of young women as 

‘passive’ in relationships (Allen, 2013; Renold & Ringrose, 2008).  

In summary, much of the research on gendered expectations in heterosexual relationships can 

be categorised as exploring the ‘sexual double-standard’ in largely heterosexual relationships, 

interrogating an apparent cisgender binary of female passivity and male action (Holland, 1998), 

or of relationships where girls want romance and boys want sex. There is an important body of 

work that identifies the role of heterosexual relationships in defining, naming, and experiencing 

gender, and thus unpacking gendered power and inequalities (for example: Allen, 2004b; 

Berglas et al., 2014; Chung, 2005, 2007; Senior et al., 2020; Sundaram, 2013, 2016; Tolman 

et al., 2016). While significant in its own right, and for highlighting the need to better 

understand young people’s relationship dynamics, there are few sociological studies that 

identify intimate relationships as the primary subject of inquiry, (Gevers et al., 2012), and in 

ways that also focus on pleasure, desire, and agency (Allen, 2004b). Louisa Allen (Allen, 

2004b) suggests that such research is underpinned by the assumption that ‘the idea of 

“relationships” is transparent’ (p. 464) and is taken to mean they have ‘taken on a generalized 

meaning of sexual attraction and/or emotional attachment to someone of the opposite gender’ 

(p. 465). A consequence of this, Allen (2004b) argues, is that ‘their diversity and complexity 

is concealed’ (p. 465), meaning education or health promotion interventions are not reflective 

of young people’s intimacy experiences. Similarly, I argue that in order to challenge the idea 

of young people’s relationships as being, as Allen suggests ‘self-explanatory’ (2004b, p. 464), 

it is also important to understand how young people come to understand and experience their 

relationships. In addition, this orientation enables closer attention to genders and sexualities, 

looking beyond privileging heteronormativity and binary categorisations of gender. To further 

develop this argument, I now examine research literature exploring queer intimacies and 
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discuss how this literature has shaped my approach.  

 

Queer Intimacies  

Much of the scholarship on queer intimacies has emphasised narratives of risk and illness 

related to gender and sexuality identities and LGBTIQ+ relationships. This focus on risk is 

important and warranted, given the persistence of homophobia and transphobia that heightens 

LGBTIQ+ young people’s fear of rejection from family and the broader community (Robinson 

et al., 2014), experiences of violence (Jones et al., 2016; Robinson et al., 2014) and frequent 

positioning of queer sexualities as hypersexual (Riggs & Bartholomaeus, 2017). However, in 

moving to overcome the position of queer youth as ‘wounded’ (Youdell, 2004), and offer a 

more hopeful outlook, queer scholars have critiqued a binary in educational research that tends 

to position LGBTIQ+ young people as either a victim or a hero (Allen, 2015a; Cover, 2013; 

Talburt & Rasmussen, 2010). I align my study with Allen (2015a) when she argues that 

research that does not trouble this binary, obscures ‘knowledge of LGBT youth in terms of the 

nuances of their subjectivities and complexities’ (p. 374).  

While I will explore the productive capacity for queer youth intimacies in digital spaces later 

in this chapter, research exploring the positive and pleasurable aspects of LGBTIQ+ young 

people’s relationships remains scarce. Riggs and Bartholomaeus (2017) suggest that a fear of 

reinforcing wounded narratives may be the reason that research on transgender young people 

is ‘all but silent on the topic of transgender young people and sex’ (Riggs & Bartholomaeus, 

2017, pp. 376–377). In highlighting narratives of pleasure and happiness emerging from 

experiences of respect and happiness within transgender intimacies in their own research, Riggs 

and Bartholomaeus also argue that it ‘would constitute a form of cisgenderism by omission to 

continue to ignore the importance of thinking and talking about intimacy with transgender 
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young people’ (p. 385).  

A significant strand of queer research has addressed the role of heteronormativity and 

homonormativity in shaping and regulating the intimacies of LGBTIQ+ young people (Bragg 

et al., 2018; Duggan, 2002). For example, Elizabethe Payne’s (2010, 2018) US-based research 

with young lesbian women found that heteronormativity played a similarly powerful and 

regulatory role on sexuality and desire as it did for heterosexual girls. Similar findings are borne 

out in my fieldwork, where heteronormative, and homonormative expectations influenced the 

conduct and views of students, including those identified as LGBTIQ+. In Australian research, 

Ruby Grant (2018) has found that the sexualised stigma attached to bisexuality, one that is 

projected through the male gaze, also makes it difficult for bisexual women to ‘construct and 

express authentic bisexualities’ (p. 101).  

As I previously observed, there is a dearth of research exploring the positive and pleasurable 

aspects of LGBTIQ+ young people’s relationships. More specifically, as is the case with 

heterosexual young people, there remains a lack of research on intimate relationships. My work 

seeks to address these gaps, informed by Clarke et al’s (2018) suggestion to attend to the 

‘ambivalences’ and ‘ambiguities’ present in young people’s intimacies/sexualities and to do so 

in ways that challenge wounded/success binaries and instead give proper attention to the 

complexities, risks, and the pleasure of queer intimacies.  

Postfeminism and intimacy  

A substantial body of work has documented the rise of moral panics related to the ‘sexualisation 

of culture’ (Attwood, 2006; see: Gill, 2012; Gonick et al., 2009; Lamb & Peterson, 2012), with 

much of it demonstrating the increased scrutinization of girls’ sexuality, based upon 

moralising, raced, and class-based discourses (Egan, 2013; Mullholland, 2017; Weekes, 2004). 

For example, Sharon Lamb (2010a) proposes that in attempting to define a ‘healthy sexuality’ 
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for young women, feminist theorists have created an ‘idealized’ version of feminine sexuality, 

one which may play out differently for young women of colour and/or for those from different 

class backgrounds. Lamb, drawing on the work of Black feminist sociologist Patricia Hill-

Collins (1990), argues that ‘pleasure, subjectivity and desire’ are words that also ‘evoke 

conceptions of a white, middle class, heterosexual femininity that needs to be protected’ 

(2010a, p. 300). This aligns with Rosalind Gill’s analysis of how ‘different people are 

“sexualized” in different ways and with different meanings’ (Gill, 2009a, p. 138). Ultimately, 

as this range of work shows, the ‘girl’ who needs protection or saving from such categorisations 

is typically cast as white, heterosexual, and middle class (Attwood, 2007; Renold & Ringrose, 

2013).  

Jessica Ringrose (2016) conceives of these debates over sexualisation as a form of 

‘postfeminist panic’ in which the media have utilised ‘repeated discursive gender patterns in 

their reporting’ to activate public ‘anxiety around girlhood sexuality and femininity’ (p. 31). 

Angela McRobbie (2009) describes postfeminism as a set of discourses that ‘actively draws on 

and invokes feminism’ in order to ‘suggest that equality is achieved.’ (p. 10). For Ros Gill 

(2007; 2017) the ‘postfeminist sensibility’ is one that draws upon neoliberal notions of 

individualisation, choice, and empowerment to absolve responsibility for persistent gender 

inequalities.  

This intertwining of postfeminism with the sexualisation of culture has resulted in what 

Ringrose and Renold (2012a) have termed a ‘paradox of empowerment versus protection’ (p. 

342). On the one hand, instead of subjects capable of pleasure and active desire, girls are 

positioned as innocent and pure (Egan, 2013; Jackson & Cram, 2003) and in need of protection 

from ‘aggressive’ male sexuality (Holland et al., 1998) and the broader sexualisation of culture. 

On the other, they are required to carefully perform the ‘knowing and savvy slut’ (Ringrose & 
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Renold, 2012b, p. 338); one who is empowered to make choices about their own relationships 

and sexuality. What it means exactly for girls to be and/or feel ‘empowered’ or to make 

‘choices’ within a neoliberal and postfeminist context that disguises structural inequalities for 

individual responsibility, remains at the fore of scholarly debate (Burkett & Hamilton, 2012; 

Gonick et al., 2009; Harris & Dobson, 2015). As Anita Harris and Amy Dobson (2015) explain:  

Understanding girls’ agency in a post-girl power cultural landscape cannot involve 

uncritically positioning girls as inherently powerful subjects, but instead must unpack how 

girls are overdetermined as such, and how they feel, enact, and make sense of their 

experiences in such conditions. (p. 154) 

In this study I take up Harris and Dobson’s call to remain vigilant of the way girls are 

overdetermined as ‘powerful’, and in particular, I build upon their provocation for scholars to 

attend to the ‘many forms of unheroic struggle and creativity, and/or non-resistant actions, 

relations and practices that can also be understood as ‘agentic’ (Harris & Dobson, 2015, p. 

153). For Jennifer C. Nash (2017) this means moving ‘beyond structure/agency debates’ and 

instead, attending to the ‘ambivalent pleasures’ (Nash, 2017, p. 263) that may illuminate the 

complex ways girls negotiate their intimate decision-making in the postfeminist context.  

These accounts of postfeminism (Gill, 2007; 2016; Harris & Dobson, 2015; Nash, 2017; 

Ringrose & Renold, 2012a) and sexuality have shaped my approach to this thesis, where one 

starting point has been the need to know more about how young women navigate these tensions 

within their intimate relationships. Additionally, while most of the research I have described 

here focuses on how postfeminism impacts upon girls, other research has highlighted the need 

to better understand the way boys/men (O’Neil, 2015) and LGBTIQ+ young people (Grant, 

2020) may also be taking up postfeminist and neoliberal discourses.  

I now consider the research literature addressing what I am calling ‘digitally mediated 



 37 

intimacy’. Attwood et al (2017) describe two distinct uses of the term ‘mediated intimacy’. The 

first, and what I refer to as digitally mediated intimacy, builds upon the work of Deborah 

Chambers (2013) and Nancy Baym (2010) and relates to the intimate connections formed 

through different digital platforms (Attwood et al, 2017). The second is associated with the 

work of Rosalind Gill (2009b; see also: Barker et al., 2018) and relates to the ways ‘discourses 

of intimacy […] are mediated through women’s magazines’ (Attwood et al, 2017 p. 249) and 

media more broadly.  

Digitally mediated intimacies  

The ubiquity of smart phones and technological access, as well as growing participation in 

social networking sites has led to a rapidly growing body of research concerned with the ways 

in which intimacy is increasingly experienced through and between digital spaces (Attwood et 

al., 2017; Chambers, 2017; Dobson et al., 2018; McGlotten, 2013). Hobbs, Owen, and Gerber 

(2017) suggest that ‘dating, courtship and modern romance’ is in the midst of a ‘digital 

revolution’ (p.272). And as Sonia Livingstone (2008) has argued, the ‘very language of social 

relationships is being reframed’ (2008, p. 394) around the ways in which we use and consume 

digital social media in our everyday lives. There has been heightened contestation (and 

experiencing) of these phenomena throughout the period of physical isolation enforced through 

the COVID-19 pandemic. Scholarship on digitally mediated intimacy following the 

‘unprecedented times’ rhetoric of the pandemic is still evolving, but mandatory physical 

distancing has meant that many have explored the boundaries of intimacy in digital spaces: 

online schooling, zoom funerals, weddings and social games nights. These practices have 

challenged traditional conceptions of intimacy as embodied physical closeness while also 

extending and perhaps serving to legitimate and popularise digital practices of intimacy and 

care. In this section, I bring the theoretical literature into dialogue with the empirical 
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scholarship that frames and explores young people’s digitally mediated intimacies and indicate 

how my work aims to bring a distinctive contribution to this growing field. 

Digital Affordances  

A range of research has shown how digital and social media is increasingly used for flirting 

(Meenagh, 2015), ‘hooking-up’ (Albury & Byron, 2016; Carlson, 2019), breaking up 

(Gershon, 2010; Meenagh, 2015) and maintaining relationships (de Ridder & van Bauwel, 

2015; Meenagh, 2015; Pascoe, 2009). Within scholarly and popular discourse, the proliferation 

of intimacy practices has led to questions as to whether a ‘crisis of intimacy exists’ (Chambers, 

2013, p. 26). While acknowledging that communications conducted online have a role in 

‘shaping and framing’ personal relationships, Jamieson (2013) questions whether this is able 

to ‘trump the embodied real-time interaction with intimate others’ (p. 28). Debates centre on 

whether ‘real’ intimacy is achievable online, whether such attempts are shallow (Turkle, 2012), 

or as Shaka McGlotten asks, if they are seen to represent a ‘dangerous corruption of the real 

thing’ (p. 7). Nancy Baym (2010) critiques the ‘persistent sense’ that relationships and 

intimacies mediated through different digital platforms are not real or dismissed as simply 

‘virtual’ (p. 30), while those conducted offline, are said to occur ‘in real life’ (IRL). Social 

media scholars continue to trouble this binary, and instead focus on the affordances of digital 

mediation (boyd, 2014; van Doorn, 2011) and the increasingly blurred boundaries between the 

entanglements of online and offline worlds (Baym, 2010).  

Increasingly, media scholars are considering the affordances of different technologies and/or 

devices as themselves offering ‘infrastructures of intimacy’, whereby intimacy is not only 

‘connections between people’, but also connections formed through ‘devices, apps and 

platforms’ (Paasonen, 2018, pp. 103–104). Cefai and Couldry (2019) claim that feminist and 

queer theory has shown us that ‘intimacy is always already mediated – by constructions of 
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‘privacy’, ‘heteronormativity’, ‘home’’ (p. 294). Thus, queer and feminist interventions into 

digitally mediated intimacy have explored the potential of such spaces to extend the ways we 

experience, understand, and feel about intimacy (Attwood et al., 2017; boyd, 2014; Cefai & 

Couldry, 2019; Dobson et al., 2018; McGlotten, 2013). Queer and feminist accounts draw our 

attention to the potentialities of digital spaces, as Atwood et al (2017) describe:   

These studies have shown how groups of people whose desires for intimacy have fallen 

outside heteronormative acceptability, have been able to use these technologies to self-

represent and instantly connect with networks of similarly desiring subjects from around the 

world. (Attwood et al., 2017, p. 25)  

Further research has suggested that broadening zones of intimacy are particularly relevant to 

young people. For example, media scholars have also explored the opportunity for digital 

spaces to shape and inform sexuality and gender identities beyond the cisgender-gender 

heterosexual norms (Byron, 2020; de Ridder, 2017; Dobson et al., 2018; Hanckel et al., 2019; 

Robards et al., 2020). Rob Clover attributes the vast proliferation of categories, descriptors and 

labels used to describe gender and sexual identity in part to:  

the contemporary affordances of digital communication and social networking which 

empowered non-institutional discourses to be utilised as one aspect in the search for more 

nuanced ways to describe the affective sense of gender identity and the lived experience of 

sexual and romantic attraction. (Cover, 2020, p. 3)  

Research with LGBTIQ+ youth has further supported Cover’s propositions, with a focus on 

the opportunity for digital spaces to provide connection, safety, and anonymity, in ways that 

promote learning about gender and sexuality, that may not be always supported offline (Byron 

et al., 2019; Robards et al., 2020). 

Much of the literature I have explored thus far has addressed the affordances of digital spaces 



 40 

for greater intimacies for marginalised identities. However, other research has documented the 

ways in which digital technology has not been a purely democratising space for intimacy, with 

studies exploring the ways social inequalities, such as those related to gender, sexuality, and 

race, can be magnified, and extended in these spaces (Dobson, 2015; Duguay, 2016; Pascoe, 

2011). For example, in her important work examining First Nations peoples use of hook-up 

apps14 in Australia, Bronwyn Carlson (2019), examined the ways ‘these spaces of potential 

love, intimacy and joy are often circumscribed by broader structural processes of homophobia, 

racism and misogyny’ (p.146). While pointing to the lack of research addressing the more 

positive experiences of First Nations hook-up app users, Carlson described the ways users were 

required to ‘fracture their identities in order to keep safe’ (p.146) on the apps and in potential 

offline meetups. Such research highlights the importance of remaining attuned to the nuanced 

ways young people experience digital intimacies and underlines the need for research to move 

away from simple good/bad and real/unreal binaries in how digital intimacies are characterised; 

and as this thesis aims to do, to give more critical attention to how these binaries are actually 

navigated by young people in their everyday experiences. As de Ridder explains:  

While many of these studies have observed how young people are (re)producing sexual 

cultures online, research is scarce on how young people themselves give meaning to their 

sexual cultures and social media, specifically related to how they negotiate social media logic 

and the shaping of sexuality within the context of social and cultural dynamics such as risk 

and resistance, individualization, and mediatization. (de Ridder, 2017, p. 4). 

Learning about relationships and identities online 

A growing body of literature has further examined the ways young people are turning to the 

internet and social media for advice and knowledge about their genders, sexualities, and 

 
14 Hook-up apps refer to photo-based dating apps such as Tinder, Grindr, Bumble and Hinge.  
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relationships (Albury, 2013; Attwood et al., 2015; Bragg & Buckingham, 2019; Byron et al., 

2013; Robards et al., 2020). In the particular context of inadequate school-based RSE, there is 

a focus on the ways young people may seek out sexual health information online (Byron et al., 

2013; Farrugia et al., 2021; Jones & Biddlecom, 2011), with many youth health promotion 

programs targeting online and social media spaces (Evers et al., 2013; Nguyen et al., 2013; 

Pedrana et al., 2013; Wadham et al., 2019). However, there is less agreement within the 

literature on how valuable or trustworthy young people find this information (Byron, 2015; 

Dehaan et al., 2013; Fraser et al., 2021; Grant & Nash, 2019; Jones & Biddlecom, 2011). For 

example, in their recent Australian research with young people, Farrugia and colleagues (2021) 

found that young people were sceptical of online sexual health information, particularly when 

it came to information about relationships which they preferred ‘experientially’ rather than 

presented as ‘fact’.  

Digitally mediated learning is also framed along notions of risk. For example, the immediacy 

and accessibility of online pornography has led to anxieties that ‘its consumption results in 

undesirable social ‘effects’ (Attwood, 2006, p. 1) and this is particularly so when it comes to 

its use as a source of sex education. There is disagreement within the literature as to whether 

young people are actively seeking out pornography to learn and if so, what it is they are learning 

(Litsou et al., 2020; Rothman et al., 2014). Concerns are particularly directed towards young 

men, with fears that violent pornography reinforces gendered and heterosexual practices that 

normalise violence against women (Crabbe & Corlett, 2010; Lim et al., 2017). Others have 

argued for the potential for porn to provide a space for the exploration of desire (Attwood et 

al., 2018; Scarcelli, 2015) and be a valuable resource of sex education and knowledge for 

LGBTIQ+ young people who are largely ignored by mainstream RSE (Kubicek et al., 2010; 

Litsou et al., 2020). Whatever the perspective (critical or supportive), there has been increasing 

recognition among RSE scholars of the need for curriculum to attend to pornography in some 
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capacity (Albury, 2014; Goldstein, 2020; Ollis, 2016b).  

Sexting – concerns and anxieties 

Finally, a further dichotomy persists within digital scholarship in relation to digitally mediated 

intimacy, one largely buttressed by traditional public/private dualisms, where anxieties emerge 

about the ways in which intimate practices are increasingly publicised, performed and/or 

experienced through social media platforms (Chambers, 2013). These concerns are frequently 

directed towards young people (Livingstone, 2008; Livingstone & Mason, 2015; Naezer, 

2018), and young women/girls in particular (Dobson, 2015; Hasinoff, 2015b; Ringrose, 2011; 

Ringrose et al., 2013). The considerations put forth through debates about sexualisation are 

amplified in the digital space and the abundant panics directed towards questions of risk and 

risk mitigation (Dobson, 2015, 2019; Naezer & van Oosterhout, 2021; Ravn et al., 2021; 

Ringrose, 2011; van Royen et al., 2018).  

The extensiveness of the debates around sexualisation are particularly evident in relation to 

sexting. Earlier research focussed on attempting to quantify the prevalence of sexting among 

young people (Klettke et al., 2014; Mitchell et al., 2012; Yeung et al., 2014), albeit with poorly 

defined understandings of what ‘sexting’ entailed (Döring, 2014). Media and education 

discourses at the time were thus largely focussed on risk, where sexting was framed ‘almost 

exclusively as a dangerous activity and a serious social problem’ (Angelides, 2013, p. 667), 

and frequently considered within legal frameworks as ‘child pornography’ (Crofts & Lee, 

2013; Hasinoff, 2015b). Anastasia Powell and Nicola Henry (2014) argued that such 

considerations tended to frame the problem as one of ‘youth naiveté’ while ‘leaving 

unproblematised gender-based violence’ (p. 119). Similarly, Amy Hasinoff (Hasinoff, 2015b) 

describes a ‘sexting panic’, which, while raising ‘key questions about privacy and consent’ also 

buried ‘vital issues…beneath the widespread anxiety about girls’ sexuality’ (p. 1). 
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Interventions at this time thus failed to engage with the nuanced differences between the 

consensual and non-consensual sharing of images (Albury & Crawford, 2012; Powell & Henry, 

2014; Salter & Crofts, 2015), instead focusing on the ‘risky’ behaviours of girls/women, thus 

transferring the blame for the non-consensual sharing of images from the perpetrator to the 

victim (Albury & Crawford, 2012; Dobson & Ringrose, 2016).  

Research since this early wave of work has focussed on prioritising young people’s experiences 

and definitions of sexting (Burkett, 2015; Roberts & Ravn, 2020), unpacking the gendered 

power dynamics and sexual double-standards evident within largely heterosexual relations 

(Dobson, 2018; Ringrose et al., 2021a; Setty, 2019), and negotiating ethical approaches to 

sexting in the context of increasing recognition of image-based abuse (Albury et al., 2013; 

Albury & Crawford, 2012; Hasinoff, 2015a). 

Since designing and undertaking the fieldwork for this study, there has been a proliferation of 

research exploring young people’s experiences of sexting. To date, it has been mostly 

UK/European based (see: Harvey & Ringrose, 2016; Hunehäll Berndtsson & Odenbring, 2021; 

Naezer & van Oosterhout, 2021; Ringrose et al., 2021a, 2021b; Setty, 2019, 2020, 2021), and 

most often with young people who are older than my school-aged participants (Amundsen, 

2020a, 2020b; Burkett, 2015; Ravn et al., 2021; Roberts et al., 2021). Given the focus on girls 

and risk within heterosexual relations, there has also been less work exploring LGBTIQ+ 

young people’s practices of sexting (Albury & Byron, 2014) My work thus contributes to this 

burgeoning scholarship, bringing to it new foci and angles of analysis. 

The bodies of literature I have reviewed in this section are largely framed around how young 

people seek out advice or sexual health information as a way of learning about intimacies, and 

often with a specific focus on sex, or sex advice. There is less attention to the ways young 

people identify this learning as occurring incidentally, or how they reflect upon experiences 



 44 

where they have learned something through their digital engagements. This is important, as 

Amy Dobson and colleagues (2018) have argued, because: ‘Social media are now centrally 

involved in processes whereby pedagogies of intimate life as life itself are learnt, reproduced, 

given value, contested, and exploited’ (Dobson et al., 2018, p. 4). My study seeks to intervene 

in this research by prioritising young people’s accounts of how they witness and negotiate their 

relationships through mobile and social media and how this impacts upon how they make sense 

of their intimacies.  

This thesis seeks to bring these various debates about intimacy and digitally mediated intimacy 

into dialogue with empirical research on the perspectives of young people and in doing so bring 

fresh insights to the lived experiences of contemporary forms of intimacy. My research 

questions are less focussed on whether the way young people experience intimacy (be it 

digitally mediated or ‘in real life’) is ‘real’ or authentic, and more attuned to grasping the forms 

of contemporary intimacy as expressed by young people. The study thus contributes to the 

‘small, but growing, number of critical, empirical studies’ (Naezer & Ringrose, 2019, p. 414) 

that prioritise young people’s own experiences and understandings of these matters. It 

questions accounts that position digitally mediated intimacy as a matter only of ‘risk’ or a 

problem to be solved but aims to do so without denying the existence of such risks. Chapter 

Five offers a detailed analysis of the role of mobile and social media and learning through 

engaging Lauren Berlant’s (2008) concept of the ‘intimate public’.   

Locating an understanding of intimacy 

For Lynn Jamieson (2011) while intimacy is culturally and historically constituted, it generally 

‘refers to the quality of close connection between people and the process of building this 

quality’ (Jamieson, 2011, para. 1.1). The idea of closeness is also felt in Lauren Berlant’s 

(1998) conceptualisations of intimacy, whereby ‘to intimate is to communicate with the sparest 
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of signs and gestures’ (p. 281) or Shakka McGlotten (2013) who describes intimacy as ‘the 

affective encounters with others that matter most’ (p. 1). My study is informed by these 

conceptualisations of intimacy. Throughout this thesis, I examine intimacy and closeness, with 

a focus on ‘dating’ or dating-adjacent types of relationships and position this in reference to a 

broader social, cultural concern about changing forms of intimacy. In this final section I review 

some key socio-cultural debates about the forms and capacities for intimacy, drawing on the 

work of feminist and queer theorists to examine intimacy as something that is closely felt, but 

also socially and culturally constituted.   

The last twenty-five years have seen a proliferation of sociological research concerned with 

diverse conceptualisations of ‘intimacy’ (Barker et al., 2018; Crowhurst et al., 2013). The 

influential work of sociologist Anthony Giddens (1992) on the ‘radicalising possibilities of the 

transformation of intimacy’ (p. 3) situated intimate relationships as a potential site for personal 

empowerment, emancipation, and democratisation. These arguments arose in relation to 

broader accounts of late modernity, whereby individuals were seen to be becoming increasingly 

responsible for the design of their own lives (see also: Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 1995). The 

‘pure relationship’ of late modernity, Giddens suggested, is mutually beneficial and promotes 

‘sexual and emotional equality’ (Giddens, 1991, p. 2), whereby gendered and idealised versions 

of ‘romantic love’ have been superseded by a ‘confluent love’ based on autonomy, individual 

choice and the detraditionalisation of gender roles. Giddens drew from ‘therapeutic works and 

self-help manuals’ (p. 64) to suggest that women’s increasing ability to engage with and 

negotiate mutual care and pleasure within heterosexual relationships was indicative not only of 

increasing equality within the intimate sphere, but also of shifts in broader gender politics. 

Giddens (1992) observes that intimacy itself suggests ‘a wholesale democratising of the 

interpersonal domain’, mirroring the possibilities of ‘democracy in the public sphere’ (p. 3).  
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Feminist and queer theorists and activists have both drawn on, and critically engaged with the 

democratisation thesis to explore whether and if so, how detraditionalisation has created greater 

possibilities for intimacy (Weeks, 1998). Sasha Roseneil (2000) extended Giddens’ work to 

consider the ways in which ‘changes in the organisation of intimacy are impacting upon the 

wider organization of sexuality’ (para. 3.7). While cognisant of the critiques of Giddens’ thesis 

(see below), Roseneil engages with queer theory to consider the nature of the social changes 

Giddens documents and argues that ‘processes of individualization and detraditionalization are 

releasing individuals from traditional hetero scripts and from the patterns of heterorelationality 

that accompany them’ (para. 3.10). Such critiques have ‘decentre[d] the “family” and the 

heterosexual couple in our intellectual imaginaries’ (Roseneil & Budgeon, 2004, p. 135), 

creating space for the emergence (and acceptance) of different types of kinship, care and 

intimacy practices.  

However, Giddens’ detraditionalisation thesis has also been criticised for its failure to 

adequately engage with feminist scholarship (McLeod, 2002; Mulinari & Sandell, 2009), all 

the while prioritising a white/Eurocentric(Povinelli, 2006), heterosexual subject – as well as 

emphasising change, over continued inequalities (Jamieson, 1999). For Julie McLeod (2002), 

overarching claims about the ‘detraditionalisation of gender are utopian and overstated’ (p. 

223) and, according to Lyn Jamieson (1999), ‘individualises personal problems and down-

grades sociological explanations’ (p.474). Similarly, Elizabeth Povinelli (2006) critiques 

progress narratives such as the one put forth by Giddens, arguing that these fail to account for 

the effects of colonialism, racism and the resulting uneven distribution of goods and resources 

on practices of intimacy. Emphasising the I in intimacy, Povinelli (2002) argues that modern 

western notions of intimacy have largely ignored the role of place, spirituality, and relationality 

that are central to Indigenous ways of intimacy.  
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The French sociologist Eva Illouz (2007) is critical of what she describes as Giddens’ and his 

peers focus on the ‘psychological credo’ of equality in intimate relationships, suggesting that 

this elevation of therapeutic cultures has ultimately ‘failed to interrogate the very 

transformation of intimacy it purports to describe’ (p.30). Illouz asserts that in order to 

‘evaluate social transformations’ we must first observe the ways in which ‘new norms of 

equality or freedom have transformed the “emotional texture” of intimate relationships’ (2007, 

p. 30). Illouz further argues that the convergence of neoliberalism with feminist ideals and 

therapeutic cultures has come to embody ‘emotional capitalism’, a concept she has developed 

to characterise how ‘market-based cultural repertoires shape and inform interpersonal and 

emotional relationships, while interpersonal relationships are at the epicentre of economic 

relationships’ (2007, p. 5).   

Whatever the ‘transformation of intimacy’ has entailed, ‘the balance between what has 

traditionally been conceived of as a neat division between private life and public life is being 

constantly rethought’ (Weeks, 1998, p. 41). Lauren Berlant (1998) has influentially argued for 

a ‘rethinking of intimacy’ that recognises the mobile, collective and vulnerable forms of 

intimacy that transcend public/private dualisms, calling for greater recognition of how ‘the 

inwardness of the intimate is met by a corresponding publicness’ (p. 281). Berlant explains: 

Rethinking intimacy calls out not only for redescription but for transformative analyses of 

the rhetorical and material conditions that enable hegemonic fantasies to thrive in the minds 

and on the bodies of subjects, while, at the same time, attachments are developing that might 

redirect the different routes taken by history and biography. To rethink intimacy is to appraise 

how we have been and how we live and how we might imagine lives that make more sense 

than the ones many are living. (Berlant, 1998, p. 286) 

Emphasising the capacity of intimacy beyond the ‘private’ of traditional sociological accounts, 
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Berlant asserts that ‘intimacy builds worlds’ and ‘it creates spaces’ (p. 282) and thus plays a 

role in who we are/become. In attending to the mobile and ephemeral processes of attachment, 

Berlant discerns that the ‘kinds of connections that impact on people, and on which they depend 

for a living (if not ‘a life’), do not always respect the predictable forms’ (Berlant, 1998, p. 284). 

Following this line of argument gives visibility to intimacy in public, in politics, in digital 

spaces; and, I propose, it can also give visibility to forms of intimacy considered ‘temporary’ 

in the time of ‘youth’. Importantly for this research, Berlant’s conception of intimacy has also 

underlined the ways in which attachment to hegemonic (gendered) norms shape, define and 

confine our understandings and experiences of intimacy.  

Building on these arguments, Cefai and Couldry (2019) assert that ‘what queer theory has 

taught us is that heteronormativity shapes what can appear to us as ‘intimate’’ (Cefai & 

Couldry, 2019, p. 292). Heteronormativity is a useful concept here, and for my research, as it 

provides a theoretical and ethical position to ‘problematize the presumption of heterosexuality’ 

(Allen, 2015, p. 369). Drawing from the work of Berlant and Warner (1998), heteronormativity 

can be defined as a process or system whereby: 

A whole field of social relations becomes intelligible as heterosexuality, and this privatized 

sexual culture bestows on its sexual practices a tacit sense of rightness and normalcy. This 

sense of rightness-embedded in things and not just in sex-is what we call heteronormativity. 

(p.554). 

This definition is relevant not only to understanding what we see, feel, or experience as 

intimate, but also to how we feel about these experiences, how we legitimise or disguise, or 

compare to the norm – that is, to the ‘coherent’ and ‘privileged’ (Berlant & Warner, 1998, p. 

548) version of intimacy. Sara Ahmed (2014) suggests that one ‘does not “do” heterosexuality 

simply through who one does and does not have sex with’, but rather heterosexuality becomes 



 49 

a ‘script for an ideal life’ (p. 147). Berlant’s (1998, 2008, 2011) work attempts to untangle the 

normative and utopian practices that, they argue, sustain the hegemonic ‘fantasy’ that equates 

‘having a life with having an intimate life’ (1998, p. 282), and moreover, which is the 

heteronormative version of the ‘good life’.  

In the following fieldwork chapters, I draw upon Berlant and others conceptualisations of 

intimacy to interrogate the ways young people come to understand and experience their 

personal relationships, and in particular, the gendered and sexuality norms that are integral to 

this process of meaning. In other words, I move from discussions of these forms of intimacy in 

the abstract, to showing how they are enacted and produced among young people in their 

everyday interactions. 

Conclusion  

In this chapter, I have reviewed key research literature that has been important in both 

informing and defining the parameters of my research. In doing so, I have identified findings 

and approaches that my work builds upon and also marked some gaps which my work seeks to 

address. Overall, this thesis aims to make distinctive contribution to knowledge about youthful 

intimacy and the perspectives and capacities young people engage to navigate these 

relationships.  

A number of scholars have called for a greater investment in listening to and more actively 

engaging with young people’s perspectives on relationships and sexuality education (Bay-

Cheng, 2017; Coll et al., 2018; Helmer et al., 2015), including encouraging their involvement 

in the development of curriculum (Coll et al., 2018; Renold, 2019). In the debates I have 

canvassed above, we see little evidence of a formal curriculum that engages with the diverse 

realities of young people’s intimate, sexual, and gendered lives. Yet, as I have suggested and 

show throughout the thesis, broader recognition is needed of the ways young people are already 
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learning in the absence of a curriculum that addresses their diverse needs and desires. While 

there is a range of scholarship exploring learning outside classrooms, much of this is focussed 

on understanding specific learning sites as identified by researchers: schools and friends, for 

example. I build upon this work by prioritising the places young people themselves identify as 

being key to this learning, rather than starting from a pre-determined specific space.  

Finally, taking ‘intimacy’ as a key focus has allowed me to remain open to the ambivalences, 

uncertainties, and ambiguities inherent in the way young people make sense of and experience 

intimate relationships. That is, I did not begin from a set view to find and study, for example, 

gender-based violence or heteronormativity; rather I was guided by the frameworks and issues 

that young people themselves identified. The research is thus underpinned by a desire to centre 

the experiences, feelings, and relations prioritised by young people. In the following chapter, I 

explain the theoretical and methodological approaches I adopted to support these intentions.  
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CHAPTER THREE: THEORETICAL AND METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH  
 

 

Introduction 

This chapter provides an account of the theoretical resources and methodological approaches 

that have guided my research design and fieldwork analysis. It begins with an overview of key 

concepts and orientations that framed the initial study aims and that have been engaged 

inductively throughout the analysis. It then explains the methodological underpinnings of the 

study and the rationale for decisions regarding research approach and design. This section 

includes an account of ethical issues in participatory and youth-centred research, especially 

when investigating matters to do with sexuality and relationships, as well as the process to 

obtain ethical approval. I then document the study design and methods used, including a 

description of the group sessions and individual interviews. The chapter concludes with a 

summary of my approach to analysis, which is further demonstrated in subsequent chapters.  

My critical reflections on different stages of the research process are woven throughout this 

chapter, highlighting how methodological reflexivity was built into the approach as well as 

showing how ongoing ethical decisions were made. I begin by situating the research in 

reference to longstanding traditions of qualitative and feminist research.  

Qualitative and feminist approaches 

Qualitative research is characterised by a ‘a set of complex interpretive practices’ that resists 

both a singular definition and a singular method of enquiry. Rather, it ‘embraces tensions and 

contradictions’ (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018, p. 12) found in the social world. More precisely, this 

study is informed by qualitative research that embraces feminist and queer methodologies to 

explore understandings of genders and sexualities with young people; in this case, through 
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school-based research (Allen, 2005b; Bragg et al., 2018; Renold, 2005). For Ramazanoğlu and 

Holland (2002), feminist methodologies encompass a diversity of approaches but they suggest 

that ‘what is distinctive is the particular positioning of theory, epistemology, and ethics that 

enables feminist researchers to question “truthfulness” and explore relations between 

knowledge and power’ (p. 16). One of the central tenets of feminist methodologies is 

‘reflexivity’ (Pillow, 2003). Ramazanoğlu and Holland (2002) understand reflexivity as an 

attempt to bring forth the ‘power relations’ as well as the ‘exercise of power’ that exists within 

the research relationship (p. 118). It represents an ‘attempt to unpack what knowledge is 

contingent upon, how the researcher is socially situated, and how the research agenda/process 

has been constituted’ (Ramazanoğlu & Holland, 2002, p. 118). To do this, Pillow (2003) calls 

for the researcher to remain vigilant ‘over practices and their effects’ throughout the research 

process while also ‘seeking out uncomfortable and unfamiliar tellings and data’ (Pillow, 2003, 

p. 192). Consequently, feminist research resists a ‘one-size fits all approach’ in order to to ‘pay 

due respect to differences and to carve out diversity’ (Buikema et al., 2012, p. 2) within the 

research process. Frequently giving priority to under-represented groups or marginalised 

voices, feminist research critically focuses on how gender can be analysed together or in 

interaction with other markers of identity, such as race, class, sexuality, ability (Collins, 1990). 

Key to these approaches are attempts to attend to power within the research process and, more 

broadly, for the research itself to have a positive impact in redressing and transforming power 

imbalances in society (Ahmed et al., 2000). These are important foundational considerations 

for this study. As noted in Chapter Two, a large body of feminist work has focused on girlhood 

and feminine subjectivities (Holland et al., 1998; McClelland & Fine, 2008; Renold & 

Ringrose, 2013), often as part of a broader feminist project to interrogate ongoing gendered 

inequalities. I position my research as having similar goals; however, like Allen (2005a), I also 

suggest that understanding ‘gendered power, requires an investigation of both points of 
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reference of this power/in relation’ (p. 20). Allen further explains that, because of the relational 

nature of power, an ‘appropriate way to make sense of gendered power and (hetero)sexual 

subjectivities’ is to carry out research with both young women and men (Allen, 2005a, p. 20). 

Additionally, in designing my study, I wanted to avoid a binary gender analysis that potentially 

erased or silenced LGTBIQ+ young people or those ‘who identify as both/and or neither’ 

(Driver, 2007, p. 305). Critics from within and outside feminist research have raised concerns 

about the ways in which the ‘object’ of feminist research may inadvertently serve to reinforce 

the very social inequalities and asymmetries the research has, generally, sought to address 

(Francis & Paechter, 2015; Lamb, 2010a; Phipps et al., 2018). This is because such framings 

can potentially reify heterosexual binaries that position (cis)gender(s) as only existing in 

opposition and may shut down possibilities for exploration beyond such thinking.  

In attending to what kind of feminist approach this thesis embraces, part of the methodological 

decision-making was to be clear on what kind of feminism I do not embrace throughout (Hines, 

2019, 2020; Phipps, 2020). There is a diverse breadth of views held beneath the broad umbrella 

of ‘feminism’ and, at present, we are witnessing the emergence of what Sally Hines (2019) has 

described as a ‘sustained antagonism’ from parts of the feminist movement towards trans and 

gender-diverse people, and trans women in particular (p. 145). Taking up what some call a 

‘gender critical’ approach (named by others as ‘Trans Exclusionary Radical Feminism’ 

(TERF)), these feminists have ‘criticised social developments such as LGBTIQ-inclusive 

school education and positive media representation of trans people’ (Pearce et al., 2020, p. 

682). In an overview of the so-called ‘TERF wars’, Rachel Pearce and colleagues suggest that 

such opposition ‘can be understood as an emotionally loaded, reactionary response to reassert 

[gender] essentialism’ (2020, p. 682; see also: Barker, 2017). Such feminists have thus acted 

in ways that have excluded consideration of gendered violence experienced by trans people 

while also perpetuating forms of this violence. Throughout the analysis of my fieldwork, and 
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in engaging with my participant narratives, I take up Sally Hines’ (2019) important call for 

feminist research to ‘reject trans-exclusionary feminism’ because it constitutes a ‘breach with 

the goals of equality and dignity […] that runs counter to the ability to fulfil a liveable life’ (p. 

155). As, in the study design and analysis, I have sought to bring together feminist and queer 

theoretical understandings of genders, sexualities, and intimacies, I now turn my discussion to 

queer theory.  

Queer orientations  

In the introduction to their book Queer Methods and Methodologies: Intersecting Queer 

Theories and Social Science Research, Catherine Nash and Kath Browne resist a single 

definition of ‘queer research’ and, instead, offer the following as a starting point and 

provocation:  

‘Queer research’ can be any form of research positioned within conceptual frameworks that 

highlight the instability of taken-for-granted meanings and resulting power relations. Queer 

inflected perspectives, approaches and conceptualisations have been taken up, disputed and 

reworked in different disciplinary contexts, reflecting the traditions of knowledge production 

in those disciplines. (C. Nash & Browne, 2010, p. 4) 

They propose that this relatively open definition generates space for creative and diverse 

utilisations of queer approaches; ones that recognise queer objects of research as ‘fluid, unstable 

and perpetually becoming’ (C. Nash & Browne, 2010, p. 1). This understanding of queer 

research informs the approach adopted in my study which strives to avoid pathologising the 

experiences of LGBTIQ+ young people, while simultaneously remaining attentive to the non-

normative ‘silences’ often pervasive in schools, and in school-based sexuality research (Ullman 

& Ferfolja, 2015).  
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Building upon this and related work (e.g., Coll et al., 2018; Francis & Paechter, 2015; Payne 

& Smith, 2012), the approach outlined below, while recognising the limits of my own and 

broader socio-cultural preconceptions, endeavoured to resist foreclosing on diverse, shifting, 

and messy identifications, experiences and affects. In particular, I borrowed the idea of ‘queer 

orientations’ from Hannah McCann (2016), who suggests that queer theory provides a 

‘theoretical lens’ to orient method(s) in order to challenge ‘subject boundaries and dominant 

paradigms’ (2016, p. 238). This represents a queer orientation to methods rather than a 

description of queer methods ‘per se’ (p. 238). Queer theory, McCann argues, ‘yields a 

commitment to challenging discrete categorizations of the subject’ (p. 239). Relatedly, Mary 

Lou Rasmussen argues that a queer approach underlines the instability of gender and sexuality 

performances that are ‘constantly mediated by relations of power and open to possibility of 

change’ (2005, p. 4). Researchers are thus able to explore how subject positions marked by 

gender and sexuality are ‘constituted and regulated’ through everyday practices (Youdell, 

2010b, p. 135). Further, while I do not ignore some of the ‘injuries’ described to me by 

LGBTIQ+ participants, adopting a queer orientation has also enabled me to bring forth 

everyday stories of queer intimacy that spoke to moments of happiness and connection, and 

highlighted some of the ambivalences Nash and Browne alluded to above. At the same time as 

acknowledging the injuries that are particularly salient for participants who identify as queer, 

this thesis also aims to recognise the range of relationship experiences of all participants in my 

study that exist beyond an exclusive focus on limiting discourses of risk and ‘wounded selves’. 

Defining key terms and concepts 

Understanding genders and sexualities  

In the last chapter, I introduced the concept of ‘heteronormativity’ through the scholarship of 

Lauren Berlant and Michael Warner (1998) as central to the work of this thesis. I argued that 
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‘heteronormativity’ shapes the ways we experience, understand, and feel about intimacy and 

intimate relationships and thus, has come to form the ‘script’ for expectations on how to live a 

‘good life’ (Ahmed, 2010b; Berlant, 2011; Berlant & Warner, 1998). I also noted empirical 

research that has located young people’s understandings and experiences of genders and 

sexuality as governed by such heteronormative logics (Bragg et al., 2018; Grant & Nash, 2019;  

Holland et al., 1998; Payne, 2010; Renold & Ringrose, 2008; Tolman et al., 2016). To unpack 

this further, I draw from feminist, queer, and intersectional scholarship to outline the ways the 

concepts of gender and sexualities are understood and deployed in this thesis.  

Since second-wave feminism of the 1960s/70s, feminist scholars and activists have troubled 

the relationship between ‘sex’ and ‘gender’, problematising the idea that supposed ‘natural’ 

differences in behaviours were a result of body/biology. There has, consequently, been a 

significant shift away from essentialised notions of ‘sex’ (Lorber, 1994) towards an 

understanding of gender as social, multiple, relational, and not fixed. Judith Butler’s work has 

been enormously influential in these discussions; her analysis of the performative nature of 

gender, and argument that gender is something that you ‘do’, rather than simply are, has been 

widely taken up by feminist, queer, and poststructural theorists. In Gender Trouble (1990) 

Butler writes ‘if gender is instituted through acts…then the appearance of substance is 

precisely that, a constructed identity, a performative accomplishment which the mundane social 

audience, including the actors themselves, come to believe and perform in the mode of belief’ 

(Butler, 1990, pp. 140–141).  

For Butler, these performances are located within a Foucauldian understanding of discourse 

and relations of power/knowledge (see: Foucault, 1978, 1980). Butler describes the 

performative as a ‘discursive practice that enacts or produces that which it names’(Butler, 1993, 

p. 13). Here then, categories of ‘girl’ and ‘boy’ are performative and ‘gender’ comes into being 
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through the ‘creation’ of the gendered subject that is named. Gender identity, therefore, is 

understood to be an effect of the ongoing and repetitive performances of ‘girl’ and ‘boy’, 

producing the ‘illusion of genders prior existence’ (Youdell, 2010b, p. 135). Useful here is 

Kerry Robinson’s (2005) suggestion that ‘the poststructuralist notion that individuals are 

shifting subjects, who are volatile, contradictory and changing, rather than rational, unified and 

static beings’ highlights the ongoing complexities of ‘taking up gendered identities’ (Robinson, 

2005, p. 23). Conceiving gender in this way allows researchers to engage at the micro-level 

and explore how subject positions marked by gender are ‘constituted and regulated’ through 

everyday practices (Youdell, 2010b, p. 135). 

Theoretical debates regarding the ‘order’ of the positioning of gender and sexuality continue. 

Taylor et al. (2011) argue that a ‘binary framework’ persists, some theorists centre sexuality as 

the precursor to gender construction (Rubin, 1984), whereas others position gender as the 

category through which sexual subjectivities are produced (Jackson, 1999). Butler (1999) has 

cogently argued that, although ‘the effort to separate the study of sexuality from the study of 

gender has been an important move to make’ (p. 13), it also ‘keeps us from asking certain 

crucial questions about the formation of sexuality across genders’ (p. 17). For Renold (2005), 

this thinking has produced a disruption of the ‘linear story that there is first a sexed subject 

which expresses itself through gender and then through sexuality’ (p. 8). Butler’s analysis 

points to the instability of heterosexuality and gender and highlights how the maintenance of 

each relies on a contrasting Other through the heterosexual matrix and subsequent policing of 

Other sexual/gendered identities (Butler, 1993). This concept provided a useful frame for 

Emma Renold to understand her participants’ behaviour. She suggests the ‘power and fragility 

of normative gender/sexual identities and the costs and consequences of transgressing 

gender/sexual boundaries are central themes in children’s own accounts, where “doing gender” 

is simultaneously “doing sexuality”’ (Renold, 2005, p. 8, emphasis in original). 
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Another important consideration for my feminist and queer approach has been the sustained 

debate on the concept of ‘intersectionality’. Intersectionality arose from Black feminist and 

critical race theorist critiques of what was seen as a silencing around race and ethnicity by the 

women’s movement in the 1970/80’s (Collins, 1990; Crenshaw, 1991; hooks, 2014). For bell 

hooks (2014), a defining feature of the early feminist movement was its acceptance of ‘the 

reality that gender, race, and class combined determined female destiny’ but understanding 

‘how this should concretely shape and inform feminist practice’ (hooks, 2014, p. xiii) has been 

an ongoing challenge. Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989, 1991) is often credited with the formulation 

of the term ‘intersectionality’ (Nash, 2019), deploying it as an analytic framework that attempts 

to address feminism’s tendency to ‘treat race and gender as mutually exclusive categories of 

experience and analysis’ (Crenshaw, 1989, p. 139). 

Instead, intersectionality draws attention to the ways power and inequalities operate through 

the intersection of systems and structures that simultaneously oppress and privilege people. 

Since its inception, the utility of an intersectionality framework has been widely debated across 

different academic disciplines (Davis, 2008; McCall, 2005; Yuval-Davis, 2006). While some 

point to the potential strengths of its ‘ambiguity and open-endedness’ (Davis, 2008, p. 67), 

there is also a risk, as Jennifer Nash (2019) describes, of becoming preoccupied with 

‘intersectionality’s imagined end goal of capturing an impossible “etc.”’ (p.15) that ultimately 

fails to comprehend the complexity of shifting power in the social world. Cognisant of such 

debates, I take up Ahmed’s (2017) proposition that intersectionality is the ‘starting point, the 

point from which we must proceed if we are to offer an account of how power works’ (p. 5).  

I have documented the genesis of intersectional approaches as linked to Black feminist and 

First Nations scholars, work that continues to inform my personal feminism, and that I have 

critically engaged with and embedded in my fieldwork design and analysis. Bringing together 
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an intersectional feminism with my queer orientation provides a framework for critiquing the 

intersection of genders and sexualities through participants experiences, affects, and relations. 

This serves as a reminder, that just like gender and sexuality, power is not static. And that 

young people, based upon the different identity categories they occupy, or the different spaces 

they are in, have access to this power in different ways. So, while this study explores themes 

related specifically to gender and sexuality, and often centres gender and/or sexuality in the 

identification of issues and everyday practices related to intimacy, the aim has been to 

investigate this in such a way that also takes account of the intersection of these identities.  

With such considerations in mind and building upon the scholarship I reviewed in Chapter 

Two, my approach is, therefore, grounded in a feminist, intersectional account of identity that 

brings to the fore the lived experiences of gender, sexuality and power through participant 

narratives, feelings, and experiences. As such, it recognises ‘the fluidity, complexity, and 

diversity of changing and transforming gender identities and expressions’ (Bragg et al., 2018). 

Documenting their approach to researching gender with young people, Bragg et al. (2018) 

describe how ‘the research team was also keenly aware of how our practices and 

conceptualisations of “gender” (and other identity markers) create rather than simply “find” 

gender formations (e.g., by reinforcing gender binaries or categories like girl and boy)’ (Bragg 

et al., 2018, p. 422). Accordingly, Bragg et al.’s ‘exploratory approach’ prioritised ‘young 

people’s meaning making practices’ and ‘capture[d] how young people move in and out of 

gender categories, concepts and cultures’ (p. 422). In broad terms, my approach followed a 

similar focus on young people’s everyday ‘meaning-making practices’.  
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The affective dimensions of intimacy and relationships 

Lauren Berlant’s argument that ‘[t]he present is perceived, first, affectively: the present is what 

makes itself present to us before it becomes anything else’ (2011, p. 4) is persuasive. Their 

privileging of affect in this way helped open up for me, new ‘ways of seeing’ how young people 

came to understand and navigate intimate relationships in their everyday worlds. Intimate 

relationships are, in some ways, intrinsically ‘affective’ yet, as I have argued, young people’s 

intimate relationships are more likely to be judged as risky, potentially dangerous or immature. 

Further, attending to intimate relations in the present offers insight into not only social relations 

and ongoing attachments to such gendered norms but also to the profoundly political, public, 

and collective dimension of the intimate. 

These experiences and feelings underline the importance of addressing the affective 

dimensions of relationships for young people. To provide further context for this study, I now 

offer a brief overview of the concept of ‘affect’ and how it is put to work throughout this thesis. 

I am aware of the various theorisations of affect and contemporary life, a set of diverse 

theoretical positions often referred to collectively as the ‘affective turn’ (Clough, 2007). In 

attempting to characterise this work as such, I am drawn to Ann Cvetkovich’s reflections in the 

introduction to ‘Depression: A Public Feeling’ where she states, ‘I have to confess, I am 

somewhat reluctant to use the term affective turn because it implies that there is something new 

about the study of affect when in fact … this work has been going on for some time’ 

(Cvetkovich, 2012, p. 4).  

Instead, for Cvetkovich, the ‘new’ in the affective turn has come to symbolise a growing body 

of scholarship engaging with Deluezian concepts of ‘affect’ (Colebrook, 2005; Coleman & 

Ringrose, 2013; Dolphijn & van der Tuin, 2010). In the field of gender and education research, 

the work of Giles Deleuze has been highly influential (Ringrose & Renold, 2014; Youdell, 
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2010a), and particularly for proponents of new materialist notions of affect as ‘force, intensity, 

or the capacity to move or be moved’ (Cvetkovich, 2012, p. 4). A clear distinction is often 

made between ‘affect’ and ‘emotion’ whereby ‘affect’ denotes ‘noncognitive processes’, while 

‘emotion’ refers to ‘socially constructed behavior’ (Cvetkovich, 2014, p. 15). For some, the 

new materialist turn to affect has provided the space to resist, what they see as, the tendency of 

postructural accounts to position the subject as ‘simply captured and/or fixed within the 

structural/discursive order’ (Kofoed & Ringrose, 2012, p. 8). Instead, it offers ontological 

accounts that attempt to move beyond such dualisms to ‘decentre politics from human agency, 

question the primacy of rational forces and tend to the material’ (Barnwell, 2020, p. 3). 

Through critical engagement with the work of Eve Sedgewick (2003) and Brian Massumi 

(2002), Clare Hemmings (2005) critiques what she describes as these scholars positioning of 

affect as ‘autonomous’ or being outside social structures which, she argues, fails to account for 

the ways affect manifests as ‘a central mechanism of social reproduction’ (Hemmings, 2005, 

p. 551). Instead, Hemmings argues, there ‘are affective responses that strengthen rather than 

challenge a dominant social order’ (Hemmings, 2005, p. 551) and she suggests that the analytic 

value of affect exists precisely in the ‘extent that it is not autonomous’ (p.565) from social 

meaning/production. I find Hemming’s assessment of Sedgewick and Massumi persuasive; 

consequently, it informs my approach to affect.  

Similarly, for Sara Ahmed, affect is not something that ‘stands apart or has autonomy’ from 

social structures, rather its analytic value lies in the insight it offers into the ‘messiness of the 

experiential, the unfolding of bodies into worlds’ (Ahmed, 2010a, p. 30). To be affected by 

something, according to Ahmed (2010a), is to ‘evaluate that thing’ (p. 29). For example, we 

cannot experience ‘good affects’ if we do not already associate that object, such as an intimate 

relationship, with already being good. As she so lucidly argues, ‘attention to emotions allows 
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us to address the question of how subjects become invested in particular structures’ (Ahmed, 

2014, p. 12). For Ahmed then, affect is ‘what sticks, or what sustains or preserves the 

connection between ideas, values, and objects’ (p. 29). This framing is particularly fruitful for 

the aims of this thesis. It provides a way to explore the ongoing attachment (and resistance) to 

gender norms and persistent inequalities as elaborated in Chapters One and Two.  

Examining the experiential, relational and affective learning of young people is one way to 

gain insight into how they come to be attached to such norms and ideas while also allowing 

attention to any ambivalences and minor shifts in these attachments. Indeed, in an attempt to 

remedy what she describes as the ‘whiteness’ of affect, Nash (2019) notes that ‘one of the 

tremendous insights of affect theory has been its invitation to consider how structures of 

domination feel, and to suggest that simply naming structures fails to do justice to how they 

move against (and inside of) our bodies (Nash, 2019, p. 30). Here, Ahmed’s provocation to 

ask, ‘what do emotions do?’ rather than asking, ‘what are emotions?’’ (2014, p. 4) is 

illuminating. The task then becomes less about naming the emotions (although this is part of 

it) and more a matter of exploring what they propel participants to do or consider, along with 

the aspects of the emotions that are shared. In framing the thesis fieldwork, I have thus been 

guided by queer scholarship on affect (Ahmed, 2014; Berlant, 2011; Muñoz, 2009) as a way to 

‘document and revalue non-normative ways of living’ (Cvetkovich, 2007, p. 461).  

Having explained the conceptual resources that drove the fieldwork analysis and, so, framed 

the thesis, I next explicate the ‘youth-centred approach’ that informed the study design.  
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A youth-centred approach  

Julie McLeod (2010) has observed that youth studies is an interdisciplinary field that 

‘somewhat paradoxically produces, critiques, and deconstructs’(2010, p. 249) the identities and 

categories upon which it is established. For me, this paradox coalesces around notions of 

‘becoming’. As a concept, ‘becoming’ is understood in diverse ways, across various 

disciplinary traditions, from developmental psychology to continental philosophy. Deluezian 

notions of ‘becoming’ have gained considerable currency in feminist and youth studies and, 

according to Claire Colebrook, not only shift focus from questions of being to becoming but 

also seek to transcend such dualisms (2002, p. 125). Here, ‘becoming as transformation’ is not 

a matter of ‘forms transforming into another or different form[s]’ rather, it is seen as ‘constantly 

processual, constantly transforming relations’ (Coleman, 2008, p. 168). For Rosi Braidotti 

(1993, 2002), the abundance and constant flux of these possible transformations offer subjects 

a ‘multiplicity of possible differences’ (p.71) for becoming, whereby identity is always in 

process (Braidotti, 1993).  

In this research, however, I have been more influenced by a cultural studies notion of 

‘becoming’ which, McLeod and Yates (2006) argue, offers an ‘alternative to essentialist 

discourses of “being” and ideas of identity as fixed, and emphasizes identity as productive, 

fluid, dynamic yet also historically and socially located’ (McLeod & Yates, 2006, p. 77). For 

Stuart Hall (1996), the process of becoming is not ‘“who we are” or “where we came from”, 

so much as what we might become, how we have been represented and how that bears on how 

we might represent ourselves’ (Hall, 1996, p. 4). Such conceptualisations have been useful for 

approaching my primary research question about how young people come to understand and 

experience intimacy (and genders and sexualities), a process I argue is connected to processes 

of identity making and learning and cannot be understood as separate from notions of what has 



 64 

come before, the present and ideas of the future.  

Writing about the frequent positioning in youth research of ‘queer youths’ as risky or deviant, 

Susan Talburt (2004) asks:  

Rather than containing youth in adult narratives, how might we avoid repeating identities? 

How can we encourage practices that do not depend on the intelligibility that dominant adult 

narratives presume to be necessary? How might adults come to see the identities we and 

youth adopt as creative rather than as evolving copies? (Talburt, 2004, p. 35).  

This is an important provocation for this thesis and one that has shaped my methodological 

approach. Informed by poststructural conceptualisations of young people as social agents 

(Allen, 2008; Davies, 1991; Lesko, 2012) who have the ‘capacity and agency to analyze their 

social context, to engage critical research collectively, and to challenge and resist the forces 

impeding their possibilities for liberation’ (Cammarota & Fine, 2008, p. 4), the study developed 

a ‘youth-centred’ approach. A vast range of methodological scholarship has documented the 

dynamics of power relationships between researcher and researched in research settings which 

can often shut down discussion, rather than create space for dialogue (Fine, 1994; Lather, 1992; 

Phoenix, 1994; Vera-Gray, 2017). In response, the ‘youth-centred’ approach I describe below 

employs participatory and arts-based/visual methodologies to develop a deliberately eclectic 

mix of research strategies that aimed to create research spaces which allowed young people to 

narrate their understandings and experiences of intimacy from different angles. This approach 

sought to yield understandings of the everyday lives of my participants and prioritised the 

performative, situated and fluid experiences and identities they shared with me at different 

times and in different ways. A further consideration was the need to develop particular research 

methods that were also appropriate to and possible within the school environment where I was 

conducting my research.  
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Participatory methodologies align with the feminist, intersectional and queer underpinnings of 

this project (Fine & Torre, 2019), as well as its youth-centred approach (Cammarota & Fine, 

2008). Participatory methods are frequently used in public health research (Cornwall & Jewkes, 

1995; Mitchell & Sommer, 2016; Vaughan, 2014) and have also been influential in educational 

research (Cammarota & Fine, 2008; Coll et al., 2018; Renold, 2016, 2018) A large body of 

participatory research draws on the work of radical community educator Paulo Freire which 

has, at its basis, a recognition of the intrinsic value of people’s own knowledge and the 

importance of beginning research from the vantage point of participants (Freire, 1970). This 

approach involves explicit acknowledgement, at all points of the research, of people’s capacity 

to participate in research as ‘agents rather than objects’, thus often orientating research towards 

‘empowerment’ goals (Cornwall & Jewkes, 1995, p. 1670). The role of the researcher typically 

changes from one of ‘director’ to that of ‘facilitator and catalyst’ and participants are engaged 

in the research with the understanding that they are ‘owners of their own knowledge and 

empowered to take action’. Priorities for change and action are usually established jointly by 

the participants and their community (Cornwall & Jewkes, 1995, p. 1670). According to 

Cornwall and Jewkes, a Freirean approach is ‘directly concerned with the relations of power 

which permeate relations between the researcher and those whom it involves and concerns’ 

(p.1670). Due to the time constraints of doctoral research as well as the realities of engaging in 

school-based research (which I explain further below), this research was not wholly 

‘participatory’. For example, while I have attempted to privilege the perspectives of my 

participants, it is important to note that I set the agenda for the research, I wrote the research 

questions and I alone have analysed the data. So, while some aspects of empowerment may 

have been realised by participants by virtue of the discussions, this was not a key, intended 

outcome of this research.  
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While participatory research often calls on traditional qualitative methods, such as interviews, 

focus groups, and, increasingly, visual methods, for Cornwall and Jewkes, ‘what is distinctive 

about participatory research is not the methods, but the methodological contexts of their 

application’ (1995, p. 1667). Vaughan (2014) proposes this involves generating a space for 

participants to ‘co-construct a new understanding of the world and use this understanding to 

act upon this context.’ (p. 185). My own thinking was particularly influenced by Louisa Allen’s 

(2009b) research into school-based sexualities, in which she utilised participant-generated 

images and a visual photo diary approach. The initial design of my study built upon this work 

and intended to use similar methods. Providing young people with the opportunity to control 

the camera, according to Allen, supports a ‘youth-centred methodology that values young 

people’s perspectives and attempts to centre them in understanding social phenomena’ (Allen, 

2009, p. 550). This is especially relevant, Allen argues, for sensitive discussions around 

sexuality and relationships as it provides a non-verbal opportunity to engage with 

‘embarrassing’ topics and to help ‘illuminate an esoteric object like “sexual cultures”’ (2009b, 

p. 549). Ultimately, as I explain below, my original plan, with its fully participatory and action-

oriented approach, was not approved by the Victorian Department of Education (DET). Thus, 

while the approved research design did not reflect what some might consider to be a truly 

‘participatory’ approach, in that I designed the research and undertook analysis myself, I was 

able to retain and adapt some of the essential qualities of participatory and visual/arts-based 

research in my final design and to do so in ways that were possible and permitted within the 

school setting. In this adaptive process, I was guided by the work of others who have navigated 

similar challenges.  

In the section below, I describe and reflect on the process of gaining approval to conduct my 

school-based research and the methodological adaptations I made. 
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School-based feminist research with young people; challenges and resistances 

The research was initially approved by the Education, Fine Arts, Music & Business 

Human Ethics Sub-Committee at the University of Melbourne, in the standard time frame 

without substantive queries. However, the next step in the review process was to submit the 

project application to the Victorian Department of Education and Training (DET) for approval; 

a requirement for all school-based research in the state of Victoria. While I started this process 

anticipating minor delays – knowing this is often the case with ‘sensitive research’ – I assumed 

that my application would be met with similar outcomes to that of the University process. Fast 

forward an agonising six months and, while the project eventually gained clearance from the 

DET, this was only possible after a protracted series of discussions and a rather significant 

modification to the project design, scope, and rationale: namely, the removal of participant-

generated images as part of the research design. I was informed that the participant-generated 

photography task posed too great a risk to participants. 

Many scholars have written on the challenges of undertaking school-based research, noting 

researching matters related to gender and sexuality in school spaces is particularly fraught 

(Allen et al., 2014; Carboni & Bhana, 2017; Ollis et al., 2019). Given the ‘public feelings’ 

connected to moral panics around young people, gender and sexuality (Talburt, 2018), and the 

discourses of risk and protection that simultaneously circulate, this type of research is often 

labelled as inherently controversial and/or risky (Allen et al., 2014). As noted in Chapter One, 

further context for the timing of my research was that, concurrently, a marriage equality debate 

was underway on the national political stage and there was also intense public scrutiny during 

the Safe Schools debate. At the time, there was also heightened public and media attention to 

the ‘dangers’ of sexting for young people in schooling following some high profile ‘revenge 

porn’ incidents among secondary school students. The DET was thus concerned with the risk 
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of inappropriate images circulating. My approval application to DET was, therefore, read and 

reviewed in a context of moral panics related to young people and to sexuality more broadly, 

and a cultural narrative that positioned young people as intrinsically ‘at risk’ and in need of 

protection. As I have been arguing, schools have consistently been identified as key sites for 

meaning-making related to gender, sexuality, and intimacy (Allen, 2005b; Renold, 2005), and 

this is a critical context for understanding the response from DET to my study design. 

My experience of the process of securing approval to conduct this research in schools 

illustrated some of the ‘sticky’ (Ahmed, 2014) qualities of the topic, the approach I had 

designed and the challenges of school-based research. For me, having to negotiate approval 

throughout this protracted time served to re-frame the temporal boundaries of my research: that 

is, the beginning and the end time of my ‘data collection’ and what I was originally 

conceptualising as ‘data’. While exposing significant frustrations – some of which I was unable 

to overcome – this experience has perhaps resulted in a richer and more diverse range of 

‘research data’ than I had originally anticipated, even before my ‘fieldwork’ had technically 

begun. For example, these challenges also provided a glimpse into what it must be like for the 

young people in schools caught, as they were, between more open and proliferating talk about 

sex and relationships, particularly in an online space, and a ‘shut-it-down’ protectionist 

discourse arising from moral panics and a desire to create particular types of citizens of the 

future. It also exposed a tension around the type of research I wanted to do, a type of research 

that has been successfully undertaken in school settings in the past (Allen, 2005a, 2012a; 

Johnson et al., 2016), and what was ultimately approved. This process, and the historical 

moment in which I was doing my research, raised questions for me; not just about the ways in 

which certain types of empirical work in specific spaces are foreclosed, but also what is 

required to make them even possible. I now document the methods that were eventually 

approved by the DET. 
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Engaging participatory and arts-based tools 

Research exploring the methodological possibilities of researching with young people has 

identified the powerful role repeated research encounters play in challenging power relations 

between researcher/participants while also enhancing feelings of trust and rapport with 

participants (Holland et al., 2010). Trust and rapport are of particular importance when 

discussing ‘sensitive’ issues related to intimacy and sexuality with young people (Pascoe, 2007; 

Retallack et al., 2016; Ringrose et al., 2013). In their research exploring the everyday lives of 

young people living in care, Join-Lambert, Boddy and Thomson (2020) undertook repeated 

(two or three) interviews with young people over a period of six to twelve weeks. Labelling 

this a ‘shortitudinal approach’, they found this to be particularly generative for their 

participants, who traditionally had very little power in research processes, to exert a level of 

control over the research. In particular, in the weeks between interviews, they were able to 

‘anticipate’ the topics and also determine what they might like to share with the researchers 

(Join-Lambert et al., 2020). Although unaware of the term at the time of designing this research, 

thinking with Join-Lambert et al., I can now retrospectively characterise the approach I adopted 

as a form of ‘shortitudinal research’, given I had regular contact with the participants over an 

eight-month period.  

To encourage participant-led practices with young people, Renold (2006) employed 

unstructured, informal, and participant-led exploratory group interviews, or what she referred 

to as ‘ethnographic conversations’ (p. 491). While I am not positioning my research within 

ethnography specifically, Renold’s account of her approach has been useful in conceptualising 

my own desire to engage in group work with young people. In Renold’s research, these 

‘ethnographic conversations’ often went in unexpected directions, allowing her participants to 

‘freely discuss what they felt to be important and significant to them’ (Renold, 2002, p. 418). 
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Renold argues that this provides ‘close’ insight into young people’s ‘social worlds’ (Renold, 

2006, p. 491) through intimate access to participants’ ‘more private thoughts, experiences, and 

relationships’ (Renold, 2002, p. 418). A similar approach was employed by Sally Holland 

(2010) and colleagues to enable ‘young people to lead in choosing which aspects of daily life 

they wished to share’ (p. 364) which they regard as a particularly useful way of avoiding the 

‘fixed categorisation’ that is often placed upon young people in research contexts. In addition, 

working with LGBTIQ+ young people through an approach that promotes collaboration and 

participant-led discussions has been identified as encouraging research that moves beyond 

generating ‘wounded’ discourses from young people (Coll et al., 2018). Holland et al. (2010), 

noted that, within such spaces, the informal conversations between students also produced 

insightful, productive, and rich data that may not have been accessible through standard one-

to-one interviews or focus group methods (Mannay, 2016). This was a particularly salient 

consideration for my project, given the interpersonal and often private nature of what I was 

hoping to explore with participants.  

Within my planned research group sessions, I was also interested in engaging with creative and 

arts-based methods to give participants some control over the direction of the research, promote 

discussions among participants and offer an alternative and more informal way of engaging 

with the research. Patricia Leavy (2015) suggests that arts-based methods ‘address social 

research questions in holistic and engaged ways’ (p. 4), noting the diversity of approaches this 

includes, such as engaging with (but not limited to) literary, music, and visual arts methods. 

For Leavy, the flexibility and creativity of this approach enables an attention to affect, promotes 

active participation with participants, and thus accesses ‘multiple meanings, opening up 

multiplicity in meaning-making instead of pushing authoritative claims’ (Leavy, 2015, p. 26); 

all of which were vital considerations for my approach.  
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Arts-based approaches have been frequently used in school research exploring genders and 

sexualities (Cahill et al., 2015; Renold, 2019). Elly Scrine (2017, 2019) in their work exploring 

gender-based violence in schools, reveals the opportunities for creative approaches to broaden 

the exploration of gender and sexuality with young people beyond institutionally imposed and 

‘policed’ notions of gender as ‘fixed’ and/or ‘binary’. Instead, using song lyrics and song 

writing workshops, Scrine notes, provided insight into the ‘new practices and terminologies’ 

that young people were developing ‘to understand themselves and contemporary gender 

cultures’ (Scrine, 2019, p. 13). This approach elucidated critical and, at times, confronting 

analysis from the participants, and it both reflected and grappled with the multiplicity of young 

people’s experiences and identities (Scrine, 2017). Sarah Bragg and David Buckingham (2008) 

used ‘scrapbooks’ or ‘found-image collages’ to explore the ways in which young people 

engaged with sexual media. This research was conducted in schools and, they argue, enabled 

responses from students beyond what might be considered academically appropriate. 

Participants were able to write about themselves in the scrapbooks in ways they were often 

unable to speak about in the interviews, particularly around ‘sensitive issues’ such as sex and 

sexualities. However, Bragg and Buckingham also caution that such artefacts are ‘not a neutral 

tool’ and are instead produced as part of a research process that may also reflect the 

participants’ awareness of the ‘institutional context of the research or the audience for which 

they were writing’ (2008, p. 127). That is, participants may feel the need to provide responses 

that are appropriate to the school environment.  

Importantly, Sally Holland (2010) and colleagues caution against the assumption that all 

participatory research produces better, richer data, arguing that ‘researchers must anticipate 

ethical and practical implications and maintain a reflexive awareness of how power differences 

interplay in sometimes surprising ways.’ (p. 373). Participants may also anticipate desired 

responses or not feel as agentic as the researcher assumes/desires. These approaches, despite 
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aiming to be participatory and respectful of participants’ agency, can also face similar risks and 

limitations as other forms of research (Mannay, 2013). That is, they are not inherently exempt 

from the power dynamics and restrictions arising from institutional contexts (Allen, 2009a), 

even when they self-consciously seek to minimise the impact of such factors and create avenues 

for diverse and participant-led contributions. For example, this may be a particular issue in 

school-based research where institutional barriers may make it difficult for the researcher to 

fully challenge power imbalances where the subject positions of adult/young person remain 

and are difficult to dislodge (Fox, 2013). I attend below to some of the specific challenges I 

experienced in the school. 

Methods 

Having explained some of the ethical and practical contexts that defined what was possible for 

me to do in my study, I now elaborate the details of the project design. I capture some of the 

methodological compromises that were necessary throughout this project – from design and 

original intent to working at the school. This provides a practical illustration of the messiness 

of research as well as a reflection on the challenges of actually doing the research.  

To reiterate, the key research questions this study sought to address, and which underpinned 

the project design were:  

1. How do young people, aged 14-16 and attending school in metropolitan Melbourne, come 

to understand, negotiate and experience intimate relationships? 

a. What is the combination of factors that influence their everyday understandings, 

narratives and sense-making about these relationships? 

b. What is the role of genders and sexualities in these processes?  

2. What are useful methodological and conceptual approaches for investigating this? 

a. How to build understandings of this outside predominant discourses of risk, 

harm and immaturity? 
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The school setting: Waratah College 

The community of Waratah is a popular tourist destination, located on the outer reaches of 

Melbourne and known for its nearby vineyards, local food produce and rugged coastline. The 

school itself is one of two large, co-educational, public, secondary schools in the area, with 

over 1,600 students. The students pride themselves on being at the better of the two institutions, 

with one student telling me: ‘No one really wants to go to Evandale. It’s just got a bad 

reputation. Really bad one.’ There is no train service in Waratah, so most students take the bus 

to get to school or, in fact, to travel anywhere around the area. For some, the bus ride to school 

is forty minutes or longer if they come from further away in order to avoid going to Evandale. 

Most of the parents at Waratah are employed in the local tourism industry, trades or healthcare 

and social services – careers many of my participants also saw themselves entering. According 

to the 2016 Australian census, almost eighty percent of Waratah residents were born in 

Australia15, with English, Australian, and Irish the most commonly identified ancestries 

(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2016).16. 

As a white-settler researcher living and working on the stolen lands of the Wurundjeri and 

Boon Wurrung peoples of the Kulin Nation,17  it is important I acknowledge how race is 

‘present’ and not ‘present’ in my work. Throughout my research, I did not ask questions 

directly or exclusively about race, nor did participants raise these matters in an explicit way. 

While this does not mean race was not an issue for participants, this superficial silence 

nevertheless points to the lived reality of embodying an unquestioned whiteness as the norm 

(Moreton-Robinson, 2000a, 2000b). For example, during his individual interview, Jeremiah 

 
15 Compared to Greater Melbourne where just under 60 percent of residents were born in Australia (followed 
by India, China and England).  
16 I have used the broader ABS website as this reference so as not to identify the location of Waratah College.  
17 The Wurundjeri and Boon Wurrung peoples of the Kulin Nation are the Traditional Custodians of the land on 
which I live and work.  
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noted that, when it comes to gender equality, it is ‘evident from looking back in time how much 

has changed’. He explained that while there is still ‘work’ to be done, ‘even with […] racial 

equality’ he is ‘looking forward to what is coming’. When I ask if ‘racial equality’ is something 

that is considered much at Waratah College, he tells me ‘nah, not really’ and goes on to say 

that ‘you haven’t really got like, you’ve got like Maoris and then that’s pretty much it’. While 

he was aware of racial inequalities and injustices more broadly, for Jeremiah, the only ‘raced’ 

people at Waratah College were the visibly not-white, Maori students.  

This is reflective of what Indigenous scholar Aileen Moreton-Robinson has described as an 

‘invisible racialised subject position’, one that fails to conceive of whiteness as a ‘category of 

difference’ (Moreton-Robinson, 2000a, p. xxii). Reviewing the work of white Australian 

feminists, Moreton-Robinson (2000a) argues that whiteness is ‘the subject position from which 

most feminists speak, write, and theorise about “difference”’ (p.181). Sara Ahmed depicts 

whiteness ‘as an ongoing and unfinished history, which orientates bodies in specific directions, 

affecting how they ‘take up’ space, and what they “can do”’(Ahmed, 2007). While my 

participants may face multiple axes of oppression – whether based on their genders, sexualities, 

and/or class – they simultaneously possess power as afforded through histories of white 

supremacy and associated privileges. 

In the context of delays introduced by the protracted ethics approval process I have described 

above, it was important to find a school contact who was willing to support the research. After 

discussions with a number of schools that did not eventuate for a variety of reasons, I was 

contacted by Sally, the Year 9 co-ordinator at Waratah College. Sally had just completed a day 

of training on teaching Respectful Relationships, where a colleague of mine mentioned my 

work and handed over my contact details. I initially had a preference for undertaking the 

research in a school without an explicit or developed curriculum programme in this area. This 
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was because I had hoped that my project might create fresh opportunities for students to express 

their views at school, in a context where these matters had not been a formal part of the school 

curriculum. Additionally, I thought that this would also minimise any sense that activities 

undertaken during the group sessions were connected to schoolwork. Students told me that 

Waratah College was a member of the Safe Schools Coalition and a designated ‘safe space’ for 

LGBTIQ+ students and I saw evidence of the ‘Queer Straight Alliance’ around the school, with 

flyers for ‘Wear it Purple Day’18 and the like. My understanding from Alex – a student 

participant – however, was that the extent of Waratah College’s role in the Safe School 

programme was displaying the rainbow flag in the main office and acquiring the formal 

designation of ‘safe space’, rather than adopting the broader curriculum additions which were 

also part of the programme. However, the students also proudly told me of how, on the day of 

the marriage equality results being announced, the school flew the rainbow flag in celebration.  

Participants and recruitment  

In total, there were 14 students who participated regularly and over a period of eight months. 

While slightly fewer participants than I had initially expected, the size of the participant cohort 

is consistent with qualitative research approaches that adopt intensive research over time and 

allows for close up study of participant narratives and responses. Given the number and range 

of repeat research sessions with each participant (individually and in small groups), I generated 

a large and rich corpus of qualitative data.  

I commenced my time in the school at the end of Term 3 in 2017 (the latter part of the school 

year) while participants were in year 9 (aged 14-16) and I returned to the school in the following 

 
18 ‘Wear it Purple Day’ was developed in response to global stories of bullying and harassment young people 
experienced based on the lack of acceptance of their sexualities and gender identities. Schools, workplaces, 
universities, and community organisations wear purple on a chosen day in a show of support and recognition 
for LGBTIQ+ young people (https://www.wearitpurple.org/).  

https://www.wearitpurple.org/
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year as they moved into year 10. Initially, I had wanted to hold an information/recruitment 

session with the students, as a way to introduce myself, my background and outline the project 

and the participation requirements. Unfortunately, the two teachers I initially met with did not 

think this was necessary or, indeed, a good idea so it was decided that each of the four year-

level co-ordinators would recruit participants on my behalf. This meant that I was unable to 

explain the project to potential participants and had to rely on the teachers’ rendering of the 

research. This is just one of the challenges I encountered in doing school-based research. When 

I asked the students how they were chosen by the co-ordinators, most just said ‘oh, Miss Evans 

gave me the form in pastoral care’; however, Alice mentioned that she was recruited from a 

detention session. I had initially hoped for 20 participants, and the teachers told me they gave 

out more of the forms but, for whatever reason, only a few students chose to participate.  

When we first met, Sally, my main teacher contact at the school and one of the year 9 (students 

aged usually 15) co-ordinators, told me she was really keen to introduce the Respectful 

Relationships curriculum into the school but had difficulty finding the time – both in terms of 

her own labour, and within the already overburdened curriculum, a common concern of 

teachers (Ollis, 2014). Sally had managed to run a couple of sessions about gender norms 

within the pastoral care sessions – which are split into ‘boys’ and ‘girls’ classes – but, in our 

initial phone call, she noted that she would like to do much more. Another year level co-

ordinator, Tom, a Maths and Science specialist teacher, was concerned with how I would 

ensure a ‘representative’ sample. It is argued that gatekeepers ‘can help or hinder research 

depending upon their personal thoughts on the validity of the research and its value, as well as 

their approach to the welfare of the people in their charge’ (Reeves, 2010, p. 317). Although 

none of the participants were recruited through Tom, I cannot be certain of how he (or Sally) 

explained my research to the other year level co-ordinators. Similarly, while both Sally and 

Tom were incredibly supportive of my research, I have no way of knowing how they promoted 
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the research to potential participants, why they chose potential participants, or how they 

explained the research to potential participants19. It is likely this had an impact on participant 

numbers. Despite there being fewer students than I had hoped for, all those who joined stayed 

involved in the project across the two periods of extended fieldwork.  

At the first whole group session (and subsequent sessions with new participants), I explained 

the purpose of the research, what we would be doing, how we would be doing it, as well as the 

completely voluntary and opt-in nature of the project. As all participants were under 18 (aged 

14-16), it was a formal requirement specified by the ethics review process for consent to be 

first gained through forms sent home to their parents/guardians, with a plain language 

(information) statement and letter from the principal. Given the number of participants and the 

nature of the discussions and planned activities, I divided the participants into two small 

groups. At the first group session for each group, I further explained the research, the activities 

I proposed, and the overall research aims. In addition to seeking parent/guardian consent – a 

formal requirement – I also sought verbal and written consent from each participant; while this 

was not a formal requirement in terms of institutional ethical protocols, it was consistent with 

my approach to ensure participants’ agency was properly recognised and they felt genuinely 

engaged (Coyne, 2010; Whittington, 2019). Participants in Group Two chose their own 

pseudonyms but, at the request of Group One participants, I chose their pseudonyms. I will 

introduce some participants in further detail below and a summary of participants’ details is 

provided (see appendix 1 for list).  

 

 
19 Each participant was given a set of Plain Language Statements and Consent Forms. One version was written 
for students and one version for parents (see appendix 3).  
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Group Sessions  

I was at the school for eight months. During this time, I undertook six sessions with Group One 

and five with Group Two, plus individual interviews with participants. The group sessions ran 

consecutively. I began working with Group One first, between September-November 2017; 

and Group Two from November 2017-March 2018. Not all participants attended each group 

session – some were suspended, on camp, had extra-curricular activities or just simply forgot. 

Stacey20, for instance, participated in the first session with Group Two then I never saw her 

again. As participation was entirely voluntary and I did not want to create a situation which 

made the students feel pressured to participate, I chose not to chase Stacey up. The other 

students brought it up in one session, so I reiterated the voluntary nature of the project and we 

left it at that.  

Researchers exploring gender, sexuality, and schooling (Holland et al., 2010; Retallack et al., 

2016; Renold, 2006) have long utilised semi-structured group sessions as an interactive data 

collection method to privilege the experiences of young people. Through drawing on 

participatory and arts-based methodologies (Cornwall & Jewkes,1995; Holland et al., 2010), 

my aim with the group sessions was to provide a space that facilitated participant-led 

exploration of the research topics, while also attempting to encourage participant perspectives 

over adult-conceived notions, including my own.  

While the group sessions remained focused on ‘intimate relationships’, participants pushed me 

into spaces I had not considered or had not considered as being a specific element of my project. 

In part, this was about defining the terms that were important to them and/or forcing me to 

 
20 I have chosen this pseudonym for Stacey as she wasn’t present at the session where the rest of the group 
chose their pseudonyms. 
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think differently about the constructs I had theorised, such as intimacy.  

For each group session, I was prepared with an ice-breaker activity. This was followed by a 

more substantial activity designed to address the topic chosen to be the focus for that day. My 

choice of topic for each session was based on issues identified in the scholarly literature and 

from emerging issues in the wider public arena as well as responding to participants’ priorities 

and interests as expressed in the sessions. I constantly renegotiated the research activities based 

upon my intended aims of creating meaningful participation for the young people, as well as a 

research practice that remained open to participants’ needs and views (see also: Ollis et al., 

2019).  
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Table 1: Group One activity overview  
Group One activity overview  

Group 
One  

Participants Present Theme Activities 

Session 
One 

Alex, Alice, Summer, 

Dylan  

Relationship Goals – 

what does a good 

relationship look 

like?  

Introduction to research and 

researcher; create #relationshipgoals 

collages; facilitate discussion of 

collages 

Session 
Two 

Alex, Alice, Summer, 

Dylan 

Healthy relationships  Participants use post-it notes to write 

down healthy/unhealthy traits 

Session 
Three 

Alex, Alice, Summer, 

Dylan 

Social Media  Collage of ‘how I use social media in 

my relationships’  

Session 
Four 

Alex, Dylan Media 

representations of 

relationships  

Watch various clips from different 

TV shows 

Session 
Five 

Alex, Summer, Dylan  Gender and power in 

relationships  

Continuum: what is most important 

to me in relationships? What are my 

most important relationships? 

Session 
Six 

Alex, Summer, Dylan  Young people’s 

priorities 

Word association  

Collage/drawing/letter-writing on the 

‘key’ message for adults 

 
Table 2: Group Two activity overview 
Group Two activity overview 
 

Group 
Two  

Participants Theme Activities 

Session 
One  

Tim Tam, Patrisha, Bob, 

Starburst, Stacey, Arnott, 

Keith McIntosh, Arnott 

Relationship 

Goals – what 

does a good 

relationship 

look like?  

Introduction to research and researcher; 

create #relationshipgoals collages; 

facilitate discussion of collages 

Session 
Two  

Starburst, Arnott, Keith 

McIntosh, Arnott, Dan  

Healthy 

relationships  

Participants use post-it notes to write 

down healthy/unhealthy traits 

Session 
Three 

Tim Tam, Patrisha, Bob, 

Starburst, Stacey, Arnott, 

Keith McIntosh, Arnott, 

Jeremiah 

Defining 

relationships; 

gender norms  

Media discussion prompts: video of 

Drake stopping a concert; 

Session 
Four  

Tim Tam, Patrisha, Bob, 

Starburst, Stacey, Arnott, 

Keith McIntosh, Arnott, 

Jeremiah 

Social Media  ‘Wannabe activity’ 

Collage of ‘how I use social media in 

my relationships’21 

Session 
Five  

Tim Tam, Patrisha, Bob, 

Starburst, Stacey, Arnott, 

Keith McIntosh, Arnott, 

Jeremiah 

Young people’s 

priorities, 

gender, and 

power in 

relationships 

Write/draw a response to newspaper 

headlines  

 

 
21 Participants decided they wanted to talk about this instead of doing the activity. 
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In the following chapters, I describe the session activities in relation to specific analyses of the 

fieldwork. Some of the activities involved the production of what I have named ‘visual 

artefacts’ and, where appropriate, I have included photographs of the visual artefacts in the 

chapters to show how they connect to analysis. The activities varied and did not always involve 

producing something visual; for example, I used video clips as a prompt to facilitate discussion 

about relationship dynamics, or a whiteboard where we broke down what defined good/bad 

relationships and the things that fit in between. While the student participants let me know if 

they were not interested in an activity, it was often because they just wanted to discuss topics 

without me getting in their way or they had steered the discussion away from topics I had 

considered ‘important’. Such flexibility was, of course, a goal of this research.  

Over time, it became clear that Group Two participants were more likely to abandon the set 

activities to pursue their own discussions or answer my general prompts rather than the 

activities. In contrast, Group One felt, at times, collectively more eager to please so were more 

likely to stick to the activities. After each group session, I sat in my car or at a local café where 

I wrote my field notes and reflections on each session. I noted the ways the group had 

interacted, how they had responded to the activities (or not) and what they had wanted to 

discuss further. There were activities that I attempted with Group One that I did not introduce 

for Group Two after deciding that they had not worked very well or were based on adult-

conceived ideas about intimacy, rather than students’ own experiences and interests. 

Regardless of the activities, the overall themes discussed with each group remained similar. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 82 

Doing the fieldwork  

My knowledge of the scholarship on researching with young people on ‘sensitive’ topics meant 

I was initially concerned with how they would respond to me. I was anxious to please and be 

liked, thinking that if I managed both of these things, this would be a way to gain both their 

respect and their co-operation. I was also prepared to be confronted by a group of young people 

who did not want to be there or who responded with silence to my questions and activities or 

prompting. Although this turned out to be far from the case, I was often preoccupied with 

balancing the fun or creative side of the ‘activities’ with being accessible to as many 

participants as possible. I made sure to dress in clothes I felt would distinguish me from the 

teachers. I wore something casual, that I knew would be ‘popular’, and the girls often 

commented on what I was wearing - ‘nice earrings Miss’ - and told me it was something they 

discussed together after I left. I would often arrive at the school to see some of the young people 

waiting for me at the co-ordinator’s office. 

There were also more informal encounters around the designated research times. For example, 

Alice found me in the corridor months after our last interview to show me her newly peroxided 

hair and tell me that she had finally dumped her former boyfriend, Dylan; Amy happily ran up 

to me to tell me about her new boyfriend as I was waiting to interview Jeremiah; and Alex 

walked me to my car after every group session. Although I did not consider these encounters 

to be formal data, I did take notes of these interactions and they did inform my analysis and 

provide further context to participants’ identities, experiences, and feelings.  

Of course, the methods I used for this research morphed, along with the research itself, 

responsive to the institutional context and participants’ input. I thought often about what the 

original project might have evolved into had the ethics approval journey progressed in the way 

I had initially envisaged. Some participants would have loved the chance to go away and take 
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photos, while others would have been scared of the need to produce something; a something 

that was profound and insightful, simultaneously capturing their entire experience and directly 

responding to my research aims: a truly impossible task. Similar pressures may also exist in 

other methods, but it would perhaps have been felt more acutely in this type of research with 

the need to be simultaneously creative and then public in the group sessions.  

My final session with Group One provided some insight into this matter. I wanted to create a 

space that allowed participants to end our time together on a topic that was important to each 

of them. Three of the participants (Summer, Alex, and Dylan) were with me in the room and I 

opened the session by posing a few questions to them – what is the key message you want me 

to take away? What do you wish adults knew about what it’s like to be a young person? I gave 

them total flexibility with how they responded. I offered examples of poems, drawings, songs, 

and letters but left it completely up to them, and placed the paper, pencils, glue, and magazines 

on the table. Summer put on some music and they each grabbed a piece of A4 paper and sat 

contemplating their approach. Summer knew immediately what she wanted to do, asked me if 

she could speak about ‘dick pics’ and got busy sketching the outlines of her drawing; she 

flourished with the space to be creative22. Dylan found it hard but decided to focus on gender 

norms – his go-to topic; he drew stick figures and had them talking to one another, largely 

repeating the themes of ‘The Mask You Live In’ movie23 he had seen as part of a pastoral care 

class earlier in the year. This was a movie that very much shaped his own understanding of 

gender and, more specifically, gender norms. Despite being an avid illustrator, who had shared 

some of their work with me in the past, Alex found this an almost impossible task. The focus 

 
22 I will discuss this image further in Chapter Six and Seven. 
23 This movie was shown to the ‘boys’ pastoral care group as part of one of their sessions. Described on the 
website http://therepresentationproject.org/film/the-mask-you-live-in-film/ as: ‘The Mask You Live In’ follows 
boys and young men as they struggle to stay true to themselves while negotiating America’s narrow definition 
of masculinity.’ Dylan spoke of this film frequently and it was often his reference point for discussions of 
gender and masculinity.   

http://therepresentationproject.org/film/the-mask-you-live-in-film/
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on producing something that they felt I ‘wanted’ was too much, so I posed several different 

options to them to try and help them along. But instead, they just became frustrated and 

somewhat defeated by the task. While what Alex produced was incredibly insightful, it felt like 

a distressing experience for them and was in stark contrast to the relaxed conversations we 

shared after the sessions, or in the sessions where there was less pressure to produce something 

individually.  

walking to my car: fieldnotes 

As our first group session ended, the other students left quickly with the bell. But Alex 

remained, helping me pack up the mess left by the others in their haste to get to lunch. 

We chatted absentmindedly as we picked up scraps of paper and Alex shyly accepted the 

leftover lollies I offered. “Can I walk with you to your car?” they asked, and thus began 

our post-session weekly ritual. We walked through the playground, past the couples 

making out, the boys from year 7 chasing each other around the trees, the teachers 

screaming at them to stop from the steps of the demountable building. We laughed at 

them, and Alex turned to me and asked “sorry, I don’t mean to be rude, but how old are 

you?” I laughed, “I’m 32” and Alex continued: “I don’t want to call you old, but as an 

old person, what do you think of gender norms?” The generational jab didn’t go 

unnoticed, and the question wasn’t completely unrelated to what we had discussed in the 

session mere moments earlier, and yet it threw me, perhaps as a result of me 

underestimating the depth of knowledge young people like Alex possessed. “To be honest, 

I think they’re rubbish” was the response that I provided, not a particularly scholarly 

answer, but it was part shock, and part intuition that this was the kind of response that 

Alex was seeking. “Oh good, I’m so happy to hear you say that”, they said, “because 

everything I do is to smash gender norms”. Alex continued, explaining to me that they 

were non-binary, and as a result, were very interested in gender norms and excited about 
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the opportunity to talk and think about things like relationships. I got the sense they felt 

freer without not only the other students, but also without the recording device and the 

expectation of the ‘research’. Or more importantly, what they thought I wanted from the 

research. I did too – I was a bundle of nerves for the first session, the build up after all of 

the delays – and it was reassuring that Alex was able to have chats like this with me. The 

second week after the session, I apologised to them for not asking which pronouns they 

used. This question seemed to shock Alex who replied ‘no adult has ever asked me this 

before’ which simultaneously broke my heart and reinforced the responsibility of this 

project.  

*** 

I share this aspect of my fieldnotes to highlight the benefits of the shortitudinal approach to 

establish and maintain rapport with participants (Join-Lambert et al., 2020) and to bring to the 

fore some of my own ongoing ethical considerations. After my work finished with this group, 

Alex would always approach me in the school, asking how everything was going, and what I 

was doing there. It was nice to keep the relationship going - once I was with the new group, 

they never walked me to my car again, but continued to touch base with me most weeks. These 

interactions shaped not only the way that I attempted to understand Alex’s narratives but also 

how I engaged with them throughout the research process. Our weekly ritual gave me a chance 

to connect with Alex and hear some of their frustrations in a space that was not obscured by a 

recording device, research guidelines or the presence of other students. I felt like they really 

responded to my presence, more so in those few minutes after class and walking to my car than 

in our sessions. I felt a sense of responsibility to them, knowing that there were very few adults 

to whom they had spoken about gender and sexuality, or about their own gender identity as 

indicated above in the fieldnotes by Alex’s response to my question about what their pronouns 
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were: ‘Wow, no adult has ever asked me that before’. Simultaneously, the marriage equality 

plebiscite was happening and the focus of much of the ‘debate’ was on the legitimacy of people 

with identities and desires similar to Alex. This context served as an additional and important 

ethical reminder throughout the course of this research as I was cautious to not contribute any 

further distress. This also impacted upon the way I approached our individual research 

interview, the types of questions I asked, and how I asked them. I often think about how this 

may have been different had I come into the school just the once and sat down with Alex for a 

standalone individual interview. Would I have asked more difficult questions? What kind of 

responses would I have got? Would the candour have been there? Or was I just in the right 

place at the right time, an adult asking questions they wanted to answer, willing to listen and 

so it would have made no difference? However, what this does demonstrate is the benefits of 

the repeat contact that the ‘shortitudinal’ design allowed for, promoting my rapport with 

participants but also allowing them to consider the research and how they would like to engage 

with it.  

Interviews  

Group One’s individual interviews were conducted after we had completed all their group 

sessions. For Group Two, interviews commenced some time between the third and final group 

session. This difference was based on time constraints: all group sessions occurred during the 

timetabled pastoral care sessions, which alternated between Monday and Friday every other 

week. This meant I ran out of time to complete the group sessions before the end of the second 

term of work with Group Two, so I started conducting their interviews before finishing the 

group sessions.  

The individual interviews with participants allowed for an extension of the issues raised in the 

‘ethnographic encounters’ (Renold, 2006) we had created in the group sessions. The interviews 
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provided the opportunity to dig deeper with participants and discuss more personal stories of 

intimacy. They also gave a chance for those who may have been reticent to speak-up in group 

sessions to open up more (Holland et al., 2010). Thus, drawing from feminist approaches to 

interviewing that problematise the construction of researchers as ‘expert’ and participants as 

‘passive’ (Hesse-Biber, 2006; Oakley, 1981), I prioritised notions of rapport, respect, and 

empathy (Ezzy, 2010). Rapport, in particular, was built upon previous research encounters 

which I have described as a benefit of the shortitudinal approach. Of course, rapport is not a 

given in the research process and rapport alone does not completely disrupt hierarchical power 

relations (Thwaites, 2017). Further, this was not a matter of ‘faking’ friendship with 

participants (Dunscombe & Jessop, 2002) in order to gain access to the ‘data’. Rather, rapport 

was developed in my open and exploratory approach to the group sessions that allowed 

participants to recognise I was interested in their perspectives, rather than cross-checking my 

own (see also: Ezzy, 2010). 

Consistent with Susan Driver’s (2007) work with ‘queer youth’, my intention in holding group 

sessions and individual interviews was also to explore how young people are ‘continually 

theorizing identity and power as they struggle to recognise and speak themselves through 

personal and collective discourses’(Driver, 2007, p. 315). This provided participants with the 

opportunity to reflect upon our group discussions and come to the individual interviews with 

something to share (although, possibly, many participants only thought about the research 

while we were together). Further to my understanding of young people and their intimacies and 

identities as being fluid, complex and often moving in and out of categories, I utilised a semi-

structured interview with open-ended questions. My approach was consistent with the 

description of qualitative interviews offered by Rubin and Rubin as ‘keeping on target while 

hanging loose’ (Rubin & Rubin, 1995, p. 42). The diverse range of experiences and identities 

of the participants often meant that, while we remained on ‘target’, the interviews took different 
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routes to the questions I had written. Tim Tam, for example, would often trail off in long 

monologues that would worry me at the time as I watched the clock and worried about the 

questions I thought were important to cover. However, I rarely interrupted him and, on later 

analysis, his extended responses offered important insight into the ways he was making sense 

both of my questions and his own experience in ‘real’ time. The rapport I built with the 

participants meant we were able to bypass the awkwardness often characteristic of initial 

individual interviews. And the ‘shortitudinal approach’ meant that some participants came to 

the interviews with something they specifically wanted to tell me, as I elaborate in my 

fieldwork chapters.  

In total, I conducted twelve individual interviews. Only one participant – Dylan – declined to 

be interviewed. Dylan worked in the canteen at lunchtime and did not want to miss any classes 

to meet with me (unlike others, who were very happy with this chance). I was a little concerned 

that Dylan’s refusal meant he did not really want to participate in the project at all. However, 

despite declining an interview early in the project, Dylan, with Alex, was always waiting for 

me to arrive on the days we had our group sessions, never needing a reminder to participate 

and never missing a session.  

The timeframe I had for each interview was determined by what had been allocated to us by 

the year level co-ordinator. Whether we met at lunchtime or during class, most interviews 

ranged between 45 and 60 minutes. When I held the interviews at lunchtime, I offered to buy 

each participant lunch from the canteen as I did not want them to go hungry, but only one 

accepted. We often did not have an allocated space in which to conduct the interviews: 

Jeremiah and I sat outside at a picnic table; Patrisha and I met on the edge of the football oval 

under a tree; and Alice and I searched the school for a quiet place to sit during our lunchtime 

interview. We ended up in the corner of a large hall, with students walking in, opening doors, 
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and with students just outside. While no one would have heard our conversation, I was 

constantly checking in with her that she was comfortable with being in such an open space ‘I 

don’t care, I don’t care about these people’, she told me. Summer and I sat in a classroom while 

a vicious hailstorm erupted outside, which ultimately cut short our interview so she could get 

to her next class safely.  

Issues of concern for participants, especially when they are young and at school, and when 

raising matters that could cause personal upset, is an important if not always fully 

acknowledged aspect of the ethics of doing research and in building relationships with 

participants. While formal approval from ethics committees is essential, there are other ethical 

dimensions to consider in the type of research I was doing. I now offer some reflections on the 

‘ethics in practice’ I encountered during my fieldwork (Guillemin & Gillam, 2004, p. 261; see 

also: Renold et al., 2008). 

Ethics in practice  

Throughout this chapter, I have identified ‘ethically important moments’ (Guillemin & Gillam, 

2004, p. 265) and attempted to explore the relational and reflexive components of navigating 

and prioritising ethical research. One of the most challenging aspects of this project was my 

relationship with the school and, more specifically, with the teachers. As I described above, the 

school leadership and teachers were incredibly supportive and excited for the work to be taking 

place, however they were frequently busy and communication with them was often patchy. I 

found it hard to know when to press them for a response and when to hold off. This made it 

difficult for me to make plans with the students but, also, as indicated above, to undertake the 

research in safe and secure locations. In one of my first group sessions (Group One), one of the 

teachers (not my main contact at the school) came in and sat down with us. I had met her, 

briefly, earlier in the day and she was one of the year level co-ordinators who had handed out 
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the forms to students. I did not want to offend her, as I was wary of the precarity of my place 

in the school, so I just shut down the discussion and asked her some questions instead. We 

resumed the session after she left. This never happened again. Nonetheless, I asked my main 

contact at the school for a more private location for the group sessions although this was not 

always provided.  

As I noted above, I was reliant upon the teachers to communicate with the students. In my 

conversations with teachers, I was sometimes shocked by some of the comments they made to 

me about the students. Thus, having to recruit through adult ‘gatekeepers’, generated an ethical 

challenge to the participatory aims of my research. Skelton (2008) suggests that adult 

gatekeepers who hold powerful positions within institutions, such as teachers, trouble notions 

of informed consent. Similarly, it was these same adults who made decisions about who was 

informed about my research. This means that some young people may have been deliberately 

excluded from my project (Skelton, 2008). As an additional risk in this approach, young people 

may have felt coerced to participate by their teachers’ insistence. In an attempt to address this, 

I approached consent as ‘relational, dynamic, and always in negotiation’ (Renold et al., 2008, 

p. 432). For me, this involved, as well as the ‘formal’ consent obtained from participants (see 

above), checking in with participants before each session/interview and re-stating the aims of 

the research and how the data would be disseminated. I never assumed their ongoing consent 

and I also never chased participants up if they were missing from a session. As stated elsewhere, 

participants were often waiting for me when I arrived for the sessions or interviews. As I waited 

for the time sessions were due to start, I would stand aside so they did not feel pressured to 

speak with me. 

Some of the challenges of group-based research include managing difficult conversations, 

power imbalances between participants and disclosures of violence. Although the goal of this 
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research was not to uncover discourses of violence or personalised experiences of violence, I 

was acutely aware of the possibility of a disclosure of sexual and/or gender-based violence 

(Ollis, 2014). I have chosen not to write more specifically about the one disclosure that did 

occur, or to identify the participant, because it was not recorded as part of the research, it does 

not add to my findings, and I do not want to spectacularise this trauma. The disclosure happened 

during a group session, but outside the research space, away from other participants. I note this 

here only because of my own ethical concerns with the way things progressed afterwards and 

the institutional response; or lack thereof. After listening to the participant and offering support 

and further resources, they told me the school and their parents had already been informed. 

However, it was clear that the participant was incredibly distressed and feeling unsupported. I 

explained a number of options and we decided to go together to find out from a teacher what 

further support the school could offer. The teacher’s response was incredibly dismissive, if not 

disbelieving, which seemed to compound the participants’ distress. They were told to get to 

lunch, and the school counsellor would be in touch when they had time. I had to follow the 

institutional procedures of the school and hope that they would do the best for this student, but 

I wrote in my notes at the time that I felt like ‘I failed’. While I was able to check in with the 

participant on subsequent visits and ensure they were receiving the support they needed, albeit 

not from the school, this was a harsh reminder of the limitations of being an outsider in school-

based research. Further, and more importantly, it also brings into question the capacity of 

schools to sensitively and appropriately handle these kinds of disclosures which, as I have 

suggested, are likely to occur when delivering Respectful Relationships curriculum (Ollis, 

2014; Scrine, 2018). 
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Building an analysis 

Informed by the intersectional feminism and queer orientation outlined earlier in the chapter 

and the key conceptual resources discussed throughout, I build an inductive analysis in my 

thesis that moves critically between the fieldwork and relevant scholarship. The analysis is 

necessarily attuned to the specifics of the research site context, the insights and observations 

generated by my fieldwork, and framed by a focus on questions of youth as becoming, 

knowledge in the making, intimacy narratives and affects. This resonates with Jennifer 

Mason’s (2011) formulation of ‘facet methodology’ as a way of remaining ‘sensitive to the 

different forms of data’ (p.83) generated through this project. Mason employs the metaphor of 

a cut gemstone to represent the overall research question or object of research, with the different 

methodological interventions producing facets ‘capable of casting and refracting light in a 

variety of ways that help to define the overall object of concern by creating flashes of insight’ 

(p.75). In this project, the ‘facets’ are data drawn from interviews, group sessions and visual 

artefacts generated through group sessions. Attending to the ‘flashes of insight’ rather than 

seeking the ‘production of “maximum data” of a descriptive kind’(Mason, 2011, p. 75) allowed 

me to move between analysis of the data collected from the different methods without 

privileging one over the other. For Mason, this is achieved through ‘processes of interpretation, 

analysis and writing’ and, rather than adopting a pre-determined formula, it ‘involves 

researchers thinking, imagining, and writing their way across and through different facets’ 

(2011, p. 81).  

I began transcribing my group sessions while I was still in the field. Thinking of this as the 

initial stage of data analysis (Ezzy, 2003), I began making brief notes or comments about the 

themes/experiences/ideas I was noticing in our discussions. Alongside these notes, I also 

started to compile my observations about individual participants and the dynamics of group 
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sessions. I noted particular things that were said after the sessions that helped provide further 

context to what the participants were sharing; things like ‘I broke up with my boyfriend last 

week’ or ‘I live with my grandma’ or ‘If my parents voted No, I would have stolen their ballot’. 

This was a more ‘literal’ (Mason, 2017) approach to analysis where I attempted to describe key 

insights or ‘flashes’ as they first became apparent to me.  

Eventually, I personally transcribed all interview and group sessions verbatim. I then began an 

initial process of coding, which was conducted manually, with printed transcripts, colour coded 

highlighters and more notetaking. This process became more ‘interpretive’ (Mason, 2017), 

beginning the evolving identification of key themes as I became more immersed in the data. 

My analysis was an iterative process and I moved between the data, dialogue with scholarship 

and my research questions and aims to document key themes and patterns. I tried to remain 

attuned to the rich meaning-making of participants while also cognisant of the research process 

itself as being a key social site that is not immune to the gendered power relations, and broader 

social, cultural, and affective context of the research. Guided by these steps, I also produced 

conceptual schemas (hand-drawn) to bring together the data and the broader literature. Key to 

my sense-making was also the process of writing: ‘writing is part of the interpretive process 

through which the theoretical implications of data collection and data analysis are worked out 

more fully, though never completely’ (Ezzy, 2003, p. 138). For Ezzy, the key here is to engage 

with data to tell a story while retaining a ‘sense of the complexity and nuance’ (p. 139) or as 

Patti Lather (2010) suggests, retaining a sense of the ‘messy’.  

Reflexivity was a secondary, but no less important, aspect of my meaning-making. I positioned 

reflexivity as an important component of feminist research at the beginning of this chapter. An 

example of how this is put to work in the analysis of data is Kathleen Quinlivan’s (2013) 

description of ‘uncomfortable reflexivity’ as an analytic resource that can help a researcher 
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question their own normative analysis. Using an example from her own school-based 

ethnographic research, Quinlivan re-analyses a research incident that occurred in the 

classroom. Suggesting her intentions at the time of initial analysis were to position the research 

as a queer ‘emancipatory success story’ (p. 64), Quinlivan argues that, upon review and in 

response to her own discomfort, she was able to yield alternative conceptual and theoretical 

resources to confound her ‘own problematic normative assumptions’ (p. 63). This is not merely 

a matter of following a ‘gut feeling’ but ‘involves a continual revisioning of the potential of 

theory in making sense of the everyday lives of research participants’ (p. 67).  

The way I present my data and analysis in the following chapters reflects the processes I have 

described here, where I move between and within narratives drawn from individual interviews 

to a focus on specific participants, group discussions, an in-depth focus on visual artefacts and 

back again. I use a closer reading of participant narratives where necessary to help describe the 

context of my interpretations, to provide a rich account of research encounters and/or 

participant narratives, or as a way to illuminate particular ‘flashes of insight’ (Mason, 2011, 

p.75). Attending to these flashes was also a way to attend to some of the quiet, or slower stories 

of intimacies, genders, or sexualities. It promoted a close reading of specific interactions, 

discussions, or feelings that drew out the ambivalences or nuances that I might otherwise have 

overlooked. I draw from my fieldwork notes to illuminate my own affective renderings as they 

occurred at the time as well as my initial descriptions of participants and our in-between 

conversations and/or observations.  

These approaches to analysis and the conceptual tools I have described supported my aims to 

resist pathologising young people’s practices and to move beyond adult-conceived narratives. 

They also facilitated my attempts to remain open to, what Lauren Berlant describes as, ‘the 

messy dynamics of attachment, self-continuity, and the reproduction of life that are the material 
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scenes of living on in the present’ (Berlant, 2011, p. 15). However, it is important to note that, 

although I have sought to privilege the perspectives of young people related to their 

understandings and experiences of intimacy, this does not mean that I do so with an ‘uncritical 

acceptance’ of what they share with me (Frosh et al., 2001). This is not to say that I approached 

my participants with scepticism. Rather, my aim was to draw from the data and my conceptual 

resources to, as McLeod suggests, ‘bring together different angles and perspectives, of 

interpreting one comment against another, or of comparing individual experiences with broader 

social patterns and cultural practices and with debates in the relevant research literature, and 

so on’ (McLeod, 2000, p. 49).  

Conclusion  

This chapter has documented the rationale for the theoretical and methodological choices I 

made in the framing, design, and analysis of my study and, in particular, detailed the parameters 

and purposes of my fieldwork. I have explicated the ethical dimensions of the study; from the 

protracted formal institutional approval processes to the complicated and messy reality of 

conducting research on ‘sensitive topics’ in schools and to the ongoing ethical decisions made 

in the course of doing the fieldwork. I explained how, guided by feminist, queer, and 

intersectional approaches, I engaged with concepts of affect to inform the design of a youth-

centred, arts-based and participatory approach. Having mapped out how my research questions 

were translated into a study design, I now turn to the first of my fieldwork chapters and examine 

how young people attempt to make sense of and define their intimate relationships. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: LOCATING UNDERSTANDINGS OF INTIMACY 
 

 

Introduction 

Although I undertook this research within a school setting, much of the learning described in 

the following chapters occurred outside formal teaching or school-based curriculum. Some of 

the narratives, feelings, and experiences I explore in this thesis might not immediately or 

traditionally be identified as constituting school-based student learning. In the literature review, 

I examined research that showed how schools, as sites for positive and effective relationship 

and sexuality education, had consistently failed to engage with and respond to the diverse needs 

of young people. Young people were often forced to take matters into their own hands and to 

take on responsibility for their own education: this was a view held by participants in my 

research. Throughout this thesis I develop an analysis of how young people negotiated their 

own forms of learning, and in this chapter, I attend specifically to the ways young people 

attempted to define and make sense of their own intimacy experiences and those of their peers. 

In public discourse, policy, and curriculum young people’s intimacies and sexualities have 

been predominantly framed along heteronormative notions of adolescent risk and immaturity, 

such that these discourses and feelings have come to represent the ‘facts’ of youth experience 

(Fields, 2008; Lamb, 2013). 

In the following discussion, I explore the way participants attempt to make sense of their 

intimate relationships, including their desires, expectations, and experiences and attend to some 

of the resources they draw upon for this sense-making. To do this, I have drawn from Elizabeth 

Ellsworth’s (2005) work in Places of Learning and her considerations of pedagogy as moving 

beyond ‘already-known ideas, curriculums, or knowledges’ (p. 27). In particular, she asks 

‘what it might mean to think of pedagogy not in relation to a thing made but to knowledge in 
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the making’ (p. 1). She further argues that ‘focusing on the means and conditions, the 

environments and events of knowledge in the making … opens an exploration into the 

experience of the learning self’ (p. 1). The affective and embodied experiences of the ‘learning 

self,’ or what Ellsworth (2005) labels the ‘thinking-feeling’ sensation of ‘making sense,’ are 

what come to make up ‘the thing we call knowledge’ (p. 1). As I show, this has been a useful 

framework to help unpack participants’ sense-making alongside the influence of dominant 

narratives of youth experience that have come to reflect knowledge as a ‘thing made’ – that is, 

of knowledge as established facts which can be found in school curriculum programs. I 

identified four distinct yet overlapping narratives that participants drew upon in their attempts 

to understand ‘youth relationships’: relationships and the good life; ‘puppy love’; sex and 

intimacy; and an affective and hard to name sense of ‘more than.’ I look at the various ways 

participants attempted to define intimate relationships, including how they see their future, and 

whether and how they see intimacy playing a role in their imagination of the ‘good life.’ In 

considering notions of ‘puppy love,’ I argue that young people drew upon ‘public feelings’ 

(Talburt, 2018) about youth sexuality that position ‘adolescent’ desires as temporary and 

uncontrollable, and in doing so typically cast youth relationships as ‘not real’ or as sites of 

danger. This serves to strengthen the way that sex (and attendant one-sided connotations of sex 

as risk and danger) ‘sticks’ to (Ahmed, 2014) and regulates understandings of youthful 

intimacy. Yet participants’ narratives reveal other dimensions of intimacy that the dominant, 

simplistic accounts overlook, including relations of care and closeness and the diversity of 

experiences and desires.  

I opened this thesis with analysis of the way young people also position youth relationships as 

based upon hormones and as ‘not real’ for two main reasons. Firstly, in order to challenge such 

dismissive characterisations, I explore the ways young people take up, advance and/or resist 

such ideas themselves. Secondly, I argue that such a framing has repercussions for the way 
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participants make sense of and experience intimacy in the everyday, and thus, it provides an 

important context for this thesis. However, in reframing intimacy knowledge as in the making 

(Ellsworth, 2005) the focus shifts to understanding the tensions, ambivalences and even 

contradictions in the way participants describe their own understandings, experiences, and 

expectations and thus to how constructions of youthful intimacy are open to remaking.  

I now turn to how my participants imagined the future ‘good life’ and the place of intimate 

relationships.   

Intimacy and the future ‘good life’ 

‘I want to be a YouTuber,’ Keith McIntosh quickly and excitedly responded when I asked her 

where she sees herself in 20 years: this is ‘because the YouTubers I watch make me feel happy 

and they make me laugh and I want to do the same thing.’ I opened most of my individual 

interviews with this same question about where the students saw themselves in 20 years. Some, 

like Keith, were excited by the chance to tell me about their goals, while others struggled with 

the question, like Tim Tam who put his hands to his face and exclaimed through laughter: ‘Oh 

my god, oh my god, actually that’s terrifying.’ Or Arnott who said ‘20 years? Gee, how old 

will I be? 35? I’m going to be ancient’; we both laughed and then she composed her answer: ‘I 

don’t know what I want to do. Maybe a parent. I don’t know. A good career, I want a good 

career. Not just working part time or something. A steady career.’ 

Similarly, Dan told me, ‘I’d have a steady job. I’d be out of home, probably renting because 

who can afford a house these days. That’s about as good as I can do.’ While for Amy, ‘I have 

no idea […] hopefully I have a good job, that’s about it.’ These concerns about precarious 

employment and home ownership are well founded; social data highlights the high rates of 

unemployment and underemployment of young Australians (Brotherhood of St Laurence, 

2017) and decreasing rates of home ownership (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 
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2020). They also evoke Berlant’s (2011) arguments about the ‘fading’ fantasy of the good life 

found in late modern societies and economies in the wake of neo-liberal reforms. While 

continuing to hope for a ‘good job’ sometime in the future, many of my young participants had 

a sobering assessment of the difficulties of attaining that, but at the same time they also saw 

their future beyond only options for work and careers, with travel and relationships key themes.  

As we sat under a tree by the football oval, Patrisha, in her typical no-nonsense way, told me 

how she’d always imagined herself living somewhere else, ‘not Australia.’ School was one of 

those ‘important things, that are gonna get you places,’ and her favourite subjects were biology 

and law, which she planned on studying at university in a few years’ time. I asked her when 

she imagines her future, whether being in a relationship is something she prioritises: 

Patrisha:  Like, when I'm older I wanna be married and have a kid, or whatever, but 

yeah.  

Sam:   You've got a few things to do first?  

Patrisha:  Yeah, like go travelling, definitely. 

Travelling was also important for Bob, who shared a similar sense of a kind of reproductive 

inevitability that Patrisha alluded to. Although Bob was not as concerned about her career, ‘I’ll 

probably have a little job,’ she also told me that in 20 years’ time she will:  

…probably [be] traveling and experiencing life before times up. If you get what I mean? Just 

making the most out of what time you’ve got until you have to become a parent, or you have 

to get a job or something like that. […] Just experiencing everything I can in the time 

possible. 

For Bob, ‘making the most’ and ‘experiencing everything’ in the time before you ‘have to’ 

become a parent indicates some ambivalence towards that imagined end goal. For both Patrisha 
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and Bob, motherhood is presented as an inevitability, although they both wanted to experience 

the world and/or establish a career before becoming parents. Diane Negra (2009) argues that 

these sort of desires are reflective of a postfeminist landscape that presents individualised 

choices (such as travel and a career) to young women but accords legitimacy to them only once 

motherhood and heterosexual partnership is attained. Similarly, for Amanda Rossie (2020) 

postfeminism encourages women to ‘pursue individual passions’ but fails to ‘remove these 

gendered imperatives from women’s lives altogether’ (p. 27). Such dilemmas continue to be 

navigated by young women today, as illustrated by Patrisha and Bob. Even as they were aware 

of the different forces and influences acting upon them, despite an evident ambivalence towards 

presumed destinies, there was an equally clear desire to experience a life of independence, 

albeit one framed within heteronormative temporal boundaries. 

Bob further elaborated, telling me, ‘I've always wanted kids. Probably after 30, I'd say, but I 

want two kids and a good family kind of thing.’ I asked her what she meant by a ‘good family’ 

and she reflected:  

A good husband and I'd want to be in a solid relationship before I start anything. I won't want 

to have kids with someone that I don't know if I want to be with them forever. I'd want 

someone to be there, so I'd raise the kids with someone. Like have a father or have someone 

there for them. 

Such thinking recalls Sara Ahmed’s (2010b) arguments about ‘heterosexual love’ and its 

relationship to the ‘happy ending,’ something Ahmed describes as ‘what life is aimed toward, 

about what gives life direction or purpose, or as what drives a story’ (Ahmed, 2010b, p. 90). In 

some ways, Jeremiah echoed this thinking, although he was less certain about his eventual 

desire to become a parent:  
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Oh, 20 years, so what’s that, I’ll be like, 35…I dunno, cos like, I’m not sure if I want kids or 

whatever, but like, it’s one of those things. Like, at the moment, I don’t want kids or anything, 

but it’s more like, time will tell.  

In his response, Jeremiah recognised that having children is a marker of the good life, and thus 

assumed that his ambivalence about having children was something he would grow out of, as 

if his own ambivalence was a sign of his immaturity. Tim Tam’s longer response also brings 

forth some of these dilemmas. He told me:  

…um, see I don't really know because like, with my boyfriend right now, I cannot see us 

like, being together forever, like...realistically, not gonna happen [laughs]. Like, he's 

awesome and I love him, but, you know, um...yeah, I don't, cos I don't think like, I want to 

get married, even though it's like, legalised now, I don't think I wanna get married. just 

because it's like...like, that probably will change, BUT, at the moment, it's like, I don't really 

know, I don't really think about any of that stuff, like, I know that I wanna, like, have a 

family. But I don't know if that necessarily means like, husband and kids? Like, like my sister 

will have kids probably, and, I, I dunno, I'll just be like the gay uncle [laughs] I guess, and 

like, I have um, cos I'm really close with my cousins and everything, so I think I'll probably 

always have like a family and I'll probably have friends that count as family.  

Tim Tam demonstrated a broad understanding of ‘family,’ drawing on ideas of ‘queer kin’ in 

ways that might ‘challenge the heterorelational social order’ (Roseneil & Budgeon, 2004, p. 

154). Like Jeremiah, Tim Tam considered that his desire to abstain from marriage is something 

he would probably reassess as he grew older, and especially given that, as he observed, gay 

marriage ‘it’s legalised now.’ As Heather Love (2007) notes, extending the norms of 

heterosexual marriage to include LGBTIQ+ peoples makes it an institution that ‘also promises 

to make us happy’ (p. 53). For Love (2007), the promise is tied to a ‘fantasy about being 

normal’ (p. 53) and suggests that an acceptance into this institution and its proximity to 
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happiness is something that queer people are supposed to want (see also: Ahmed, 2010b; 

Berlant & Warner, 1998). Such recognition is evident in Tim Tam’s response, where he 

acknowledged this possibility or perhaps responsibility, even though he stopped short of 

wholeheartedly embracing it.  

Similarly, Keith McIntosh and Alex recognised that a romantic/dating relationship was 

something they were supposed to desire but was not something either of them identified as a 

strong goal for their futures. After she made a number of remarks about not being interested in 

a relationship, I asked Keith McIntosh if she thought this might be something that could change 

as she gets older: ‘I don’t really know, it depends if I find someone. But I like being by myself.’ 

I nodded in agreement, and she added ‘surrounded by cats of course.’  

At this point of the interview, I worried about my own focus on dating and/or romantic 

relationships and what this might feel like for Keith and her professed lack of interest. I put 

this question to her, and she told me, ‘I think your questions are quite well informed.’ While 

reassuring, this was not really what I meant by the question. But I let it go, not wanting to put 

pressure on Keith McIntosh to explain her sexuality, while her words from earlier in our 

interview reminded me that you, ‘don’t want to ask’ that of young people. Similarly, I asked 

Alex – who was in a relationship they described to me as ‘queer’ – whether the heteronormative 

focus of many of the research sessions and discussions was an issue for them: ‘it doesn’t bother 

me that much, I don’t really want to use this word, but it sort of is the norm.’ Alex thought that 

‘it’s changing’ but I also worry that Alex – who was always on guard to give me, in their words, 

the ‘right’ answer – was attempting to spare my feelings. While Alex was in a relationship then, 

it was not something they envisaged for their future and they were cognisant that this is not, in 

their own words, the ‘norm.’ When I asked if there were any relationships they aspired to, they 

responded:  
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Alex:   The single people! [laughs] honestly, I’d just rather be by myself.  

Sam:   So what you want, you haven’t seen it anywhere else?  

Alex:   Yeah, no, I haven’t seen it.  

These examples indicated the ways in which young people were well aware of dominant good 

life narratives and normative aspirations for the future. For some young people, the idea of 

future relationships, or more specifically the future relationship, played a central role in who 

they saw themselves becoming, or how they saw themselves in their becoming adult or their 

eventual arrival to adulthood. For others, it was not their primary consideration, but remained 

what they saw as an inevitable outcome, and they tended to imagine approaching it via a 

relatively linear, heteronormative pathway. Imagining this particular form of a good life, as I 

elaborate throughout, also played a role in how young people experienced their intimate 

relationships in the present – who they chose, why they chose to have a relationship, how they 

chose to relate to others, and for some, why they may abstain from intimate relationships.  

Many of these responses also suggested some ambivalence about the shape that participants’ 

choices and desires took. This was most starkly evident in Tim Tam, Alex, and Keith’s 

responses, but there appeared to be an affective ambivalence throughout many participant 

narratives here. I note these ambivalences because they highlight the pervasive 

heteronormative narrative associated with dominant fantasies of the ‘good life’ while also 

providing insight into how the script or fantasy may be changing, or at the very least, hint at 

some resistance to its dominance. As Berlant (2008, 2012) has argued, it is the ambivalence of 

attachment to ideas of the ‘good life’ that creates space for social transformation; it is the 

promise of this space – both for young people’s future expectations as well as their experiences 

in the present – that I interrogate in this thesis. 
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‘Puppy love’: hormones, popularity, and time? 

I now turn from participants’ contemplations of the future good life and the role of intimate 

relationships to consider the ways they understood, defined, and experienced relationships in 

the present. Although interconnected, attending to these narratives separately brings forth the 

temporal nuance and diversity of their understandings and experiences and also allows me to 

highlight the ways young people come to such understandings. I asked Group Two:  

Sam:    What is a relationship now when you're 14 or 15?  

Dan:   It kinda depends, there's a lot, a lot of those they say they're in a relationship 

kinda thing and then they don't hang out or they don't talk and they don't even 

[inaudible]  

Starburst:  Yeah, definitely.  

Sam:   And what do you call it?  

Dan:   Well, they'll call it a relationship cos that's what they want to think it is. 

Continuing this theme, for Dan, it was not the case that dating was a complete waste of time, 

but that most of the relationships of his peers were ‘pretty childish, immature.’ These were, 

according to him, ‘just young high school relationships that don’t really mean much.’ While 

he did acknowledge that ‘there’s a bit of a range’ between ‘the kids that don’t really know how 

to have a relationship’ with ‘no real meaning or connection behind it’ and those that ‘do have 

like a proper connection,’ he was largely dismissive of his peers’ relationships. For Dan, his 

peers’ age and youthfulness dictated their desires to be in a relationship and inherently limited 

their capacity to conduct a ‘proper’ one. He reflected on his first (and only) relationship:  
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…but if we had been a bit older when we got into a relationship would have gone better 

because we are still both a bit young to be in a relationship. So now I’m not looking, but just 

waiting.  

In particular, he saw the ‘immaturity’ of his peers exhibited through desires which he related 

directly to puberty. This was presented by Dan as something over which young people had 

limited influence, yet it acted as a driver behind many (if not all) of their relationships.  

Sam:    Why do you think you would want to be in a relationship? 

Dan:     Are we talking like specific age group? Are we talking about me? Because 

most of my age group to younger, my year level to younger is kind of just 

cause they are teenagers going through puberty and they just want a girlfriend.  

Keith McIntosh also noted the role ‘hormones’ played in the relationships of her peers: 

Keith:  But I think having it being in a relationship, you feel special because someone 

actually likes you for who you are on a romantic level.  

Sam:   What makes it romantic?  

Keith:   Um, hormones! 

Keith:   I think my friends’ kind of asked me like, “Oh, you just still not in a 

relationship?” I'm like, yeah, because I'm fine by myself and I guess I am not 

as hormonal as you guys. And they're like, “mmmm” 

Like Dan, Keith saw ‘hormones’ as a motivating force for being in a relationship. Despite her 

own lack of desire for a relationship, Keith McIntosh was more enthusiastic about the affective 

capacity of relationships to make you ‘feel special.’ In contrast, Dan dismissed such desires as 

temporally marked, out of young people’s control, and something they would grow out of once 

they reach maturity or adulthood. While part of my focus is to unpack and trouble such claims, 
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Dan’s assessment is reflective of constructions of risk and caution that permeate wider social 

discourses on young people’s relationships and sexuality (Allen, 2007). In such accounts, 

young people are unable to be trusted because of their inability to control their hormones and 

therefore require interventions or the imposition of external control (Bay-Cheng, 2003).  

The positioning of youth relationships by some young people as ‘not real’ was also related by 

them specifically to the length of time of these relationships, with most of them considered to 

be too brief to be taken seriously or to be seen as authentic, as this discussion between Stacey 

and Bob suggests:  

Stacey:  Especially if like, you’re relationship goals if you’ve been together for, longer 

than 2 years  

Bob:   Yeah, it’s like ‘relationship goals’ but if you’ve been together for a month, it’s 

like ‘nup’ 

In our discussions, Patrisha used her hardworking focus on schooling as a way to distinguish 

herself from the ‘popular kids,’ who she believed were more interested in parties and status 

than any actual learning, whereas she ‘can do both – I see my friends and focus on school.’ 

Patrisha had not been in a relationship herself, and was sceptical about the authenticity of some 

of her peers’ relationships, telling me: ‘It's not really “real love,” well I don't know what it is, 

cos I've never experienced “love,” but it looks like puppy love.’ 

Patrisha identified ‘puppy love’ as relationships that were based on ‘physical attraction’ alone, 

and which, according to her, therefore ‘don’t really mean anything.’ She told me, ‘if I was 

gonna be in a relationship, I would want it to be like, both, emotional and physical.’ She 

expressed some doubt as to whether this would be achievable for a young person who she 

characterised as being preoccupied with popularity and looking good. While Patrisha conceded 
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that some of the ‘popular kids’ did have ‘really tight relationships,’ for the most part she 

remained unconvinced of their capacity for ‘real love’: 

Sam:   So, to be popular, you need to be in a relationship? It's like, good to be in a 

relationship or?  

Patrisha:  Yeah, it adds to the status, like the whole stereotype  

The idea of relationships providing ‘status’ was also something that Jeremiah and Summer 

alluded to in their individual interviews:   

Summer:  That's probably the most, the key thing to a healthy relationship for me, is not 

brag about it and to not make it that you need to be in a relationship to be 

popular. Or you don't need to have the hottest person to be popular, kind of 

thing. So, I think that's probably the most healthy thing in a relationship, is to 

not brag and… 

Jeremiah:  A lot of people will also be, like, in relationships for the social status.  

This notion of relationships’ connection to popularity hinted at the currency placed on being in 

a relationship, and further underlined the connection between intimate relationships and 

fantasies of the good life. Such thinking positioned intimacy or dating relationships as a form 

of what I am calling ‘popularity capital,’ borrowing from the Bourdieusian concept of social 

capital (Bourdieu, 1986; see also: Asquith, 2019; Warin, 2015). Popularity capital can be 

accumulated through public recognition of dating relationships and converted into social and 

emotional value – as in the ‘stereotype’ that Patrisha described, young people acquired 

popularity capital through their relationships. I extend this argument in subsequent chapters, 

but my point here is that young people appeared to question the legitimacy/authenticity of 

youthful relationships because gaining access to popularity capital was suspected to be the 
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‘real’ motivation for entering into a relationship rather than a more authentic love or care for 

someone. ‘Puppy love’ was thus represented as a diminished relationship, presented or 

dismissed as something entered into because of physical attraction or for aesthetic purposes 

related to securing popularity and social capital. It therefore, in their eyes, could not be 

considered ‘real love.’  

Borrowing from Patrisha, throughout this thesis I refer to such accounts of youthful 

relationships as not real, as collectively ‘puppy love.’ Notions of ‘puppy love’ reveal that 

participants saw some motivations for entering into a relationship (puberty, physical attraction, 

and popularity) as insufficient to sustain a ‘real’ relationship on their own. ‘Puppy love’ was 

further characterised by a perceived ephemerality, based on the experience of short-term 

relationships and an expectation that these relationships would not last beyond youth. Their 

ephemeral nature enhanced the sense of youth relationships as ‘not real,’ and therefore easily 

dismissed by some participants as not really mattering. The perceived temporary character of 

youthful relationships was powerfully linked as well to a view of ‘youth’ itself as a transition, 

a brief stopover on the way to ‘becoming’ who they really are (or who they are meant to be or 

bound to become) (Talburt & Lesko, 2011). ‘Puppy love’ then, is firmly situated in an 

historically influential notion of ‘adolescence,’ an identity that is temporally and spatially 

bound, as ‘young high school relationships that don’t really mean much’ (Dan). Here, youthful 

relationships are simultaneously conceived of as oppositional to adulthood, while also being 

measured against the cultural norms for a successful (heterosexual) adulthood and fantasised 

good life.  

In particular, I suggest that these accounts of ‘puppy love’ are illustrative of the ‘public 

feelings’ (Talburt, 2018) that circulate around young people and their sexualities. The 

narratives described above highlight the ways such ideas are felt by young people in their 
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reflections of ‘youth relationships’ and while it is not my intention to further entrench such 

feelings, it is nevertheless important to consider the ways they impact upon young people’s 

sense making and attempts to navigate and understand their intimacies and identities. In 

particular, there are consequences of this dismissive framing of youth relationships as ‘not 

real,’ as I elaborate in relation to pedagogy and/as experience in Chapter Five.  

Youth intimacy is/as sex? 

For participants in research Group One, the above accounts of relationships based on bodily 

and hormonal responses and immature teenage sexuality were reminiscent of the way they saw 

adults imagining young people’s relationships. In the second group session, I explained to 

Group One that this research would give them an opportunity to tell adults ‘this is how it is to 

be a young person’:  

Alex:   I like that!  

Alice:   I have one […] but like, we’re not always, it’s not all about sex and you know- 

Dylan:   [interrupting] I know, god!  

Alice:  …and all that kind of stuff.  

Some participants voiced a sense of frustration at the ways the physical act of ‘sex,’ and in 

particular sex as ‘risk,’ tended to overshadow a lot of discussions about relationships in ways 

that were at odds with their own experiences and expectations. Summer recalled a conversation 

with her father:  

Oh, that’s like, cos like, parents they’ll be like, very strict. My dad is like “you're not gonna 

have a boyfriend until you're 18” kind of thing and then […] I think cos older people think 

it's all about sex and it's like, it's not, like it doesn't mean as soon as I'm gonna date this 
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person, I’m gonna have sex with them, every. Single. Day! It's like, it's not about that, but 

yeah. 

The rest of the group shared similar stories of their parents being concerned about their 

relationships and the potential for them to engage in sexual activity. For Alex, this parental 

concern was based upon heteronormative assumptions: 

[…] which is funny because I’m dating a girl at the moment and um, it's like, my parents 

know that I’m queer, that um, but, it's a bit weird cos they still think it's about the opposite 

sex. Like um, like with my friends when I was in primary school, um, I, I always slept in my 

friend’s bed cos we were little kids, and my mum didn't have a problem with that but as soon 

as it was with the opposite sex, then it would be a no, which is something that I don't really 

understand. 

Alice shared a similar experience with the group, telling us it was ‘stupid’ as she wasn’t allowed 

to have sleepovers with her boyfriend, but was with her girlfriend: ‘really like stupid because, 

like, yeah I can't get pregnant, but like still, stuff can happen. It's not like it's, it's just impossible 

to do things with a girl, like, I just thought it was really dumb.’ Here we see concerns about 

sexuality directed towards the behaviours of ‘girls,’ and more specifically, the need to protect 

them from the dangers of hetero-sex. I use the term ‘girls’ in quotation marks because Alex is 

non-binary, however they shared with me that their parents continue to gender them as a ‘girl.’ 

It was only the cisgender girls and non-binary participants who shared similar concerns from 

their parents throughout the research. This is in line with research that positions young, white 

girls, and in this case misgendered non-binary young people, as most in need of protection 

(Attwood, 2007; Renold & Ringrose, 2013; Weekes, 2002) from an aggressive male sexuality 

(Holland et al., 1998).  
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Participants’ discussions of the school curriculum suggest that ideas around heterosexual sex 

and intimacy are further solidified in the classroom. In his individual interview, Tim Tam 

noted: 

With like, sex ed and everything. Um, which, like they don't really teach us about, I think 

they should, but they don't, teach us about relationships. They just teach us about the physical 

stuff, which, um, doesn't need explaining [laughs].  

Like Tim Tam, other participants reflected on the curriculum content; as Bob told me, ‘you 

learn about sex ed and all, but you never learn about relationships and how to actually treat a 

girl or how to treat a guy.’ Tim Tam’s observation echoed critiques put forth by research into 

relationship and sexuality education that fail to account for emotional aspects of relationships, 

despite this being something young people have consistently requested (Allen, 2008; Johnson 

et al., 2016; Waling et al., 2020). Bob wasn’t the only one to make such a clear distinction 

between ‘sex ed’ and ‘relationships.’ When I asked Jeremiah if he had learned about 

relationships in the classroom, he told me ‘the closest thing is sex ed I guess,’ where they 

covered ‘the basics’ like ‘wear a condom.’ Dan said they ‘learned about the body and all the 

parts of the body and everything’ but ‘not really’ anything about relationships. Instead, in their 

experience, formal curriculum programs tended to frame intimate relationships based on the 

‘puppy love’ narrative: as young, hormonal, hypersexual, and lacking any self-control (and 

therefore in need of external control). Intimacy was only considered in terms of risk and if 

pleasure or desire were talked about, it was only in relation to risky sexual behaviour, echoing 

the relationship and sexuality literature (Allen, 2013; Fine & McClelland, 2006; Lamb et al., 

2013; Rasmussen, 2012). 

Returning to the discussion with Group One, Alice attempted to elaborate on what she meant 

about relationships not being ‘all about sex’ and in the process, endeavoured to blur an apparent 
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distinction between embodied sexual practices and emotional attachment that was reminiscent 

of discussions about ‘puppy love’:  

Alice:   Like the physical part of like sleeping together and stuff it’s more like, just 

like…  

Summer:  Closeness? 

Alice:   Yeah, and just like being near each other and like cuddling.  

Summer:  Together? 

Alice:    Together yeah. 

For Alice, the physical closeness was an important aspect of the relationship but defining this 

only in terms of ‘sex’ was limiting and denied the affective capacity of the ‘closeness’ she 

shared with her boyfriend. Participants in Group Two also attempted to differentiate between 

sex and intimacy: 

Sam:   Sex and intimacy are different? How? Can you explain that to me? 

Tim Tam:  Sex is physical intimacy. [emphasis Tim Tam’s] 

Dan:   There should be intimacy in sex, but there isn’t always.  

Sam:   So, what does intimacy in sex look like? 

Dan:  I wouldn’t say it looks any different. 

Patrisha:  Intimacy is more emotional, than – like, you’ve still got the physical, but 

you’re adding like the emotional and like-  

Jeremiah:  Like, a one-night stand isn’t intimate. A booty call isn’t intimate.  

This analysis from participants further attempted to challenge the conflation of intimacy with 

sex, describing intimacy here as being about ‘something more.’ This referred to a deeply felt 

connection that extends beyond sex, or a ‘booty call’ – even if this does include sex, the 
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experience of intimacy is seen to be more than only that.  

These accounts draw our attention to the ways sex ‘sticks’ (Ahmed, 2014) to intimacy when it 

comes to the educational and broader discourses about young people’s intimate relationships. 

They also highlight how young people attempt to move beyond this particular form of 

‘stickiness.’ In the examples I have presented, participants were attempting to rupture and resist 

this association by dismissing it as an adult-conceived concern, yet I suggest that it continues 

to be felt in complex and sometimes contradictory ways. Ideas like the ones expressed by 

Summer’s father and furthered through the curriculum – that sex and intimacy are synonymous 

– are so frequently engaged (Bay-Cheng, 2003) and bolstered by broader discourses about risky 

youth (McLeod, 2012), that they become the story about what ‘intimacy’ looks like for young 

people. Engaging in sex is framed as an expected and ‘normal’ part of youth ‘development,’ 

even when intimacy isn’t only experienced in this way by young people. Although participants 

attempted to resist this characterisation, I suggest that the effects are not evenly felt or 

experienced by all young people (Attwood, 2007; Grant, 2020; Renold & Ringrose, 2013). 

Through this socio-cultural expectation, as I will argue below, ‘sex’ sticks and becomes seen 

as a thing that makes intimacy, and therefore relationships, intelligible to young people, despite 

their feelings, experiences, and understandings suggesting otherwise. Attached to these 

conceptualisations of intimacy as sex are ideas of sexuality as fixed (Clarke et al., 2018), or at 

the very least, as fixed to heterosexuality and so any variations of experiences or desires 

continue to be measured against this ‘norm’ (Berlant and Warner, 1998). Here we see not only 

an awareness among young people of the ‘public feelings’ about sex and intimacy but also, as 

Susan Talburt (2018) argues, the ways young people ‘live in worlds in which they too “feel 

these ideas” as they create sexual subjectivities, identities, and social practices’ (Talburt, 2018, 

p. xii). To deepen understanding of this complex process, I examine in detail Alice and Alex’s 
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attempts to describe their intimacy and sexuality experiences and desires.  

Sexuality as a ‘phase’ 

Alice ‘came out to everyone, and everyone’s parents’ as bisexual at the end of year 7, during a 

class presentation of which she was really proud: ‘I didn’t even write flash cards, I just [did] it 

off the top of my head […] That’s probably the best thing I’ve done in my three years! […] 

But I just gave my experience.’ 

Many of the parents and ‘kids as well,’ questioned the authenticity of Alice’s coming out. And 

she recounted what they said to her: ‘“Oh, that’s not real, you’re just doing it for like…” and 

“ohhh, no, it’s probably just, you know, you don’t really know…”’ 

Alice was struck by the insinuation that her coming out as bisexual was performative, 

something that she was doing for attention rather than as a genuine expression of what she 

desired (Fahs, 2009). For Alice, who was dating a girl at the time, it was shocking to be told 

that maybe her desires were something that would just ‘go away.’ According to Susan Driver 

(2007), the desires and identities of queer girls are seen as ‘temporary departures from a 

normative course toward feminine heterosexual adulthood’ (p. 7). We see this temporalising of 

the ‘queer girl’ in Alice’s relations with parents and students following her coming-out, where 

she is told that her desires are ‘not real,’ and her identity is one that she ‘doesn’t really know’ 

– yet. While Alice’s becoming may be a work in progress, these comments suggest that despite 

her own identification as ‘bisexual,’ Alice is positioned by others as ‘not-yet-straight’ and her 

desires as an aberration on her way towards becoming a heterosexual adult. For Whitney 

Monaghan (2016), the ‘queer girl,’ ‘who must eventually “grow-up” and become a 

heterosexual woman’ (p. 20), is the embodiment of the heteronormative temporal logic that is 

also ‘bound up with heteronormative ideas about adolescent development’ (p. 5). These 

narratives materialised in Alice questioning her sexuality identity, being reluctant to share her 
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desires because of a shame/fear that these people were right. She told me: ‘I thought about it a 

lot I was like, I dunno I don't want to tell anyone, if it's gonna just go away.’ 

Alice internalised this logic when she also assumed that her desires were a passing phase. This 

was intensified when Alice found herself back on what Munoz describes as ‘straight time’24 

and she ‘kind of forgot about it’ because she was ‘dating a guy’ and then ‘another guy’ and ‘it 

was all just like, guys.’ In an attempt to explain her coming to better understand her sexuality, 

she tells me how her first relationship with a girl in year seven was one where they would 

‘hardly even kiss, like it was just purely like, feelings’; a characterisation used by most young 

people to describe their first relationships. It wasn’t until she eventually dated another girl, 

whom she ‘would like, hook up with, and that was kind of like, the sexual side of it, so I got 

like both sides,’ that she fully realised that she ‘liked it’ and was able to more confidently 

articulate her bisexuality. The way Alice recounts this experience suggests that her bisexuality 

is made intelligible (to her) only after her engagement in sex with another girl, despite the real 

feelings she shared for her first girlfriend. Alice reflected that when people ask her now: ‘like 

a lot of people have been asking “are you still bi, cos you're dating a guy” I'm like “yeah” like, 

I still like girls, I’m just not dating one at the moment.’ 

For Alice, the absence of sex reinforced the way others had constructed her sexuality as being 

a ‘phase,’ and she wondered if she had indeed grown out of it. But it also points to how broader 

discourses that position young people’s relationships as only being about sex actually reinforce 

this false connection and deny the very real breadth and effect/affect of intimacies that young 

people experience and desire beyond this association.  

 
24 For Muñoz (2009) the term ‘straight time’ refers to the ‘autonaturalizing temporality’ that positions queer 
subjects as without a future. Within such temporal logics, Muñoz argues, ‘the only futurity promised is that of 
reproductive majoritarian heterosexuality’ (p. 22). For Alice, being back on ‘straight time’ means a return to 
the linearity of heterosexuality desire and expectation.  
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Alex told me that it was their girlfriend who wanted to take the relationship from ‘friends’ to 

something more, although Alex was not too sure what that entailed, or how their relationship 

was defined. When I asked how long they had been dating, Alex responded ‘I wasn't counting, 

but she says it's two months.’ Alex, who is non-binary and queer, spoke in earlier group 

sessions about the boundaries of intimacy, questioning how one negotiates or even recognises 

the difference between friend and lover, sharing that they felt ‘closer to my platonic friends 

than I do my partner.’ Many participants, as I show below, also had difficulty finding the 

language to differentiate between a platonic friend and a partner. For Alex, this was somewhat 

more deliberate because their attempts to make sense of their own emerging sexuality extended 

beyond what they identified to me as the ‘norm.’ In our individual interview, Alex recounted 

the night spent at their girlfriend’s house:   

…it was fun, um, I know that she wants to go to the next level and everything, but I don't 

want to, cos I’m more of a platonic partner. I’m just not really comfortable with the whole 

sexual aspect, or even romantic aspect of having a relationship. But I know it frustrates her, 

but I just don't want to. 

I asked Alex how they negotiate this with their girlfriend and, sensing their discomfort, 

reminded Alex they didn’t have to answer: ‘Yeah, ah, how do we negotiate it? She keeps just 

saying, “oh I’ll wait, I’ll be patient” but, I, I’m just not comfortable to do that, and she's ok 

with that. It's all good.’  

Alex’s narratives are imbued with what Przybylo and Cooper (2014) describe as ‘asexual 

“resonances” – or traces, touches, instances’ (p. 298; see also: Clarke et al., 2018). I am not 

attempting to label Alex in order to make their desires intelligible; rather, attending to the 

‘resonances’ in Alex’s narratives enables a recognition of the diversity of sexual perspectives. 

These narratives also offer an insight into the silences – or rather, the ways the focus on ‘sex’ 
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silences, or makes ‘weird’ (in Alex’s terms) other versions of intimacy and/or desire. In 

particular, as Przybylo and Cooper (2014) note, this focus ‘encourages scepticism of any 

approach to sexuality that does not question the sociocultural centrality of sex’ (p. 299). This 

analysis applies to what Alex seeks to describe, where they often expressed confusion about 

intimacy with friends and yet were very clear in the articulation of their desire to remain a 

‘platonic’ partner and not have sex. Later in the discussion, I asked if Alex felt pressure to be 

in the relationship:  

Ah, by her yeah, a little bit. But I think we also worked really well as friends, as better friends, 

but ah, she keeps saying that she loves me and that she wants to be in a relationship with me, 

but I say to her, “isn't it frustrating that I won't do anything with you?” and she's like “no I'm 

patient” and it's, not about being patient, I just don't want to do it, you know. Ah, so yeah, it 

can be a bit hard. Yeah, but. She's happy then I'm happy, I guess. Hmmm, um, sorry, I think 

I strayed from the question then… 

Throughout our discussions, Alex draws on language reflective of the ‘traces’ (Przybylo and 

Cooper, 2014) to articulate their position to me: ‘not romantic,’ ‘platonic,’ not the ‘sexual 

aspect.’ There is no evidence of ambivalence here (only in the ways they are perceived by 

others), instead, Alex is very clear in their desire to not have sex and assured in the knowledge 

that this is not going to change. However, it is their attempts to position and understand their 

intimacies (both those shared with their girlfriend and with their friends), that Alex seems to 

find confusing. Alex refers to their relationship as ‘a bit weird’ twice in our discussions; not 

because of their gender or who their partner is, but because the frameworks they have available 

to make sense of their desires (or lack thereof) continue to attach sex to sexuality, to intimacy, 

and to relationships. Although admitting to feeling ‘a little bit’ pressured to be in the 

relationship, Alex reassured me that ‘there’s a lot of communication, which is good,’ however 

the assumption from Alex’s girlfriend that their lack of desire to have sex is just a phase is also 



 118 

evident in these narratives. There are very few cultural alternatives for dating relationships that 

do not include sex (Cover, 2010), and sex continues to be seen as the expected next step when 

you have been dating for a certain period of time.  

My intention is not to paint Alice and Alex as ‘wounded’ (Youdell, 2004) in their attempts to 

navigate the socio-cultural impacts of sticky sex simply because of their queerness. This 

narrative is harmful to all young people and not reflective of their diverse experiences and 

expectations. However, as Jen Gilbert notes, ‘queer youth come to recognize themselves 

through their proximity to these stories and construct, for themselves, a narrative that is made 

always in relation to those norms’ (2014, p. xxi). In Alex and Alice’s observations we see the 

pedagogical and affective force (Ellsworth, 2005) of such narratives and the difficulty of 

generating meaningful ways of talking about intimacy that are not defined in terms of the 

intimacy/sexuality equals sex frameworks. For LGBTIQ+ students, this is particularly 

intensified through the imposition of a heteronormative framework for intimacy (Berlant and 

Warner, 1998), one that is tied to a linear trajectory of development as highlighted by Alice 

and Alex’s experiences here.  

The stickiness of sex renders silent other aspects of intimacy, including those described above, 

but also the care, closeness, and an intensely affective yet hard to name ‘more.’ To unpack this 

further, I now turn to experiences and expectations that extended the simple definitions of 

intimacy and relationships that prioritise sex and notions of ‘puppy love.’  

Intimacy as something ‘more than’ 

Towards the end of the second last session with Group Two, and as we sat on the floor of the 

schools’ large performing arts hall, I asked the group if they knew of the Spice Girls: ‘of course 

we do, Miss,’ someone replied, while Tim Tam and Starburst started singing. I explained the 

next activity to them, which involved me asking them to finish the lyrics for ‘Wannabe’ – 
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specifically: If you wanna be my lover, you gotta25 – on the pieces of paper I had just handed 

them.26 The bell rang soon after, and they left their papers scattered where they were sitting 

and ran off for lunch. The responses varied – with some suggesting you need to have ‘a sense 

of humour’ (Starburst, Figure 3). Others emphasised young people’s critical and complex 

considerations of what being a ‘lover’ involved – for example: Bob suggested that she needs 

‘time’ before she can be ‘close’ with her ‘lover’; for Tim Tam (Figure 2), it was a sense of 

humour and respect for other human beings; while for Amy (Figure 4), it was loyalty; and for 

Arnott (Figure 1), respect and trustworthiness. These short yet sophisticated descriptions 

disrupt pervasive narratives of young people as naïve about relationships, or as having 

immature understandings of youth relationships as powered by hormones alone. Instead, we 

see a slow and deliberate consideration of what is involved in entering into a relationship, where 

priorities for a potential partner are strongly shaped by expectations for respect, loyalty, and 

humour. These qualities were consistently identified by young people as ‘goals,’ which, as I 

explore in Chapter Six, is used as shorthand for an aspirational relationship.  

 
25 The original lyrics to this Spice Girls song are: If you wanna be my lover, you gotta get with my friends. Make 
it last forever, friendship never ends (Spice Girls, 1996). 
26 I refer to this as ‘Wannabe’ activity also in Chapter 7. 
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Image 1: Arnott Wannabe Activity 

Image 2: Tim Tam Wannabe Activity 

Image 4: Amy Wannabe Activity 

Image 3: Starburst Wannabe Activity 
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Notably, the priority for many participants in their intimate relationships was first ‘friendship,’ 

with ‘having a best friend’ a key motif arising throughout many of our discussions. As Dan 

explained, ‘I feel like with a relationship I wouldn't get into a relationship with someone unless 

you can be friends with them first.’ Contrary to ideas of ‘puppy love,’ young people frequently 

described their current or ideal partner as their ‘best friend’:  

Sam:   Why do you think people would want to be in a relationship?  

Arnott:  Just to have someone there, especially if they’re your best friend and all that 

stuff, you know?  

Sam:   Yeah. 

Arnott:   To just feel the love.  

What this meant varied for different participants, with central themes of trust, respect, and 

comfort emerging across all responses. Jeremiah explained what it is about his ‘best friend’ 

that makes his relationship with his girlfriend work: 

I don't know, I'm really open with her and like, I can be. And like, I can really just be myself 

around her, like, yeah, that shows that, like I'm just not scared around her. Like, I just feel 

really comfortable, feels like I've known her my whole life, I guess. And I can, I just talk to 

her about anything, which I can't do with some people, I guess.   

Here we see a sense of comfort emerge as both a benefit and priority of being in a relationship, 

something Jeremiah identifies as related to the intimacy and closeness he shares with his 

girlfriend. In a discussion with Group Two, when I asked, ‘what does a good relationship look 

like?’ this comfort also translated to an important ability to be yourself: 

Starburst: Comfortable.  
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Dan:   Friends. Yeah, like you're friends.  

Patrisha:  They don't have to act all... 

Arnott:   It's just easy 

Starburst:  It's not like a show and they don't have to prove to people that they're going 

out. 

Dan:   Yeah, you just be yourself around them. 

Bob offers further insight into the connection between best friend and relationship:  

I guess it's just someone who can be there for you that's more than a friend. You can have 

friends that can be there for you and all that but it's a little bit extra. It's someone you can 

always count on, someone you can hang out with when you are feeling down. It's just not a 

friend, I don't know. It's just more. 

It may be that Bob was simply reluctant to explore sex with me here, and that is what she was 

inferring by the ‘it’s just more’; but it was also the case that she was suggesting a feeling that 

was hard to pin down, what can be described as a surplus affect. I ask:  

Sam:     What makes them different to a friend? 

Bob:     Little things. With a friend, you do lots of fun stuff and all, but a friend 

wouldn't really make you feel really special and feel like they really want you. 

With a relationship, it's more like you feel really special and you feel good 

because someone actually really wants you or something. 

These accounts draw our attention to the ‘feeling’ that young people attempt to describe, one 

that incorporates the care, comfort, trust, fun and friendship that occurs within their 

relationships. Bob’s deliberations offer further insight into the ways sex sticks to and regulates 
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understandings of intimacy more rigidly for those, such as Alex and Alice, who do not 

necessarily see their desires as reflected in the norm. Or, as Dan explained, your partner ‘should 

just be like a best friend. If there is that sexual side of it then that’s okay because you’re 

partners, but it should just be like a best friend.’ Bob and Dan know and see their heterosexual 

desires reflected back to them – socially at school and in the broader cultural and media 

environment – and therefore, I suggest, they don’t feel the need or pressure to justify them 

based on the presence or absence of sex.  

In our individual interviews, Amy also picked up on this hard to explain ‘feeling’: 

Sam:   How do you feel? [when you are in a relationship?] 

Amy:   Well! [laughs] 

Sam:   Just note for the recording that there is a really big smile on Amy’s face right 

now!  

Amy:   Um, really good [laughs]. […] I don’t know, it just, really good. When you’re, 

you just know that like, that person will just be there for you and stuff, like it’s 

just good to think that and feel that.  

Jeremiah:  I don’t know, it feels good to love someone, you know. And like, that’s good 

for yourself, like, yeah, good for mental health.  

Jeremiah offers an alternative to the ‘relationships as risk to health’ discourse, noting the mental 

health benefits of this ‘something more,’ as opposed to its dangers. Jeremiah’s relationship 

with his ‘best friend’ also contrasts with the idea of ‘puppy love’ as something fleeting – they 

had been together for over a year at the time of this research, as have Arnott and her boyfriend.  

Participants’ attempts to define, to make meaning of, the ‘more than’ (the surplus affect) can 

also be interpreted as an attempt by them to define their intimate relationships as something 
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‘more than’ only sex and in a way that attends to or better reflects their experiences and 

expectations. It is important to note that sex and/or pleasure were still a part of their 

considerations, but such experiences alone did not capture the breadth of their desires or 

experiences. Of course, sex might have come up more in our discussions had I prompted it. But 

I also realised that sex was not the narrative that was singularly important to the way 

participants experienced and made sense of their relationships. Rather, it was often one that 

was seemingly imposed upon them through the curriculum (Sarigianides, 2014) or through the 

uptake of circulating feelings and panics about youth sexuality.  

Conclusion  

Threaded through the narratives of the young participants is a clear knowingness and self-

consciousness about the place and role of intimate relationships in who they are becoming in 

the present and who they see themselves becoming in the future. Their understandings of 

intimacy are bound up in their sense of what counts as a ‘good life’ in the future. This is so 

even when young people’s intimate relationships are socially and culturally constructed as 

merely ‘temporary,’ or mistakenly seen by themselves and others as not serious or significant. 

In this chapter, I have attempted to reframe the experience and meaning of youth relationships 

as more than simply the delusions of youth, or a childish endeavour associated with growing 

bodies and changing hormones. Narratives of ‘puppy love’ that reify discourses of youth and 

sex and further solidify the positioning of youth relationships as ‘not real,’ not only fail to 

capture the diversity of relationship experiences, but also regulate the ways young people make 

sense of these practices.  

It has not been my aim to offer a singular definition of youth ‘intimacy,’ but to explore the 

various narratives, affects, and diverse experiences that circulate around these considerations 

or definitions. Thinking of intimacy knowledge as in the making, means that these definitions 
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are not positioned as fixed and set in stone: rather it allows for attention to the tensions, 

ambivalences, and even contradictions in the way participants describe their own 

understandings and experiences. Similarly, my aim here is not to deny the validity/legitimacy 

of relationships that exist purely based on sexual desire or ‘hormones’ or what Patrisha has 

called ‘puppy love,’ or that sex and pleasure involved in these spaces is not also important. 

Rather I have drawn out an aspect of youthful intimate relationships that is often ignored or 

underplayed in public, policy, and pedagogical discourses (Allen, 2004; Byron, 2017). 

Participants drew upon their embodied and affective experiences to ‘make something new and 

different of something we think we already know’ (Ellsworth, 2005, p. 15) and in doing so 

challenged and fractured the strength of this association.  

This process of sense making is important, I argue, because it demonstrates the way young 

people are seeking out space to ponder their desires and imagine something else – sometimes 

this occurs within forms of traditional, private intimacy such as the relationships described 

here. Other times, it occurs in more purposeful ways – such as seeking out information or 

community online for example. Echoing other research findings (Fields et al., 2015; Gilbert, 

2014; Ollis et al., 2019), this chapter also points to the need to address participants’ intimate 

relationships as they narrate, experience, and feel them in relation to the structure and content 

of formal school curriculum.  

In research exploring sexual health promotion materials, Paul Byron (2017) has noted the 

‘missing discourse of intimacy’ (p. 332). He argues that materials thus frequently fail to 

account for young people’s complex and agentic negotiations of pleasure, sex, safety, and 

intimacy. Such an approach, he argues, furthers the risk of ‘abstracting young people’s sexual 

cultures and failing to notice how young people understand intimacy as alleviating risk’ 

(Byron, 2017, p. 344). As well as alleviating risk, the participant narratives here draw attention 
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to the ways intimacy creates spaces of care, happiness, and comfort. To ignore these affects 

and relations, as the following chapter elaborates, is also to deny their potential as powerful 

places of thinking-feeling, as sites for learning selves in the making (Ellsworth, 2005).  
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CHAPTER FIVE: INTIMACY KNOWLEDGE IN THE MAKING 
 

 

Introduction  

In this chapter, I build upon the ‘definitions’ of intimacy explored in Chapter Four and, 

remaining with Ellsworth’s (2005) conceptualisation of knowledge as ‘in the making’ (p. 1), I 

attend to the specific sites of this process of thinking-feeling as identified by the participants. 

According to Ellsworth, the relational experience of learning is one that ‘never takes place in 

the absence of bodies, emotions, place, time, sound, image, self-experience, history’ 

(Ellsworth, 2005, p. 55). I first examine what I saw as critical moments, relations, and 

experiences that emerged throughout the fieldwork and repeat visits with participants. I analyse 

these moments, feelings, and/or experiences through the key sites participants identified, 

seeking to capture the fluidity, messiness, and diversity of the ways young people came to learn 

about intimate relationships. Although these narratives are interconnected, I present them 

separately to draw out their nuances and to bring into sharp view how they intersect with 

genders and sexualities in ways that both facilitate and inhibit processes of learning and of 

becoming.  

I briefly consider the role of the formal school curriculum, where participants’ critical 

observations largely echo the feminist and queer interventions into Relationships and Sexuality 

Education (RSE) scholarship that were documented in the literature review. I then consider 

alternative school spaces as identified through participant narratives. I explore these spaces not 

because they were identified specifically by students as spaces for learning, but because GBV 

and RSE curricula are often conceptualised as operating within a ‘whole-school-approach.’ It 

is therefore crucial to consider how the conditions of this learning and becoming are potentially 

supported, uplifted, and/or restricted beyond the four-walls of the classroom (Bragg et al., 
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2020; Fields & Payne, 2016; Gilbert, 2014).  

I therefore turn to examine key sites identified by participants as spaces for their informal 

learning about intimacies, sexualities, and genders; these included their friends, families, and 

communities, as well as traditional and social media. I attend to the relational, affective, and 

experiential modes of learning/becoming as the participants themselves have narrated them. I 

bring forth the notion of ‘trial and error,’ or learning by doing, as a powerful example of the 

way participants reflect upon thinking-feeling as occurring in relational and affective ways.  

Overall, this chapter shows the diverse ways young people learn about intimacy and intimate 

relationships and examines the relational resources they draw upon to navigate and make sense 

of their feelings, experiences, and/or their aspirations. In simple terms, I argue that greater 

recognition and understanding is needed of the relationship knowledge that young people bring 

to more formal and informal educational initiatives (see also: Allen, 2005a; Coll et al., 2018) 

and the ways this knowledge is actively in the making. Reframing relationship and sexuality 

education in this way helps to move beyond deficit views of young peoples learning and fosters 

greater recognition of their agency and relational capacities.  

Schools and schooling 

Limits of the formal school curriculum  

As previously noted, the school curriculum was a place where participants felt they should 

learn about relationships, but instead they reported receiving very little formal pedagogic 

guidance in the classroom. Other researchers have reported that sexuality and relationships 

education is frequently inadequate and/or haphazard (Bay-Cheng, 2003; Sarigianides, 2014; 

Waling et al., 2020), findings that my participants affirmed. As explained by Jeremiah, ‘Oh I 

did it [a sex ed class] like once […] in like year 8 I think […] it was like, stuff I already learnt 
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in like, year 6.’ Group Two conveyed that the ‘sex ed’ curriculum and/or teachers: 

Arnott:   They don't really talk about sex. They mainly just talk about yourself and body 

image and stuff like that, but not really relationships. 

Tim Tam:  And contraception!  

The group discussed how the focus was mainly on how to stop ‘STIs’(Tim Tam):  

Bob:   …or pregnant, or anything like that but that's kind of the only- 

Starburst:  I haven't even had a class like that, I know you have.  

Tim Tam:  I have and that wasn't even health, that was applied microbiology. 

Starburst:  Yeah in health we didn't even really learn about it. 

Tim Tam:  In health we learnt how to stop pregnancy but not STIs. 

Patrisha:  We kind of all know how to stop that stuff already though. 

Tim Tam:  Yeah that's kind of like what you... 

Patrisha:  So, to be honest I'm not sure they're re-teaching us? 

In these narratives we can see what Jessica Fields (2008) has identified as sexuality education 

programs/curriculums being ‘defined more by what they hope to eradicate than what they hope 

to promote’ (p. 162). In the case of Waratah High, this is positioned by participants as being 

about STIs, pregnancy, and poor body image. Participants also noted that the lessons/messages 

they did receive were framed heteronormatively (Quinlivan, 2018; Shannon, 2016), which 

Keith McIntosh described as ‘just focusing, focusing, focusing, focusing on heterosexual 

relationships and things like that.’ This is also evident in Tim Tam’s acknowledgement that he 

learned more about queer contraception methods from his microbiology class than he did in 
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any other formal school curriculum. Given this absence, LGBTIQ+ young people created their 

own ‘learning’ spaces that were more reflective and inclusive of their experiences.  

LGBTIQ+ students as ‘experts’ at school 

Tim Tam and Alex were both involved in the creation of the schools ‘Queer Straight Alliance’ 

(QSA), something they both considered a vital space, particularly given what they described 

as the erasure/absence in the formal curriculum of any non-heterosexual identities/sexualities. 

In our individual interview, I asked Alex how they started the group:  

Alex:   Um, well it was a bit of a rollercoaster actually. Um, the first day that it started 

we gathered up a bunch of our friends, and we um, we had that group, there 

was about, 15, 10 or 15 people, but then from then on, none of those people 

came again. And for a couple of days, like a couple of Tuesdays, it was just 

me and Tim Tam [laughs].  

Sam:   And what sort of things do you talk about in the group?  

Alex:   Um…hmm, what do we talk about? Ahhh...just, um, about the news, what's 

going on. Like there's been a lot of discussion about same sex marriage, same-

sex marriage recently and the gender-neutral bathrooms in school. And, things 

like that.  

The QSA was student-led, with the assistance of a Youth Worker from the local council who 

attended every second week. The group did invite teachers, as Alex explained:  

Alex:   We were talking about um, teachers who we could bring in and we made a list 

of someone, of some teachers who we think could be good allies, but that never 

really happened. nobody came in, so. 

Sam:   Ah, that must be a bit frustrating?  
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Alex:   Yeah, it is a bit. Would be nice to have a teacher in.  

Teachers did not feature in my discussions with young people often, but Alex described them 

as being on the whole, ‘pretty accepting of it27 too.’ To demonstrate what this meant, Alex 

recounted a ‘funny incident’ with one of their teachers. Alex describes Mr Smith, their 

woodworking teacher, as an ‘older man’ who noticed in class one day ‘there was a boy sitting 

in the lap of another boy,’ Alex recounts how Mr Smith28 said ‘get off him, get off him. I accept 

it, I know the school's a safe school, but I was born in the 1950s.’ Alex laughs at this, telling 

me that ‘he was kind of making a joke about how, it wasn't the norm back then, but he accepts 

it now.’ Here we also see the teacher, in Alex’s re-telling of the incident, drawing on the ‘safe 

schools’ narrative as if to anchor his, and Waratah College’s, progressive ‘acceptance’ of 

something that ‘wasn’t the norm back then.’ This echoes findings from Fitzpatrick and 

McGlashan (2019) who suggest that young people take on the role of ‘experts’ when 

encountering what they described as ‘ignorant’ homophobia in schools. Tim Tam’s recounting 

of an experience he had in the classroom, where a fellow student he was talking to asked 

‘what’s it like being gay?’ extends this idea further:  

…and then ‘out of the blue, she just went “so do you have AIDS?” and I was like, “of course 

I have AIDS, ah” and then she was like “no I'm serious, like, do you have AIDS?” and I was 

like, oh my god! Oh. My. God. You're dumb. You're so dumb. So, then I just kind of was 

like, ah, so either she's like really stupid, which is probably the case, or like, maybe like, a 

lot of people think that, and just don't say it out of politeness? Like, that's insane. Right?  

As we talked about this a little more, and Tim Tam attempted to reassure me that it ‘wasn’t out 

of malice. It was just ignorance’ and appeared to be forgiving of this girl’s question, because 

of what he identified as her ignorance. This is perhaps a recognition from Tim Tam that what 

 
27 ‘it’ here referring to diverse genders and sexualities 
28 Mr Smith is a pseudonym 
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is taught at Waratah College about ‘gay people’ is inherently connected to discussions around 

HIV and risky sex. Despite this example and others throughout our discussions, Tim Tam tells 

me he doesn’t feel as though he has ever been bullied at school because of his sexuality: ‘like, 

I’ve had rumours about me, and people talking about me behind my back, but it was nothing 

to my face and nothing like, aggressive.’ He continued, saying that this example was: ‘not like 

bullying, it’s just kind of ignorance. That’s the thing, and so I’m kind of lucky, cos I was born 

in a time where it’s kind of, different and more accepting.’ For Tim Tam in particular, there is 

a remarkable resilience in the way he is able to seemingly ‘celebrate’ how far we have come, 

as a way, possibly to accept, or live with the ‘ignorance’ of his peers.  

Reimaging resilience for queer youth, Rob Cover (2016) argues that this can be pedagogical, 

which he defines as the ‘capacity to critique the conditions of liveability’ and in this case 

‘includes the resilience against social factors that make certain queer lives unliveable’ (Cover, 

2016, p. 344). This type of protective resilience appears to be reflected in Tim Tam’s account 

of the girl’s ignorance, as well as in his critique of the homonormativity of the school (below). 

Expanding upon similar ideas, Fitzpatrick and McGlashan (2019) argue that narratives such as 

these are evidence of the ways ‘some young people are going beyond subjectivities of 

marginalisation and resistance to take up “expert” subjectivities’ (p. 264). Tim Tam takes up 

the role of ‘expert’ specifically when he describes his use of Tumblr, sharing with me:   

Well, I mean, online, I think, like, places like Tumblr, where people, um, are really sort of 

advocating, and like, kinda tryna spread messages about um, lots, lots of things like, mental 

health, women's rights, gay rights, all that kind of stuff. Um, people, do try to educate from 

behind a screen, um, and then, if, like, I read a lot of that stuff, um, and then I'll like, I'll come 

to school and have conversations with people and then we can like, let, like that kind of 

spread the knowledge... 
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In this narrative, Tim Tam actively positions himself as the ‘knower’ and the one responsible 

for spreading the knowledge. Of course, this does not downplay the experiences of those 

students who do experience homophobic bullying, as Tim Tam further reiterates his ‘luck,’ 

declaring that ‘I'm so lucky to not be, like ostracised and bullied, um, so I'll take what I can 

get.’ But more affirmatively, Tim Tam’s narrative does offer a reimagining of power in schools 

(Fitzpatrick & McGlashan, 2019; see also: Paechter et al., 2021). By this I mean, in the face of 

what he describes as ‘ignorance’ (and what could arguably be described as exclusionary 

practices), Tim Tam seeks ‘productive forms of power by opening up and disseminating 

subjugated understandings of sex, gender and sexuality’ (Fitzpatrick & McGlashan, 2019, p. 

272). Tim Tam challenges the dominant positioning of teachers as the only experts within the 

school grounds and reiterates young people’s capacity as holders of important (and powerful) 

knowledge.   

This narrative points to the ways in which young people learn about intimacies are tied up in 

unpacking heteronormativity and proximities to these norms (Berlant & Warner, 1998), 

particularly in institutional spaces like schools. To explore this further, I now attend specifically 

to some of the ‘jokes’ of the playground.  

“Jokes” and understanding the limits of your acceptance 

Participants spoke frequently about how accepting and progressive they found Waratah 

College. Alex in particular told me that it was one of ‘the most friendly schools’ towards 

LGBTIQ+ students, and I asked what that meant:  

Alex:   Ah, I don't really know, cos I don't know about other schools. But, I just know, 

it's really rare to find someone who, um, I don't know, it's just a lot of people 

accept it here. Either, don't really have an opinion, or accept it. I don't think 

there's many people who don't, accept it here. 
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Sam:  And by it you mean?  

Alex:   Ah, well, just queer issues in general, ah same-sex marriage, ah…  

This idea of the school as a safe space, as an environment of ‘acceptance,’ was understood by 

students to represent a school that has achieved gender and sexuality equality. Alex found it 

difficult to explain what this meant further, ‘I don't have the words, um, people just don't, 

whether you're queer or not, people don't really conform to the gender stereotypes is what I’m 

sort of trying to say.’ I do not want to dispute Alex’s notion of feeling safe and accepted in the 

school, but I do want to explore the ways others conceived of the limits of this safety and 

acceptance and, in particular, I want to consider the ‘jokes’ participants shared. 

Bob talked about the ways in which jokes, specifically gendered jokes that draw on old 

stereotypes, are thrown around in the playground, reminding women of their traditional place 

(in the kitchen). She reflected: ‘I hear a lot like “oh, go to the kitchen” and like “go clean the 

dishes” everyone pulls out now. It used to be a joke, but now it’s just stupid.’ 

Group Two also discussed the jokes that they encountered in the school yard; in this case they 

were considering what might happen when other students encountered a same-sex couple:  

Tim Tam:  But like, with the PDA thing, like, people will, like, say a straight couple’s in 

public, if they’re like, holding hands or something they’re like “oh, that’s so 

cute” but then, if gay couples do that, it’s kind of like, it’s either like “oh that’s 

cute” as well, but then some people will be like “oh, that’s disgusting.” 

Group:   Yeah.  

Bob:   Or they’ll be like “that’s so wrong” or something. 

Sam:   Is that something that still happens here at school do you think?  
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Starburst:  I feel like it would, maybe, no one says anything. 

Tim Tam:  Well, no one says it. [emphasis Tim Tam’s] 

Starburst:  But I feel like people would think it.  

Bob:   They might think it or say it to their friends, just not say it to them.  

Starburst:  And it’s never to that extent like, nobody would be like “oh my god ew” but I 

feel like - or they would joke about it, like make it seem like a joke, but they’re 

not joking.  

Bob:   A lot of people joke about things and like…  

Stacey:  They’re not joking. 

Bob:   Yeah. 

Tim Tam:  There’s like, just that little hint of truth. Um, yeah and it’s just… 

Sam:  It’s not funny? 

Tim Tam:  Yeah, yeah. But then, it’s, there’s still laughter, it’s just like, a disguise!  

Sam:   Protective laughter? 

Tim Tam:  Mmm, but I mean, at this point I think, gay people are just used to it, like it’s 

kind of just like something that is just a given.  

The marriage equality debate that was taking place at this time also underlined the tenuous 

limits of this equality. Tim Tam explained that ‘that’s where a lot of the like, the um, the jokes 

come from it’s like “oh, I voted no ha ha ha.”’ These statements highlight the ways the broader 

public and divisive discourse associated with the marriage equality vote intruded into the 

school yard:  
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Bob:   A lot of people wouldn’t want to get into like a gay, um, like relationship at 

the moment cos like, all that stuff going on, they wouldn’t feel like, they’d fit 

in or like… 

Stacey:  …feel safe.  

Tim Tam:  It’s very confrontational now because people are being forced to have an 

opinion. 

In recounting these ‘jokes,’ participants did not identify them as a form of violence, or as 

incidents of bullying. As Tim Tam said, ‘it is kinda just like something that is a given,’ meaning 

they are somewhat normalised in the school. Victoria Rawlings (2019) describes jokes as ‘sites 

of social and political contestation’ that function in three main ways: ‘to repudiate transgressive 

identities; to test and assert a particular social hierarchy […]; and to assess the school or social 

culture for any possible challenges to the dominant order’ (p. 704). The boys telling girls to ‘go 

back to the kitchen’ and the students teasing they will ‘vote no’ are instances of asserting their 

dominance in the schools heteronormative pecking order. They serve as a reminder of the limits 

of the ‘equality’ discourse, limits that are further bolstered by the marriage equality vote and 

subsequent public ‘debate’: they can be disciplining, keeping people in place, and serve as a 

kind of moral policing. As Bob explained to the group, these jokes this would stop people from 

getting into a ‘gay relationship at the moment,’ which was a sad consequence of these ‘jokes.’  

I want to stay with this notion of equality and consider it in relation to how Alex and Tim Tam 

in particular spoke about stories and experiences of ‘coming out.’ Attempting to further explain 

how progressive things were at school, Alex observed:  

Well, I'm know that, um, there's a lot more, out of the closet people here at the school, 

compared to back in year 7 for example. I know there's a lot of people who are very open 

about it and aren't scared to talk about it. Because a pretty big stereotype, um, in movies and 
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what not is that people, queer people are scared to come out cos they're afraid that they're 

gonna be, um, shunned for it, or exiled for it. But ah, I don't find that I don't know any, I can't 

think of any examples where people have been scared to come out, at this school. 

For Alex, progress is captured here in what they see as an increase in the number of young 

people who are ‘out’ and who are no longer ‘shunned’ or ‘exiled’ for it. Alex makes this 

assumption based on people that are already ‘out’ but cannot, of course be completely sure if 

this is case. The issue of acceptance is one that Tim Tam fleshed out a little further. Tim Tam 

expressed to me how, from the moment he got to high school everyone assumed he was gay; 

while he initially denied it, and ‘had two girlfriends in year seven,’ by the end of the year he 

‘was like, “yeah, OK, I’m gay.”’ His ‘coming out’ wasn’t particularly controversial, or 

threatening, he tells me, ‘because I’m such a stereotype, so it wasn’t you know, that big of a 

surprise.’ He explained this further:  

It kind of depends on your situation as well, cos like someone like me who’s you know, the 

quote stereotype unquote, um, it’s easier to just be like, ‘oh he’s gay, we can get along with 

him’ like it’ll be like, like happy! 

Because he fits the ‘stereotype,’ Tim Tam suggests it was easier for him than it would be for 

someone who ‘had a strong group of guy friends and was like, thinking he was gay, he'd be 

like in a lot more difficult situation.’ By strong group of guy friends, he’s referring to the 

‘straight boys,’ who he’s not that close with because he prefers to ‘hang out with girls most of 

the time.’  

‘Homonormativity’ is a concept that, according to Lisa Duggan (2002), refers to a LGBTIQ+ 

sexual politics that ‘does not contest dominant heteronormative assumptions and institutions 

but upholds and sustains them’ (p. 179). Tim Tam positions his own acceptance as being 

conditional upon this homonormativity: the ‘straight boys’ do not see him as a threat to their 
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own sexuality because they are able to neatly and discretely categorise him as, in their eyes, a 

‘stereotypical gay’ (i.e., white, cisgender, effeminate, friends with girls). This means, in Tim 

Tam’s accounting of the situation, that those who stray further from the stereotype – or the (cis) 

gender or (hetero) sexual norm – are less likely to be afforded the same tolerance (Cover, 2020). 

Even so, the ‘straight boys’ that he’s friends with say to him ‘oh yeah, but just don’t look at 

me in that way, hahaha.’ He goes on to tell me about ‘those other people, if they’ve been acting 

straight for the past 4 years […] it’s like a fear that all of your friends are going to turn on you.’ 

Such ‘joking’ has been described within masculinities research as being a mechanism to assert 

one’s own masculinity within heteronormative acceptability, whilst regulating the gendered 

expression of others (Pascoe, 2011; Phoenix et al., 2003). However, Tim Tam blames the 

prevalence of this fear on the way ‘a lot of gay people are portrayed in the media’ where they 

are seen to ‘get beaten up or whatever.’ Unlike Alex, he laments that these portrayals are ‘pretty 

accurate’ in terms of the lived experience of young people, at least the ones he knows.  

What is important for Alex is that they feel safe at school; integral to this feeling of safely is 

their belief in the progressive character of the school, which affords them a kind of potential 

affective and pedagogical safety. Yet these narratives also reveal the limits of ‘progress’ and 

‘safe spaces.’ Tim Tam, who is perhaps more visible than Alex (by virtue of his popularity), 

recounts a version of equality in which his acceptance is closely tied to a proximity to the 

‘norm’ (i.e., homonormativity and whiteness). Tim Tam is aware of the issues of distance from 

the ‘norm’ and is cognisant of the privileges his proximity to gendered norms affords him to 

be himself – but others, he notes, are not so lucky. While LGBTIQ+ participants did not seem 

to engage with tropes of ‘risk’ that are somewhat reinforced in the institutional space of the 

schoolyard, there were clear attempts by participants to move beyond such tropes. Participants’ 

becomings were closely tied to their resistance or rewriting of these old tropes mediated also 

by their degree of closeness to the norms (at least at school) as ways of ‘surviving’ the present 
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(Berlant, 2011). In some sense, there is an awareness that for them to do the work of surviving, 

they need to move beyond the linear progress of the schoolyard and seek out alternative sites 

for this becoming.  

Friends  

Of particular significance were the people that participants identified learning through and with 

about intimate relationships. While these observations in part affirm what related research has 

noted, I link these forms of learning to my overall arguments concerning the capacities and 

agency of young people in relation to navigating intimacy (Byron & Hunt, 2017; Coll et al., 

2018; Quinlivan, 2018). A small number of participants noted the role of their parents in this 

learning, with Patrisha sharing that ‘your parents will tell you “get, like, someone with respect, 

or good morals.”’ While Jeremiah and Tim Tam suggested that this type of learning was 

through observation, rather than formal advice: ‘I wouldn't say that I learned from my parents 

specifically, it sort of just, a subconscious thing […], it's not like they've taught me stuff, it's 

just stuff that I've picked up from them’ (Tim Tam). Other research has echoed this (Donoghue 

et al., 2017; Macintyre et al., 2015; Walker, 2004), with parents frequently positioned as key 

sites of sexuality and relationship information by educators and researchers in this field 

(Mulholland, 2021; Robinson et al., 2017; Stone et al., 2017). However, participants frequently 

made note of the stark generational differences between and their parents/carers, as this 

exchange between Dylan and Alice demonstrates:  

Dylan:   In my, in my opinion I think that adults don't understand adolescent life as 

much as, obviously we do, so… 

Alice:   Yeah, like they don't. They don't take the time to go, like ‘hey what's this,’ 

‘what does this do?’  

As Arnott observed: ‘Not my parents. They’re just like, “What the heck? Go figure out yourself. 
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Why are you asking me?” Probably yeah, more my friends than anyone else.’ Like Arnott, 

most participants preferred to learn with or from their friends than their parents.  

In considering the role of friends, participant narratives position these relationships as not only 

a key site of care and intimacy more broadly, but also a key site for learning about how to be 

in or understand other types of relationships (Byron, 2020). This could be in the form of talking 

with their friends about their relationships and sharing these ‘lessons’; as Patrisha explained, 

‘one of my good friends just got out of a relationship, so […] she tells us stuff’; or observing 

their friends’ attempts to navigate relationships, as Alice elucidated:  

Um, and I think, friends as well. Like, one of my friends, she’s talking to a guy actually who 

has a girlfriend at the moment and we’re all like, “that’s not good, don’t do that” but you 

know, she, she doesn’t – oh, she sees that it’s bad, but she doesn’t really… 

These ‘observations’ also occurred online, and particularly on social media. As can be seen in 

Tim Tam’s response: ‘Um, and also, […] what I was gonna say, like, other kids at school […] 

that are in relationships and are […] like posting about it on social media.’ Participants talked 

frequently about the way they saw relationships being presented on social media, and that these 

representations were crucial to their understandings of intimate relationships (which is explored 

in more depth Chapter Six). 

Bob and Tim Tam noted that sometimes the discussions they shared with their friends about 

relationships were provoked by things they had encountered through different media:   

Bob:   I haven't taught anyone, but I’ve even just spoken to people outside of class 

and outside of school just about little things. We have a lot of conversations if 

me and my friends see a guy, or a video of a guy disrespecting someone, we'd 

be like that's so wrong. 
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I noted Tim Tam’s engagement with Tumblr earlier when I was considering his role as ‘expert,’ 

but he also revealed that the TV show 13 Reasons Why prompted discussion with his friends. 

Referring to a ‘rape scene’29 in the show, he attempted to describe the kind of discussion this 

had provoked:  

There was [a rape scene], and a lot of people were kind of like, after that there was a surge 

in like, you know […] Well, I think she was drunk. But she was saying no, she was like "no, 

no" so yeah, it was. Like, it was, that show was really sad. Like it wasn't good, and it like, 

made a lot of people very emotional.  

Notably, both Bob and Tim Tam describe informal learning activities that are similar to those 

often implemented through Respectful Relationship curriculum programs at schools. For 

example, Debbie Ollis (2016b) describes the utilisation of ‘textual analysis of media and music 

videos’ as an activity to explore ‘the notion of respect and a respectful sexual relationship’ (p. 

55). Bob and Tim Tam enact a similar activity with their friends, and although we are not privy 

to the nuances of these discussions, they highlight these exchanges as a specific space of 

learning. Tim Tam notes in particular how the scene made people ‘emotional,’ something he 

suggests prompted the discussion around consent and alcohol. While this scenario highlights 

the powerful role of media it also underlines the power and effectiveness of participants’ (and 

their friends’) own critical engagement with these texts beyond the classroom.  

In each of these narratives, we see participants reflecting upon their learning with friends as 

having occurred after observing something that prompts discussion – whether that be observing 

others, TV shows or videos on social media. An important component of this learning is the 

 
29 At the time of its release, season one of the young adult TV series 13 Reasons Why was hugely controversial 
for its depiction of teen suicide and rape (Quinn & Ford, 2018; Wang & Parris, 2021). The scene Tim Tam is 
referring to here is the sexual assault of one of the main characters, Jessica, who was drunk and unconscious 
at the time.  
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closeness, or the intimacy they shared with their friends. As Summer and Patrisha explained:  

Summer:  Yeah, my mates have just kind of, we’ve all shared similar things and it is all 

about how more the personality of the person and so.  

Patrisha:  Um, because, they, I trust them and like, they're like my age, so they like 

   understand and they'd like, give out advice that parents wouldn't give. 

These accounts of friendship and learning disrupt negative connotations of ‘peer pressure’ and 

risk that are often attached to analyses of peer interactions (Byron, 2017; Gilbert et al., 2019). 

At the same time, what is offered here is more than simple social or moral support (though this 

is definitely part of it); rather these reflections point to the ways in which the participants took 

charge of their own learning in and through friendship groups.  

For some participants, this kind of learning generated through a relational closeness occurred 

in online spaces. To explore this further, I now attend to Alex’s experiences with Tumblr.  

Community Online 

For Alex, learning about relationships though the media was largely through the ‘internet in 

general’ because ‘there's nothing about it in mainstream media, I guess.’ I asked Alex what 

they search for:  

What does “this term” mean? Like what does “heteronormativity” mean? […] if I see it 

somewhere, like it’s probably, it's probably mostly Tumblr that I see it. There's a lot of 

authors on Tumblr that I read, well not like book authors but people who write blog entries, 

yeah. 

Alex referred to Tumblr in particular as ‘one of the best places for a community of genderqueer 

people, like me.’ Alex and I discussed the things they had encountered on Tumblr, including 

radical feminism: ‘a lot of people on Tumblr think that women should be the dominant gender, 
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whereas that's not what feminism is about’; or ‘TERFs,’30 ‘that pisses me off, obviously.’ What 

is important here is not specifically (or only) the content of what Alex was ‘learning,’ although 

this does potentially offer some insight into their sophisticated use of language in attempting 

to describe their own sexuality. However, in terms of how they were learning, I suggest the 

sense of connection and community they felt with their peers on Tumblr served a pedagogical 

purpose.  

Aware of the ways Tumblr was used as a social networking platform, I asked Alex if they had 

made any friends on Tumblr: ‘yeah I don't have, many like, friends on Tumblr. I don't talk to 

anybody but, it's definitely a community.’ Alex described Tumblr as a ‘community,’ even 

though in their own words, they don’t ‘talk to anybody’ or have any ‘friends’ on the site. 

‘Community’ is a descriptor used often by LGBTIQ+ young people and media researchers to 

describe connections made and shared on/through Tumblr (Byron et al., 2019; Mondin, 2017; 

Renninger, 2015) in a way that complicates traditional conceptualisations of the term (Byron, 

et al, 2019). Instead, community is conceived of as ‘amorphous’ (Robards et al., 2020, p. 284), 

and strengthened through young people’s capacity to choose to participate anonymously and 

where they are able to ‘engage through quiet listening’ (Byron, 2020, p. 66). Belonging to such 

a ‘community,’ Robards and colleagues (2020) argue, functions affectively and pedagogically 

for young LGBTIQ+ people as a space where they learn ‘words and concepts to explain their 

feelings and learning that they are not alone’ (p. 282). For Alex, this was a specific community 

of, in their own words, ‘genderqueer people, like me’ – a community that Alex did not appear 

to have access to offline. 

In this section I have briefly examined participants’ observations on how they learn from their 

friends/peers and online communities. This provides the foundation for a more in-depth 

 
30 Trans-exclusionary radical feminist.  
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analysis in subsequent chapters of youthful becomings and knowledge making through digital 

and social media in particular and also through the ways participants navigated their gender 

and sexualities in relationships. I now turn to a specific ‘flash of insight’ (Mason, 2011) 

provided by Tim Tam and consider the ways he positions ‘queer culture’ as being the space 

where he has learned the most about relationships, which brings forth similar notions of 

community.  

‘Queer culture’ as pedagogy   

Tim Tam is a storyteller and commands the attention of any room he is in. Our individual 

interview was full of anecdotes and laughter as I largely abandoned my interview questions in 

an effort to allow Tim Tam the space to guide the direction of our discussion. He had a 

roundabout way of answering my questions before I asked them. I think this was partly because, 

unlike many of the other young participants, this is not the first time he had thought about the 

things we were talking about. It was almost as though he had come to the interview prepared – 

but his preparation was really just his way of being, navigating, and becoming in this world. 

He told me, ‘I feel like a celebrity down here!’ [meaning the place where he lived], which I did 

not find too hard to believe, having heard his name countless times in conversations and 

interviews before we had ever met. This ‘celebrity status,’ he said, had intensified partly 

because of the ‘extravagant costume’ he dressed up in at the school athletics carnival, a costume 

of which he was incredibly proud. Tim Tam showed me photos, and I was impressed: platform 

boots, sprayed blue/black, a tutu like skirt, and dramatic blue makeup. He told me how he made 

the boots himself from op-shop materials, how he learned how to do the make-up, and how he 

hopes to one day to do drag, like the ‘club kids’ he so idolised. For Tim Tam, drag helped him 

to explore a different side to his ‘personality.’ It seemed some of the students were also 

impressed, as Tim Tam informed me how the following weekend, while fundraising for a 
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school trip, some ‘year sevens’ came up to him: ‘oh, you’re Tim Tam right? You’re that guy 

from athletics?’ He told me how they wanted photos with him: ‘and I was like, OH MY GOD, 

I actually felt like a celebrity.’   

When I asked Tim Tam where he learned the most about relationships, he mentioned family 

and friends and then ‘obviously in the media, like, movies, TV shows, books even.’ He went 

on to tell me how ‘a lot of the time, it’s not accurate’ and then conceded, ‘sometimes it’s 

accurate, in um, media, I guess. Depending…’ He left the ‘depending’ hanging there and, 

curious to hear what he meant, I asked about queer representation in the media. He told me 

about the movie ‘Love, Simon,’ which he described as ‘awesome,’ and the ways in which queer 

representation in mainstream media has progressed since the ‘completely incorrect’ movie 

‘Brokeback Mountain and stuff like that in the past.’ However, he still lamented the lack of 

inclusion of people who these stories are about, telling me: 

…like a lot of straight people in Hollywood try to target stuff to certain audiences and they 

just get it wrong. It's like, a board of straight white men, writing a movie about feminism, it's 

not, you know, it's not right [laughs]. But, you know, it's still good that, an effort is being 

made I s’pose.  

Following this criticism, Tim Tam continued to explain his media use to me, telling me about 

the ‘documentaries and stuff like that about queer culture’ that are out there if ‘you really look.’ 

He mentioned ‘Paris is Burning’ and ‘Party Monster,’ which he told me is ‘about the club kids 

in um, New York.’ He laughed, telling me these aren’t ‘necessarily about relationships,’ but 

are about ‘gay people, which is relationships basically.’ After explaining ‘Party Monster’ to 

me, Tim Tam remembered something else he wanted to talk about:  

I wanted to talk about this, because it’s a TV show on Netflix about gay people, and gay 

relationships, it’s called Eastsiders and it’s actually really cool. […] Um, and it’s like, it’s 



 146 

not a really healthy relationship that is shown, but at least it’s real. Like, it’s a real 

homosexual relationship, and then actually, in the second season, it goes on and there’s a 

relationship between a gay man and a drag queen. And it’s kind of like, the man, the guy, 

didn’t want the drag queen to do as much drag, he wanted him to just be him. It was kind of 

like, ‘this is another part of my personality that I want to express’ and it just, all that, there 

were lesbians…and also, um, polyamorous relationships as well. So, it explores all that.  

For Tim Tam, Eastsiders challenged the ‘homonormativity’ that he described as being 

prominent in pop culture elsewhere. In this context, we see mainstream representations of queer 

relationships as following these normative trajectories, the promotion of social forms that 

Ahmed (2010b) suggests, ‘minimise signs of queerness’ (p. 112). While these media 

representations are problematic and may function as ‘true’ representations of queerness for 

some, for Tim Tam it was because the characters in Eastsiders disrupted this representation 

that he found them ‘real.’ They might have fought a lot, he suggested, ‘but at least it’s real, at 

least it’s not false perceptions and stuff.’ So, while he conceded that the queer relationships 

portrayed in Eastsiders weren’t necessarily ‘healthy,’ they represented possibilities of being 

otherwise – a ‘queer happiness’ (Ahmed, 2010b) – that went beyond an assimilation into the 

hetero- and homonormative possibilities pervasive elsewhere. Given his drag aspirations, 

seeing a relationship portrayed with a character who performs drag was also significant. I asked 

Tim Tam to think about some relationships he admired:  

There’s certain drag queens on RuPaul’s Drag Race, cos that’s like my entire life, and in 

their personal lives, they’ve spoken about how their partners have been with them for like, 

10 years and have supported them, you know, despite all the drama from the reality TV and 

them doing drag and having to tour, and it’s like, you know, that’s a goal, cos like, if there’s 

no support, what’s the point? 

If, as Rachel O’Neil (2018) suggests, media does ‘inform how we might feel’ about certain 
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practices of intimacy, then Drag Race allowed Tim Tam to feel hope for a future beyond what 

is normatively available. Drag Race31 provided Tim Tam with a counterpoint to the difficulties 

of being in a relationship while performing drag, a scenario that was portrayed in Eastsiders. 

Whereas Eastsiders suggested to Tim Tam that drag desires are perhaps not compatible with a 

‘healthy’ (read: supportive) relationship, Drag Race (‘his entire life’) provided him with 

models of relationships in which he could recognise himself and his future aspirations – giving 

him a form of what Ahmed describes as ‘queer hope.’ Tim Tam was able to recognise or 

imagine his future self in these scenarios; the relationships he saw on Drag Race in particular 

provided an example of a queer future to which he can aspire. Tim Tam’s engagement with 

Eastsiders and Drag Race and the queer documentaries he mentioned, and the clarity with 

which he recounted them to me, moved beyond an appreciation that ‘an effort is being made’ 

around the increasing visibility of queer stories, and instead demonstrated an interpretive, 

embodied, and affective engagement with pop culture that works towards ‘cracking the code 

of heterosexist texts’ (Marshall, 2010, p. 77).  

For Tim Tam, pop culture provided not only cause for celebration that progress had been made, 

but also the expression of a hope that was possible. Hope here, as Muñoz (2009) demonstrates, 

functions as an ‘emotional recognition that structures belonging’ (p. 97); for Tim Tam, this 

involved facilitating queer imaginings as well as providing reassurances that he has a 

(legitimate) and recognisable place. He sought out media in which he saw glimpses of his own 

desire and possible fantasies, as well as his not-yet-imagined desires; a future that ruptured 

heterosexist and homonormative structures and offered hope, as Muñoz may have envisioned, 

for a different – queer – future.  

 
31 A thorough engagement with the politics of Drag Race is not my intention here (See: González & Cavazos, 2016); other 

than to say that Tim Tam and I also engaged in a discussion over the treatment of trans participants and participants of 
colour. He participated in these critiques of the program, while still enjoying it. 
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I have considered learning (and not learning) through formal school curriculum and the broader 

school community, from family members, and from and with friends and online communities. 

I now explore a form of learning and becoming that was helpfully characterised by a participant 

as a kind of ‘trial and error’ process, and I argue that this form of learning is especially powerful 

(although does not occur in isolation). Rather than approach this as a series of mistakes, this 

type of learning and meaning making can be usefully reframed as an active and reflective 

practice of learning by doing. 

‘Trial and error’ as pedagogy  

In contrast to her earlier dismissive characterisation of youthful relationships as merely ‘puppy 

love,’ Patrisha highlighted what she saw as both the educative possibilities and the potential 

meaninglessness of ‘young relationships’: ‘like, I know young relationships are kind of 

pointless, but it’s how you learn.’ 

In other words, she simultaneously rejected young relationships as ‘not really real’ while also 

pointing to their pedagogical potential. The idea of ‘learning by doing,’ implicit in Patrisha’s 

observation, was a common thread in participants’ reflections. For many, it was precisely the 

perceived ephemerality of ‘high school relationships’ that enabled this kind of learning, with 

some identifying this as both a motivation for and an active benefit of being in a relationship. 

Amy shared that you learn ‘probably like, from your partner that you have,’ and Jeremiah, who 

had been in a relationship with his ‘best friend’ for over a year, reflected:  

You learn a lot of things in your first relationship, like you learn lots of things from past 

relationships, so like, with time, there’s knowledge and you learn stuff. And so like, I don’t 

know, in your next relationship, you’ll know what to do and what not to do. Like, based from 

your last relationship. 

For Jeremiah, knowledge about how to have a good relationship was something one 
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accumulated throughout relationship experiences, a process that was served well by the time 

of being a ‘youth’ and the apparent freedom this affords to explore a variety of intimate 

connections; this was a view shared by other participants. So, while ‘puppy love’ may be 

characterised as temporary and fleeting, its legacy goes beyond the duration of the actual 

relationship. In this respect, feelings of acceptance and of being cared for, or the ‘something 

more,’ in a relationship allow this kind of learning to take place. As Jeremiah explained, this 

learning is not ‘in your primary school crushes’ but actually ‘the first time you actually love 

someone.’ In Jeremiah’s case, we see the relationship providing a very real sense of care and 

happiness in the present, but in his eyes, it also served a longer-term purpose in cultivating an 

orientation towards the future and to the nature of future relationships. 

As Bob insightfully observed, this is learning by doing, through what she identifies more 

specifically as a process of ‘trial and error’: 

I feel it’s all about, I know this sounds bad, but also trial and error. You can get a lot out of 

a relationship. I had a boyfriend and I think it was like six months ago maybe now and he 

didn't go to this school, but I learned a lot from that relationship. I ended it because there was 

reasons in the end that I didn't like about him. I didn't want to be stuck in a relationship that 

I didn't enjoy. You learn a lot from people around you and watching them. It's just all-over 

social media as well. You could look at this it's like the perfect relationship. This is how you 

have a relationship, but I feel like it's more you have to trial and error with someone. It won't 

just be going around, fucking around with people. It would be like you actually have a 

relationship and you learn stuff from that relationship together and if it doesn't work, it 

doesn't work. That's where you find what a relationship is and what you can do to improve 

it. After you have a few, you can actually know what's right. 

Like Jeremiah, Bob also made what she saw as a necessary and important distinction between 

what she identified as ‘fucking around’ and being in a relationship to ‘learn stuff […] together.’ 
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Tim Tam also referred to this style of learning as ‘trial and error’ and in this extract, Bob 

suggested that getting to ‘trial’ the relationship ‘with someone’ is more beneficial than, as she 

noted, observing others. In these reflections from participants, relationships were construed 

pedagogically, with learning understood as inherently experiential, relational, and affective 

(Ellsworth, 2007). Continuing our discussion from earlier, Bob reflected that after this 

relationship, she ‘felt more happy because I know a lot more about relationships […] and how 

I could improve it.’ Here, it was not only about the opportunity to practice the relationship with 

someone, but also the ability to reflect upon the relationship, the thinking-feeling, that offers 

pedagogical promise. As Bob explained, ‘I've learnt stuff from that now and I've learnt how to 

be a better person in a relationship to make it work better.’ 

Alice also provided an example of this kind of reflective learning, telling me how she ‘never 

really thought about what an unhealthy relationship was until she was in one.’ It wasn’t until 

she started ‘looking back’ on a previous relationship that Alice recognised certain behaviours 

as ‘unhealthy.’ She told me: 

I wasn’t allowed to do anything, it was all about sex, like that’s all he really wanted and like, 

at that point in time, I didn’t care, but like, now, looking back on it, it was so horrible of me 

to like, not notice, and like, and it was so unhealthy.  

In her reflections, Alice placed the blame on herself for not noticing these behaviours, 

conceding that before she ‘didn’t think about what a healthy relationship is and what a healthy 

relationship isn’t’ and consequently she just accepted things as they were. It is unclear if Alice 

reflected on the relationship as unhealthy because it was ‘all about sex’ or because she didn’t 

notice these behaviours at the time. So, while relationship learning occurs with and through 

others, there is also a large focus on personal responsibility. While this can be interpreted as a 

reflection of neoliberal logics of individual responsibilisation (McNay, 2009; Scharff, 2016); 
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in the absence of more formal pedagogy, this learning is Alice’s responsibility.  

My analysis thus far suggests that ‘trial and error’ learning is both a function (you learn by 

doing) and a purpose (you do to learn) of intimate relationships for young people. The way 

young people come to understand intimacy and intimate relationships does not follow a neat 

linear or developmental process, although it is influenced by such logics. Instead, this form of 

learning is an affective and relational process of becoming, which is locally, socially, and 

historically situated. Sexuality and education researchers (Allen, 2005b; Byron & Hunt, 2017; 

Naezer et al., 2017) have also noted the ways young people learn by doing when it comes to 

sex, sexuality, and relationships, however acknowledgement of the character and influence of 

this type of pedagogic practice remains largely ignored in the formal school curriculum (Fields 

et al., 2015; Quinlivan, 2018).  

The ambivalence of trial-and-error learning 

While trial and error learning might have served as useful practice with an orientation towards 

future relationships, participants were cognisant of its limitations in the present, particularly in 

areas in which they were hungry for more information, notably on the ‘emotional side of 

things,’ consent, and ‘sexting.’ Tim Tam offered further insight into this when he explained:  

Oh wow that's a really good question, because obviously I wanna educate people about like, 

um, LGBT+ stuff, actually, you know what? It'd be less about the physical side of things 

because you can always incorporate, like, gay sex into straight sex curriculum, like it's not 

that hard. But I think, definitely educating people about like, um, the mental side of 

relationships, I mean emotional side of relationships, and everything that isn't physical, I 

think. Um, like, consent, and, like mind-frames and attitudes towards, all that kind of stuff, 

um, is, and like, you know, consent, um, as well. It's all very important and I don't think a lot 

of people understand like, some people do, but other people just kind of think, ah, I dunno, 
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it's...it's, just really, hard to kind of explain, and I think, with the right tools, and the right 

education, a lot of people would understand more about sort of how relationships should 

work rather than, cos, I think, I think everyone learns, or most people learn eventually, but 

it'd just be so easier if you didn't have to trial and error it, because like, I had to trial and error 

it [laughs] um, and, yeah, it's just a lot less, you know difficult if you can just, learn from 

other people's words rather than your own actions, I think.  

Tim Tam acknowledged that without the necessary vocabulary and understanding of something 

as complex as consent, it can be particularly difficult or risky to navigate through ‘trial and 

error’ learning. In this respect, it was an indirect criticism of the existing curriculum and other 

sites of formal learning as having failed to provide young people with the learning and 

understandings they actually wanted and needed. As with Alice’s previous example, Tim Tam 

suggested that ‘people [will] learn eventually,’ but drawing on his own experience, Tim Tam 

questioned the emotional cost of this approach. He added: ‘and some things you have to learn 

through personal experience I think, but, if you have like a little bit of a grasp on what you're 

learning, it's just so much easier, so I think, yeah.’ 

In a discussion around sexting,32 Group Two made similar observations, with Dan telling me: 

I think that it should be a part of the education program, cos as time goes on, things change 

and it’s a very common thing now, it happens everywhere and if it is gonna happen 

everywhere, then we should be taught about it. Like, if you’re gonna do it be safe and do it 

to the right people, not to just someone that asks.  

I asked if it was something they felt should be taught at school:  

 
32 ‘Sexting’ here refers to the sending (via phone message or social media) of sexually explicit images.  
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Bob:   Yeah, like the right and kind of wrong ways to do it, like, with respect. Like, 

there’s asking for nudes and then there’s sexting. Like, with consent.  

Patrisha:  We should be talking about the risks as well, like I know it’s like, general 

knowledge to know like…some, boys and girls could be silly and boys and…  

Dan:   Some boys and girls are silly.  

Patrisha:  Well, yeah, they will send stuff out to people, or like, it will somehow go 

around and I think we should be talking about that in more depth.  

Jeremiah:  They should be teaching like, how to differentiate like right from wrong when 

it comes to sexting. Cos like, sexting is inevitable. Like, every teenager does 

it. 

Dan:   It’s gonna happen.  

Jeremiah:  Like, we’re teenagers. We’re hormonal, everyone’s gonna sext. But, instead 

of focusing on, not to do it, they need to focus on.  

Starburst:  The right way to do it. 

Jeremiah:  Yeah, how to teach how to do it right and what’s wrong. 

Dan:   It sounds kind of bad when you say it like that. But it’s true. Cos it’s not gonna 

go back to just, no one does it. It’s only gonna get worse. 

A more detailed analysis of ‘sexting’ is developed in Chapter Seven, but here I want to draw 

out how the participants’ assessment of the situation relates to the potential boundaries of this 

form of ‘trial and error’ or learning by doing. Like Tim Tam, they recognise the limits of their 

experience, and bring forth areas that may be somewhat tricky to navigate without some kind 

of guidance. They also suggest that learning how to sext ‘safely’ is a priority for young people; 
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they already know the risks, so they do not want to be told not to sext, but how to manage this. 

It is evident from these exchanges that any further instruction should build on what they already 

know and give proper recognition to the authority and power of experienced-based, social 

learning in context. 

Despite their mature analysis, the participants nevertheless somewhat connected the need for 

further guidance to narratives of ‘puppy love,’ emotional immaturity or uncontrollable 

hormones. As Alice noted: ‘when you're young, anything could happen because obviously, you 

make stupid decisions because we're like, 14.’ However, such risks are heightened if constructs 

of, for example, ‘puppy love’ serve to render youthful uncertainty about relationships a 

biological inevitably rather than a pedagogic responsibility.  

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have examined a range of ways in which young people characterise and 

understand how they learn about intimacy and intimate relationships. During a period in which 

there was a concerted focus on implementing respectful relationships curriculum in Victorian 

schools, and a heightened sense of the responsibility of schools to educate for gender equality 

and to be ‘safe schools,’ the participants’ observations were especially revealing. A raft of 

scholarship has documented the limitations of a range of curriculum programs on relationship 

and sexuality education (Allen et al., 2014; for example: Coll & Charlton, 2018; Jones, 2013; 

Quinlivan et al., 2014; Shannon, 2016). On the whole, my findings affirm this work, but do so 

in way that is situated in a particular time and place where there was a reasonable expectation 

that the educational and social climate noted above might have helped shaped curriculum and 

its take-up differently.  

The limitations of the formal curriculum were thus patently evident, yet what was most striking 

was the creative and agentic ways in which young people approached their own learning and 
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what their narratives revealed about their meaning making and learning by doing practices. In 

bringing together these various ways of learning, I have shown what young people see as the 

necessary conditions for this learning, and this has further highlighted the capacity of young 

people to undertake this learning independently and reflectively. While their intimate 

relationships might be socially and culturally constructed as ‘merely temporary’ or viewed 

even by themselves as ‘puppy love,’ threaded through their narratives was also a knowingness 

about the place and role of relationships in who they were becoming. Within such intimacies, 

young people collect knowledge about how to be in a relationship through ‘practice’ – often 

noted as a motivation for being in a relationship. ‘Trial and error’ thus positions intimate 

relationships as being aspirational, a good life fantasy to work towards.  

Drawing on Ellsworth’s conceptualisation of learning (2005) has underscored the pedagogical 

value of feelings and experience/s, inviting a consideration of learning as an affective, 

experiential, and relational process. Although many participants offered ‘trial and error’ as a 

key site for learning about relationships, what this and the preceding chapter have demonstrated 

is that this ‘learning’ or ‘knowledge in the making’ (Ellsworth, 2005) is deeply contextual. It 

is influenced by history, social, and spatial context as well as circulating affects that attach to 

normative ideas of youth sexuality (Talburt, 2018) that can regulate, disrupt, or motivate this 

learning. In these chapters, we saw young people carving out their own spaces of learning, 

whether that be in/through their relationships, the relationships of others, or through digital and 

social media. Participant narratives about this learning also suggest a mature analysis of the 

state of play – they are hungry for more information and insights about relationships that 

extends beyond heteronormative conceptualisations of ‘puppy love’ that limit intimacy 

imaginings to linear and narrow ideas about sex. In particular, the idea of the school itself being 

a ‘safe space’ for LGBTIQ+ students came up in a number of discussions, with the school 

being seen as directly connected to the ways in which young people learnt about relationships 
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or attempted to understand their sexualities and/or gender identity. In the absence of inclusive 

and comprehensive relationship and sexuality education, young people rely upon a version of 

‘trial and error’ learning. Therefore, exploring the ways genders and sexualities are understood 

and policed in the broader school environment offers important context to participants’ 

navigations of intimacy (see also: Bragg et al., 2018).  

Chapters Four and Five have laid the groundwork for the remainder of the thesis. In Chapter 

Six, I build upon the idea of knowledge in the making to think through the ways young people 

both learn about and experience intimacy on mobile and social media by following the way 

participants narrated their digitally mediated intimacy practices. To do this, I draw upon Lauren 

Berlant’s concept of the ‘intimate public’ (2008) to further bring forth the sense-making role 

of friends and intimate others. In Chapter Seven, I return to some of these understandings of 

intimacy to consider how gendered notions of respect, self-care, and moral economies shape 

and restrict participant negotiations of intimacy.  
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CHAPTER SIX: (RE)NEGOTIATING INTIMACY WITH AND THROUGH 
MOBILE AND SOCIAL MEDIA 

 

  

Introduction  

Building on the exploration of young people’s perspectives on intimacy developed across 

chapters four and five, in this chapter I examine in detail the digital practices and spaces in 

which young people experience intimacy and their relationships. The specific focus on digital 

practices in this chapter is not intended to further reify a presumed binary distinction between 

online and offline worlds; rather the aim is to draw out different zones and scales of intimacy. 

Numerous scholars have argued that social media and other digital practices have the capacity 

to broaden and diversify traditional zones of intimacy (boyd, 2014; Kofoed & Larsen, 2016; 

McGlotten, 2013; Pascoe, 2009). In their book on digital intimate publics, Dobson, Robards 

and Carah (2018) argue that ‘in more mundane, less spectacular ways, the social and cultural 

meaning of ‘intimacy’ is currently being contested and struggled over via debates about and 

use of social media’ (Dobson, et al., 2018, p. 6). In this chapter, I explore such propositions in 

relation to the experiences and perspectives of young people. I argue that similar contestations 

arise across the various spaces young people occupy, and that their everyday digital practices 

are critical to how they (re)shape their experiences and understandings of intimacy and intimate 

relationships. Rather than focus on a single digital platform and its affordances, I will examine 

the way young people draw from their experiences across a range of platforms to bring forth, 

represent and make sense of their everyday practices, affects and expectations of intimacy.  

To do this, I conceive of young people’s practices of digitally mediated intimacy as 

representative of an ‘intimate public’ (Berlant, 2008).   
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A public is intimate when it foregrounds affective and emotional attachments located in 

fantasies of the common, the everyday, and sense of ordinariness, a space where the social 

world is rich with anonymity and local recognitions, and where challenging and banal 

conditions of life take place in proximity to the attentions of power but also squarely in the 

radar of a recognition that can be provided by other humans. (Berlant, 2008, p. 10) 

The notion of an ‘intimate public’ was originally developed by Berlant as a way to explore 

women’s culture in the US, and it is becoming an increasingly common concept to make sense 

of and analyse the affects and effects of digital cultures (Andreassen et al., 2018; Dobson, et 

al., 2018; Hjorth & Hinton, 2019; Kanai, 2017). As Dobson et al., (2018) argue, ‘the theoretical 

frame of “intimate publics” helps us to think about how contestations over power play out in 

the generative liminal space where the public and the private intermingle’ (p. 6). Following 

this lead, I explore how ‘the public and the private intermingle’ in participants’ navigations of 

intimate relationships in the crossover space of digital cultures. 

In doing so, I acknowledge Berlant’s observation of the circular logic that structures the 

intimate public, one that assumes a shared ‘worldview and emotional knowledge’ where its 

narratives are ‘deemed expressive of that history while also shaping its conventions of 

belonging’ (Berlant, 2008, p. viii). These structures, Berlant (2008) argues, situate the intimate 

public as affording a ‘critical assessment of the way things are’ (p. viii). The theoretical frame 

of the intimate public helps to identify these conventions, but also to consider how young 

people both participate in and potentially resist them, while also consuming and making sense 

of them as they emerge and become a part of their everyday lives. Dobson et al (2018) position 

digital intimate publics as ‘scenes’ of ‘pedagogical discipline about normativity and normative 

intimate desires’ (p. 5). This is a useful provocation for this chapter, as it is helpful to consider 

digital and social media as sites of informal learning where young people are not necessarily 

seeking out advice on how to be in a relationship, but are engaging daily with cultural texts and 
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social media feeds saturated with ‘cute couple posts’ and public displays of pleasure and desire. 

It is the way that young people narrate, affectively experience, and make sense of these types 

of practices that I will follow here.  

There is a significant body of scholarship detailing concerns about the way young people 

engage with mobile and social media – some of which is further examined in Chapter Seven. 

While not wanting to discount such concerns, this chapter gives prominence to the productive 

and pleasurable ways in which mobile and social media figure in the everyday intimacy 

experiences of young people. Putting young people’s perspectives front and centre– a strong 

impetus for the research design of this project – has brought to the surface what is involved in 

responsible and reflexive mobile and social media use. In doing so, it has also challenged my 

own conceptions of what comes to count as intimacy. I open this chapter with a dialogue 

between two participants – Alex and Summer – as a route into exploring how young people 

navigate the ways intimacy is increasingly mediated by mobile and social media.  

‘You hear stories’: the good old days? 

In our individual interview, Summer told me that she loves doing her make-up and although 

fresh-faced at school, her Instagram account is full of photos of herself (selfies) and the make-

up looks she experiments with. She told me that while she enjoys taking selfies, she also thinks 

social media can sometimes be a ‘curse’ because ‘I really don’t want to use it and then I do 

anyway’.  

Summer:  Sometimes I’m like, “Oh, I was born in the wrong century.” Sometimes I wish 

   that social media was just wasn't as- 

Dylan:   [interrupting] People are too anti-social, I'm pretty sure. Especially when you 

go out somewhere, you are just like, “Get off your phone.” 
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For Summer, there is a nostalgia for the imagined way relations were undertaken at a time 

when mobile phones, as we now know them, didn’t exist. Svetlana Boym (2001) offers a useful 

definition of nostalgia as ‘as a longing for a home that no longer exists or has never existed. 

Nostalgia is a sentiment of loss and displacement, but it is also a romance with one's own 

fantasy’ (p. 17). This resonates with Summer and Dylan’s reflections here, where there is a 

romanticised remembering of a past time, albeit one that they did not experience directly. 

Summer in particular carried this sense of nostalgia through our group sessions and individual 

interviews, but other participants also shared similar feelings. Bob explained how it used to be 

‘all different because there were no mobile phones and all that’ and that she feels as though it 

has ‘gone downhill, maybe, because people are using different things to communicate with 

people [and] not just themselves’.  

Not all the young people felt this nostalgia in the same way. In the same group session, Alex 

reacted to Summer’s desire for the ‘good old days’ by responding, 

Sorry, Summer, but I hate when adults talk about what they used to do when they were young 

because they didn't have phones and technology. We get it, but times have changed, and 

we’ve got to accept that. People use social media to connect with other people around the 

world.  

Alex is careful to connect the desire for the good old days to adults broadly, rather than blaming 

Summer specifically. As demonstrated in Chapter Five, Alex sees mobile and social media as 

increasing opportunities for connection, in ways that extend the geographical or social location, 

as well as moving beyond heteronormative norms. Part of this connection for Alex, comes from 

what they learn online and how they experience these spaces in ways different to their parents. 

Telling us,  
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We know so much. We know so much more than adults. I'm always teaching my parents 

stuff from the things that I've seen around on the news online, because I've learned so much 

more. If I didn't have it, then I wouldn't be doing as good as I am. 

In a separate discussion, Alex told me how ‘society is just changing through technology’ and 

rather than this being a negative thing, for young people in particular it means ‘not feeling like 

you have to conform to the agenda’. Alex’s ability to find and maintain community in online 

spaces, as argued in Chapter Five, has been vital to their own process of becoming and feelings 

of belonging. It is also the space where they describe their greatest intimacies: ‘I talk to my 

best friend every day over Snapchat’. This is consistent with findings from two decades of 

digital media scholarship which has recognised the internet more broadly as place that 

engenders greater possibilities for people whose desires for intimacy fall beyond the limits of 

‘heteronormative acceptability’ (Attwood et al., 2017, p. 250).  

Summer emphasised to Alex, ‘I understand your side as well. I understand your side. I really 

understand your side’, acknowledging that while ‘social media is a great thing to learn’ she still 

thinks it was ‘just as good in those days’. It’s unclear if the ‘it’ here refers to the learning, or to 

relationships more broadly, but Summer remained sceptical of the kind of connection that can 

be mediated through screens:  

You hear stories, like even with my grandparents when they would ride horses to school… 

like, all the ‘cute’ dates that they went on, they would write letters to each other. Or, my 

Mum had like writing friends, something like that. But, now it's just like, there's nothing 

there. It's just like, you go on Facebook, search them up, send them a text - stop. You know 

what I mean? 

Summer’s assertion that ‘you hear stories’ suggests that, in part, her nostalgia comes from the 

stories she hears from the adults in her life of their ‘good old days’; stories of a happiness that 
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existed in the past, something that was attainable and attached to simpler things, like horse-

riding and letter writing. Although this was a form of intimacy that was still mediated and 

disembodied, it was mediated in ways that have been historically romanticised and legitimised, 

and come to be seen as ‘natural’ and ‘uncomplicated’. In our individual interview, she 

elaborated on this more when describing her interactions with a boy with whom she went to 

primary school. Here Summer provides a glimpse into the way mobile and social media 

facilitates dating, whilst also bringing her concerns to the fore:  

Summer: [he texted] “Oh, do you like me?” “No.” “Are you sure?” “No.” “Sure?” 

“Yeah, I do.” And it's like, “Oh, I like you too.” Then it just kinda happened. 

It's more … it's easier to text people your feelings than speak to them in real 

life, I think, because then it went into outside of the texting and we didn't talk 

that much. So that's kinda when I was like, “There's no point. Nothing’s 

happening.” 

Sam:  So, it was easier to have that relationship when you could be honest through 

texting? 

Summer: Yeah. I think if there wasn't the phones and we were just at school, or, you 

were just at the playground, it would have been so much nicer, meant 

something to you. 

For Summer, the present holds some promise – her suggestion that it’s ‘easier to text people 

your feelings than speak to them in real life’ is evidence of this. Here then, it is not necessarily 

the case that the intimacy she shares online is not ‘real’. In fact, she (like many of her peers) 

describes it as ‘easier’ - it is more that it doesn’t fit within her nostalgic understanding of ‘real’ 

intimacy as being embodied/corporeal and she therefore imagines it to be less than, diminished 

or ‘failed’ (McGlotten, 2013).  
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Summer’s ambivalent relationship with mobile and social media is powerfully and affectively 

captured in her drawing33 [Image 10, p.224]. I explore Summer’s experience of harassment 

further in Chapter Seven, but here I want to attend to the text that accompanies Summer’s 

drawing. She writes: ‘girls and boys are more in “danger” of being sent a[n] abusive private 

picture because of technology and how easy it is for them to do. And trust me, it hurts!’ 

The pain attached to her experience of receiving a ‘dick pic’34 is palpable here and may explain 

some of the basis for her nostalgia for earlier times. In Cruel Optimism, Lauren Berlant (2011) 

argues that ‘the desire for a less-bad life involves finding resting places’ (p. 180). Summer 

imagines such a ‘resting place’ or a reprieve from the pain of the dick pic nostalgically. She 

understandably yearns for days when this ‘danger’ – one she clearly identifies as tied up with 

technology – did not exist, and where she could have avoided the experience of being ‘hurt’ in 

such a way.  

Summer’s reckoning with digital intimacy reveals the paradox that many young people in this 

research attempted to describe, and it is one that digital media scholars have long attempted to 

resolve (See: Dobson et al, 2018; Hart, 2015; McGlotten, 2013). While Summer experiences 

the possibilities of increased connection through ‘texting’, she also yearns for the days when a 

supposed deeper connection was made possible without a reliance on phones and other 

technologies, alongside expressing very real concerns for her safety. In contrast, for Alex, such 

nostalgia speaks to a time or a historical moment when they ‘wouldn’t be doing as good as I 

am’. Or as Sara Ahmed (2010b) describes, ‘a past that wasn’t possible as a present’ (p. 52). 

This is related not only to the affordances of digital spaces in terms of their own intimacy with 

others, but for Alex it is also a reflection of the sexuality and gender equality progress they see 

 
33 I have described the methodology of this picture in Chapter 3, see page 83. 
34 I explore the phenomenon of ‘dick pics’ more in Chapter Seven, but in this instance, Summer is sharing the 
story of having been sent an unsolicited image of a penis from a boy she was talking to on Snapchat.  
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as having been made possible through the accessibility of information and community in online 

spaces. While Alex has not completely romanticised the possibilities of mobile and social 

media, they are more alert to the dangers and limits of the past that Summer minimises or erases 

from view.  

In placing Summer and Alex’s narratives alongside one another my point has not been to 

pathologise or privilege one experience over the other. Nor have I intended to draw a neat 

comparison between their experiences, for there is a nuanced overlap in their expectations and 

desires. I have highlighted Alex and Summer’s narratives because of the productive dialogue 

they shared. The navigation of nostalgic narratives about the past unearths the diverse ways in 

which young people productively participate in and/or benefit from digital and social media, 

whilst simultaneously reflecting upon and critiquing its impact upon interpersonal 

relationships. Berlant (2011) offers further insight into the function of such nostalgia and its 

role in the ‘reproduction of normativity’ which, Berlant maintains, ‘occurs when rest is 

imagined nostalgically – that is, in the places where rest is supposed to have happened’ (p. 

180). In part Summer’s fantasy of the good old days, is a ‘resting place’, where digital intimacy 

(and its associated risks) were yet to exist. While mobile and social media might also serve as 

a ‘resting place’ for Alex, they do so in ways that serve as a reminder of ‘progress’ in the 

present and buttress the promise of what they celebrate as the ‘new’. 

Exploring Summer’s nostalgia for the good old days and Alex’s resistance to this nostalgia, 

highlights the ways in which conceptualisations of what is considered intimate are constantly 

and dynamically negotiated, even if not always changed, and draws attention to the range of 

influences on these understandings. Continuing to describe digitally mediated intimacy in 

binaries of risk or potential, or of real or fake, not only fails to account for the diversity of 

experiences of young people but also denies the complex ways in which young people 
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themselves understand and negotiate the role of technology in their intimate lives.  

I will now unpack the ways young people understand and negotiate digitally mediated intimacy 

practices through attending to the enactment of what I have termed ‘cute’.  

‘A really good social media thing going on’  

Alice had been with her boyfriend, who I will call Shaun, for almost ten months at the 

beginning of my time at Waratah College. They met at school while she was dating someone 

else and started chatting to one another on Snapchat, until Alice finally ended her relationship 

to be with Shaun. He is older than her by a few years and was expelled from school a few 

months before I arrived, making it harder for them to see one another. Alice told me before one 

of our group sessions that she spent the weekend at Shaun’s place helping him cope with the 

loss of his grandmother and although his Mum ‘hates her’, she helped him choose a new suit 

for the funeral, which she also went to. Alice has a complicated relationship with her own 

family and lives with her Grandmother, who is ‘cool’ and accepting of Alice and Shaun. Alice 

is quite open about the difficulties that she experiences in her relationship with Shaun. He is 

unemployed and out of school and he has a temper that they have worked out how to manage 

together. Other students name Alice and Shaun as an example of what an ‘unhealthy’ 

relationship looks like in our individual interviews, and at times, Alice seems to be aware that 

her relationship is seen by others in this way. In reflecting on her relationship difficulties, Alice 

also touched on the significance of public perceptions and what she considers the performance 

of a good relationship, particularly on social media.  

Sam:  So, the way you have your relationships online is just about making it look 

  perfect?  

Alice:  Mmm 
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Alex:  Maybe, maybe  

Alice:  That is…the story of my life.  

Sam:  Yeah?  

Alice:  Yep.  

Sam:  Just in terms of relationships, or online in general?  

Alice:  Yeah, like my relationship is really not great, but like everyone thinks it’s like-  

Dylan:  You never know what’s real- 

Alice:  We’ve been together so long, everyone just thinks it’s, like, A+, but it’s really 

not  

Sam:  How long have you been together?  

Alice:  10 months this month, yeah […] We just have like a really, good like, social 

media, thing going on, but then like, when it’s off social media, it’s like, not 

as like great. Like it’s not terrible, but it’s just not…  

Alice and her boyfriend have a ‘really good social media thing going on’ partly because they 

have been together ‘a really long time’, but also because they know and make visible, social 

practices that are associated with the performance of, in her words, an ‘A+’ relationship. I 

asked Alice how they use social media in this way, she explained: ‘oh, we just like, post like 

cute photos together and we’re always like, posting like, appreciation posts. Like boyfriend 

appreciation post, girlfriend appreciation posts and cute stuff like that.’ 

While the ‘appreciation posts’ Alice mentioned were less common among other participants, 

many of them described a number of other practices that they had either encountered or 

participated in on social media. According to Chambers (2013), young people have always 
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‘found ways to insert details and shared meanings in describing their intimacy and to indicate 

to others in their public networks that they are spoken for’ (Chambers, 2013, p. 125–126). The 

practices participants in this study described include the public posting of photos and video 

stories (largely on Snapchat and Instagram) of time spent together or anniversary gifts given 

and/or received; couples publicly commenting on each other’s Instagram posts with emojis; 

and including your partner’s name and when you started dating in your bio35, often 

accompanied by a      red heart emoji. These are a collection of practices intended to enact and 

experience, in Alice’s words, an ‘A+’ relationship. To anchor this analysis, I attend to key 

words and motifs that participants engaged with and explore practices that I am characterising 

collectively as ‘cute’ – a term that is deployed in multiple ways and, as I will show, signals 

some of the subtle diversity in their forms of public intimacy. The use of the word ‘cute’ was 

pervasive throughout many of my discussions with participants and was a signifier commonly 

used by young people, across different platforms and with many different registers.  

To explore the way participants engaged with and participated in this type of posting, I am 

attending to ‘cute’ as a particular ‘genre’ (Berlant, 2008) of intimacy, following Berlant’s 

conceptualisation of the term as: 

an aesthetic structure of affective expectation, an institution or formation that absorbs all 

kinds of variations or modifications while promising that the persons transacting with it will 

experience the pleasure of encountering what they expected, with details varying the theme 

(2008, p. 4).   

Tobias Raun (2018) in his work on YouTube communities follows ‘intimacy as a genre’ not as 

a means of authenticating the intimacy between YouTubers and their followers, but to see how 

 
35 ‘Instagram bio’ is the space underneath your username where you can provide information (in written or 
emoji form) about yourself and/or your interests – with a limit of 150 characters.  
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it ‘can be evoked in various ways and is anticipated by the audience’(Raun, 2018, p. 105). For 

the remainder of this chapter, I follow ‘cute’ in much the same way, attempting to explore the 

conventions of the genre and the ways in which young people experience and make sense of 

its aesthetic and affective expectations/attachments. Although authenticity also becomes an 

important component of these discussions, it is the ways young people attempt to make sense 

of what is ‘authentic’ that I attend to. Important here is Berlant’s understanding of the ‘porous 

boundaries’ of the genre which, she argues, allow for ‘complex audience identifications’ (p. 4) 

as a way to bring forth productive accounts of participants’ negotiations and, in particular, their 

ambivalences.  

The practices I explore here are enacted across different social media platforms, but mostly on 

Snapchat and Instagram. Although most participants had a Facebook account, the platform is 

largely seen as something that is obsolete and, as Jeremiah suggests, for ‘older people.’ 

However, Facebook retains utility largely in relation to the relationship status function, which 

allows users to publicly identify their relationship status (single, in a relationship, it’s 

complicated) on their Facebook home page. Amy explained her recent status update to me in 

her individual interview: ‘no, yeah, and then last night he said to me "oh, look at my Instagram" 

[giggles happily] and then I checked and then I went on Facebook this morning and he also 

changed his Facebook’. Here, young people perform a public declaration of their relationship, 

a kind of proprietary claim, that signals their relationship to the world (see also: Robards & 

Lincoln, 2016). As Bob suggested ‘a lot of people put it on Facebook like “I'm in a relationship” 

and then everyone sees it.’ The motivation of ‘everyone sees it’ is important, because these 

practices – to some degree – are expected to be enacted when young people are in a relationship, 

by not only those within the relationship, but also their friends and/or followers. For Summer, 

the relationship is what is mediated through the online space:  
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I think that having, say, a boyfriend or a girlfriend, whatever happens, it's kind of like your 

relationship for me, is stated on what's on your Instagram. When, say you've got a girlfriend 

or boyfriend you would have photos of them on Instagram…  

It’s also to know if you're stalking someone. Or, not stalking someone, that’s not a good 

word. If you're looking to see you like someone, you're on their Instagram, it's also a way to 

know if they’re single or not, to see that they don’t have photos of girls. 

Joni Meenagh (2015) writes about ‘Facebook stalking’ specifically, as a practice young people 

employ to ‘covertly’ find out further information about each other, which is essentially what 

Summer describes here, albeit with a more specific focus. C.J. Pascoe (2009) defines this 

‘stalking’ behaviour as ‘monitoring’, something young people do to ‘check in’ on their 

romantic interests. ‘Monitoring’ someone can involve seeking out information about a potential 

crush, including whether or not they are single, or maintaining surveillance over a current 

significant other (Pascoe, 2009). As Summer hints at here, ‘stalking’ can be a behaviour 

associated with harassment and online violence, but this is not how she means to describe it. 

Here, young people appear to be more motivated by curiosity and ‘looking to see’ the status of 

others, and young people seem to be aware that these are the ‘rules’ of this engagement. 

Patrisha expands on this, suggesting that ‘some people, some relationships feel like they have 

to post pictures with them to prove that they've got a boyfriend, or make, their whole like, 

status…’. I will return to the ‘whole, like status’ comment later in the chapter, but Patrisha 

reiterates Summer’s thinking that uploading public ‘proof’ of a relationship is, if not essential, 

then commonly expected. So, despite the benign intentions of such ‘stalking’, we can also see 

it as a kind of monitoring and policing of the online behaviours of others (Meenagh, 2015; 

Pascoe, 2009).  
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Taken together these narratives suggest that one of the purposes of ‘cute’ is as a documentary 

action, a storytelling ritual, and one that is necessary for providing evidence of your 

relationship. While these are not the only motivations and/or benefits of publicly posting your 

relationship, they arise frequently within participant narratives. Thus, while communication 

can – and does – happen privately, it is in part the sharing of these practices through the intimate 

public that provides the relationship with legitimacy and affirmation from others. However, it 

is also important to note that at the same time participants were also highly sceptical of such 

practices, preoccupied with what was ‘real’ and passing judgement on the behaviours of others. 

I will now explore the way participants described the aesthetics of ‘cute’.  

Aesthetics of the ‘good life’  

Including your partner’s name in your Instagram bio signals to the world that you are in a 

romantic relationship; following this up with ‘cute’ couple photos and appreciation posts for 

your partner signals to your followers that you are in a ‘good’ relationship – one that is based 

on an affection and appreciation for one another. In their work exploring going ‘Facebook 

Official’, Robards and Lincoln (2016) suggest that the performative aspects of these practices 

are ‘anchored to a linear and uncomplicated narrative about romantic relationships’ (p. 9), 

largely bound by heteronormative aspirations for the ‘good life’: namely love, children and 

marriage. We see this most clearly in the celebration of ‘monthsaries’ or monthly celebrations 

of the date the couple first started dating (Abidin, 2016, p. 54). This is a practice that even those 

who say they do not regularly participate in ‘cute’ seem to participate in. As Tim Tam 

explained, ‘some people are just, they post, like, say 6-month anniversary post, I did [laughs] 

the other week’.  

Further, in foregrounding these normative features of intimacy/relationships, couples are able 

to publicly celebrate the ‘achievement’ of being in a romantic relationship, one that is framed 
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as a key to happiness (Ahmed, 2010b) in very specific ways. Alice recognises this as one of 

the intended functions of her own social media posting, describing her practice as ‘showing-

off’:  

Alice: It’s just like, being cute and just like, making everyone jealous and I dunno 

[group giggles]. I dunno, not making everyone jealous... 

Sam:  No, that’s ok… 

Alice:   Just like, showing off I guess, that you have a boyfriend or like, your boyfriend 

has a girlfriend to like, […] it’s just, like showing off that you’re dating I guess, 

I dunno…  

Alice’s admission that her relationship is less than perfect, alongside her suggestion that she is 

enacting ‘cute’ for an intended audience other than her partner (in this instance), indicate that 

there is an element of curation here. Alice is making a judgement about what she believes a 

good relationship looks like and aestheticises this through her public posting. This involves 

choosing what to post in order to support a narrative of romantic success, which I suggest relies 

upon an awareness of how to enact ‘cute’ in the ‘socially legible ways’ (Dobson et al., 2018) 

that are absorbed within the digital intimate public.  

Participants descriptions of the hashtags36 #relationshipgoals and #goals – a type of posting 

from which ‘cute’ draws aesthetic inspiration and also contributes to – offers further evidence 

of what ‘cute’ looks like. Explained here by Bob and Stacey:  

 
36 Hashtags can be characterised by digital media scholars in a variety of ways (McCosker and Gerard, 2020). 
However, for the purposes of this thesis, can be understood as ‘a word or phrase preceded by a hash sign (#), 
used on social media websites and applications, especially Twitter and Instagram, to identify digital content on 
a specific topic’ (Oxford Dictionary). If your social media account is on public and someone searches for a 
specific hashtag, your content will also be available to view.  



 

 172 

Bob:   Um, you see it a lot over like, social media and Instagram and everything, like 

a lot of people talk about it as well, they just put a hashtag on it it’s really 

annoying [group laughs]  

Stacey:  Like, when it’s just like a cute photo of them you know, together, it’s like 

#relationshipgoals [more group laughter]  

Such posts might be shared by celebrities or influencers,37 or ordinary couples who apply the 

hashtag themselves, or as in this example, participants’ own friends. Arnott characterised 

#relationshipgoals posts as couples posting photos or videos together that make their followers 

be ‘like “don't you want this” and stuff’. Summer explained this further: ‘Um, It’s just kinda 

like, like so you get a photo of you with, like your boyfriend or something, and like, you’re 

like hugging and it’s like hashtag relationship goals. Like, this is what you aim to be.’ 

#Relationshipgoals, and more specifically ‘cute’ provides a template for what an aspirational 

relationship looks like on social media, something for young people to aim to be. In a different 

group session, Group Two described #relationshipgoals as:  

Starburst:  But then there are those Instagram sites that's called 'relationship goals' or 

'couple goals' and it's just, like videos of um, couples making out or 

something... 

Sam:   Is that all it is?  

Starburst:  Pretty much, or like, dramatic stuff. Like when they run into each other's arms 

or something, and it's all like cutesy 

 
37 There are diverse definitions of ‘influencers’ that recognise the different platforms and different level of 
audience they have. Here, I refer to Cyrstal Abidin’s (2015) broad definition as ‘everyday, ordinary Internet 
users who accumulate a relatively large following on blogs and social media through the textual and visual 
narration of their personal lives and lifestyles’ (p. 1).  



 

 173 

Arnott:   Yeah, it's like 'don't you want this' and stuff  

Starburst:  Yeah, and it's, a lot of the time it's like 'protective boyfriends' and stuff too. 

but, um... 

Sam:   Protective boyfriends or protect your boyfriends did you say?  

Starburst:  No, protective boyfriends. Like, jealous boyfriends and stuff like that.  

In our individual interview Summer also noted the role of the ‘protective boyfriend’, 

reinforcing the gendered aspects of ‘cute’:  

Sam:   What do those rules that you talked about mean for how we behave in a 

relationship?  

Summer:  Um, I, in with the rules of social media, the male should always behave as kind 

of the protective one for her, and like, stick up for her and carry her, kind of 

thing. And then the female should be the innocent one that's kind of like all 

precious and she likes get looked after by him do you know what I mean?  

I asked Summer if she posted like that and she responded: ‘No, I don’t believe that. I believe 

that every relationship is different, you can be who you are just as long as you accept each 

other, um, so I don’t think relationship goals needs to be a hot guy carrying a girl or anything 

like that.’ Despite an awareness of this being the apparent ‘rules’ of social media, Summer 

rejects the stereotypical representation of male strength and female passiveness as being 

‘goals’. She does however, acknowledge that ‘online to get the most likes and goals that's what 

you need’. I want to position Summer’s ambivalence here as a potentially productive position. 

For Berlant (2008), ‘even when people speak out against the terms the intimate public sets out 

as normative, they are still participating in the promise of belonging that it represents insofar 

as they are trying to recalibrate whose experience it can absorb’ (p. ix). That is, through posting 
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in ways that reject the premise of ‘protective boyfriends’, Summer’s ambivalence may serve 

as an ‘opening’ (Banet-Weiser, 2012) that potentially subverts or re-shapes the more 

stereotypical hetero norms of belonging set forth through ‘cute’. 

I am not wanting to suggest that practices associated with ‘cute’ were limited to heterosexual 

participants or heterosexual young people more broadly. Yet, participant narratives drew 

primarily from examples of heterosexual couples, which is seemingly reflective of what they 

mostly encounter on their social media feeds. As Tim Tam put it, there are ‘not many gays 

down here’38. Patrisha noted that aside from one friend who is not ‘out’, ‘the only other person 

that's gay that I know that's in a relationship is Tim Tam.’ Arguably, the silence regarding non-

heterosexual posting is revealing about the norms of belonging, and by extension intimate 

relationships, that are established through the intimate public. As I have argued above, the 

gendered and heteronormative ways in which ‘cute’ is enacted online closely adhere to the 

fantasy of what the heteronormative ‘good life’ looks like, following a generic, and 

heteronormative script of how to be in a relationship that mirrors offline expectations which I 

explored in Chapter Four.  

Hanckel, Vivienne, Byron, Robards and Churchill (2019) propose that the posting practices of 

LGBTIQ+ young people may be constrained by continued privileging of content that reflects 

‘heteronormative expectations’ (p. 1274), particularly because their own experiences do not 

match up with such narratives. Moreover, Stefanie Duguay (2016) notes the awareness 

LGBTIQ+ young people maintain of the potentially violent ways expressions of their sexuality 

may be received by some in online spaces, and thus tailor their performances and posts to 

specific audiences or platforms. Certainly, some of the ‘jokes’ and experiences I analysed in 

Chapter Five may also reflect these rationales. For example, Alex noted on multiple occasions 

 
38 By ‘down here’ Tim Tam is referring to the broader Waratah community.  
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that they never posted about their relationship publicly in this way, and while Tim Tam implied 

that he does not post often, he did admit to the ‘six-month anniversary post [he] did, last week’. 

Summer also told me about her ‘gay friend’ who has, 

Got like a boyfriend and I think he goes along with like the social media to get the likes and 

stuff, so I think there's no difference between the male and the female or, same gender kind 

of thing. I think they both react the same to social media and stuff like that, so yeah. I don't 

think there's any difference between them.  

This is not to suggest that LGBTIQ+ young people do not also enact intimacy in other digitally 

mediated ways; indeed, I have explored how Alex finds a sense of community through their 

participation on Tumblr. Nevertheless, there remains a striking heteronormative structuring of 

intimacy and ‘cute’ practices.  

Navigating the right mix of ‘cute’ 

Navigating the presentation of couples online was a highly calibrated activity. Sharing such 

photos so publicly and openly can be seen as a challenge to normative aspirations of the ‘good 

life’ that are tethered to the ‘idealization of domestic privacy’ (Ahmed, 2010b, p. 91). Yet, such 

practices can also re-inscribe the same norms that regulate perceptions of how and why these 

photos are shared. This is something that emerges and is simultaneously reinforced and 

challenged through an ‘intimacy hierarchy’ - analysed below. As Stacey told me, ‘the only time 

you are gonna judge someone our age for having a relationship’ is if they ‘really put it out there 

way too much’. For Stacey, this meant ‘always posting things together, videoing it’ and she 

tells me they ‘just need to like, calm down’. Bob agreed with Stacey’s sentiment, speaking 

about the couples that she admired most as: 
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Those relationships that like, they might post a photo every now and again, but it’s not like, 

every time you see them you have to put it on your story, put it on Instagram, and be like 

love hearts and everything. It’s kind of like, we know you’re with them, enjoy your time. 

Bob and Stacey view these practices as detracting from bodily experiences of intimacy – 

questioning why a couple would interrupt their time together to take and post a photo. When I 

asked Patrisha if she would post couple photos, she responded: ‘Like, every now and then. But 

I wouldn’t keep up that constant, weekly […] like I’ll post something like, once every two 

months or something, but yeah’. There doesn’t appear to be a specific number of acceptable 

posts, and these examples demonstrate the delicate balance that exists between oversharing and 

performing just the right amount of ‘cute’ ‘every now and again.’ These reflections do, 

however, illustrate the constant and careful negotiations young people engage with in their 

attempts to get this balance right.  

Jenny Kennedy (2018) argues that ‘oversharing is a productive social process’ one that 

‘assert[s] and establish[es] new social norms’ (p. 279). Whether or not young people engage in 

‘cute’ themselves, most participate in the intimate public either actively (through posting, 

liking, or commenting) or passively (through scrolling feeds or watching drama unfold). The 

ways in which young people explore their own understandings of ‘cute’ bring forth these norms 

and suggest there is a set of rules about how to be acceptably and authentically ‘cute’– make 

sure you post, but not too frequently; be affectionate, but not too affectionate; don’t display too 

much drama, but don’t show too much happiness in case it appears inauthentic. There is a 

degree of ambiguity to these rules, which highlights the ways young people are constantly 

negotiating what is ‘acceptable’ and how this constantly shifts and shapes norms for how to be 

in a relationship. Simultaneously, there is a certain confidence and authority in these rules, 

particularly in knowing when they have been broken, with young people able to identify when 

something is decidedly not ‘cute’. 
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 This is especially the case when it comes to ‘public displays of affection’ or as the participants 

called it ‘PDA’. As Tim Tam suggests, ‘you wouldn’t post a video of yourself, like you two 

making out on Instagram, you wouldn’t do that’. Tim Tam reiterates this sentiment a number 

of times throughout our discussions, emphasising that more overtly sexualised imagery of 

people making out is not considered ‘cute’: ‘Um, and, like, some people just like post sweet 

stuff like that, other people will like, post picture of them making out, just like, calm down 

[laughs] no one wants to see that’. The comparison between the ‘sweet stuff’ (anniversary 

posts, videos/photos of activities) and ‘making out’ is stark here, and is further supported by 

Group One, who in a separate group session appeared to agree with Tim Tam’s observation, 

Dylan:  I saw this girl once; it was like two weeks ago. Then I saw her boyfriend and 

her making out with each other, and the camera was on. I was just like, “Oh 

god, give me a break.” Get out of my sight. 

Summer:  Too much! 

While the celebrity posting or #relationshipgoals hashtags that ‘cute’ is modelled on may 

include these types of posts, some young people in this study found it to be ‘too much’. For 

these participants, it’s not that the couples are kissing, as this behaviour is acceptable offline, 

but filming and uploading it seemingly transgressed the ‘cute’ code for acceptable online 

performance. In this way, we see how engaging with ‘cute’ is both a way to stage and regulate 

intimate relations on social media. 

‘Cute’ and popularity  

Participants were open in their observations that ‘cute’ is enacted through social media with 

the clear expectation that your friends/followers will engage with it. As Starburst explained, 

there are ‘some people who will think “oh, she’s my friend, I have to comment like, relationship 

goals or something”, regardless of whether they really believe the post to be an example of 
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‘goals’. This engagement from your friends and broader followers on social media – whether 

this is through comments or likes – also functions as a reason to be in a relationship, a way to 

accrue followers and/or likes. As Summer illuminated in a story about one of her friends:  

Oh, I guess um, with like relationships, what I'm kind of just thinking in my head is that it's 

kinda, I always think relationships, you're against other people in relationships. Like, I um, 

back to friends and stuff, she [her friend] goes, "oh, I wish I had a boyfriend so I could do 

one of these photos that gets the most likes" so she would always talk about how "I wish I 

had a boyfriend so I can do this photo of a famous person which got millions and millions of 

likes” and she goes, “well that's goals”. 

In order to garner ‘millions of likes’ from her followers, Summer’s friend wants a boyfriend 

with whom she can emulate these posts. Summer talks about the ‘obsession’ some people have 

with getting ‘likes’ on Instagram, and the lengths they will go to generate likes – posting at a 

certain time of day, curating photos of what #goals looks like. For Summer, this translates into 

pressure to be in a relationship: 

I think there's pressure to be in a relationship, […] if you always wanna be the best on social 

media. Like the girl that I've got [her friend] she's got thousands of followers, she's like "well 

I need to do this photo and I need to have a boyfriend and I need to do this at the beach with 

him and then so we can get the photo and stuff" and I'm just kinda like, wow you're planned 

out, fantasies on a timeline! 

Summer alluded to the labour behind this posting, the planning, and the maintenance of posting 

in this way. Bob explained this pressure to keep up with the posting in order to keep the likes 

(and by extension some version of popularity):  

Sam:   Do you think social media adds pressure to be in a relationship? 
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Bob:    Yes, because people say a lot on social media instead of in person. People just 

hide behind it. On social media or something you can say like, “Oh you guys 

are like the cutest couple ever” and then you feel pressured to be that couple 

that everyone admires or something or like, “Oh my god I want this” or “You 

guys are that cute”. You feel pressured to be that number one couple that 

everyone wants and then it puts pressure on both of you to be that. A lot of the 

time you learn that you just got to lock it all out and do whatever you want 

because it is your relationship. 

There is thus a particular kind of vigilant and affective labour in representing relationships 

online (see also: Dobson et al., 2018; van Doorn, 2011). Other participants were less 

forthcoming about their own participation in these practices, preferring to speak to the 

performances of others they encounter on their social media feeds. However, through these 

discussions, many participants identified the achievement of being in a romantic relationship 

as a marker of ‘popularity’ (as also discussed in Chapter Four). While participants struggled to 

provide a clear description of what ‘popular’ means, it was seen to be something that ‘others’ 

desire/aspire to. For Jeremiah, this meant that some couples are sharing their relationships on 

social media because ‘a lot of people also will be, like, in relationships for the social status’. 

As Patrisha also noted earlier, this is a way to ‘make their whole, like status’. Digital and media 

scholars are increasingly documenting the ways ‘intimacy’ more broadly is used as a strategy 

to increase engagement with your followers (Harvey & Ringrose, 2016; Lambert, 2016; Raun, 

2018; Reade, 2020). This is evident in the ways participants suggest that ‘cute’ is enacted as a 

strategy to generate greater likes from your friends/followers. Through enacting the coded 

version of ‘cute’ online, intimacy can be conceived, I suggest, as a form of social capital that 

operates in much the same way as ‘popularity capital’ functions in the schoolyard. Intimacy 

then, ‘works as an important currency within social media’ (Raun, 2018, p. 101), whereby 

‘likes’ serve as ‘quantified measures of popularity’ (Dobson, 2018, p. 100).  



 

 180 

While many participants raised questions about the legitimacy of such interactions, most still 

agreed that ‘cute’ remained a significant marker of the ‘good life’, and a cluster of practices 

that brings access to better or more normatively appealing social standing.  

They’re just doing it for attention: drama and negotiating publics 

Despite a desire for ‘cute’ to include more evidence of ‘realness’, young people were also 

critical of the ways in which some couples posted about their less successful #goals behaviours, 

or more specifically their relationship conflicts, on social media. As Bob and Stacey discussed:  

 

Bob:    It does kind of get a bit annoying when like, like, something goes on with 

someone and they put it on their story or something and they’re like “oh my 

god this was the worst day” with cry faces and like, sad faces and everything.  

Stacey:  Keep it to yourself 

Bob:   Yeah, and you’re doing that for attention, like, you can talk to your friends 

about it, but like, you don’t need everyone to reply asking you because like, 

then it’s the words gonna get out, you’re gonna tell people you don’t want tell 

someone  

Stacey:  And then they’ll be even more upset about it 

I am referring to this as ‘drama’, drawing from the work of Marwick and boyd (2014) who 

define this as ‘social and interpersonal, about other people and relationships and intrinsically 

involves conflict’ (p. 1191). For Marwick and boyd, ‘drama is performative’ because its 

participants are aware that their ‘interpersonal conflict [that] takes place in front of an active 

engaged audience, often on social media’ (2014, p. 1191). For Stacey and Bob, while it is okay 

to discuss your issues with your friends offline in private, public declarations of unhappiness 
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or appeals for engagement with that unhappiness are unacceptable. Arnott further explained 

how the ‘drama’ often plays out on social media, 

Arnott:   Um, but you probably hear more about “oh my Gosh, this person’s been 

messaging this person and we’re still dating” and then that gets posted all over 

social media. 

Sam:   So people post it? 

Arnott:   Yeah. They’ll be like, “oh my God, my boyfriend’s, my boyfriend’s like um, 

so rude and he’s messaging these other people and I don’t even want to be with 

him anymore.” And I’m like, hun, “shouldn’t you be saying this directly to 

him instead of putting it on your story or something?” 

Arnott questioned the rationale behind this kind of posting and went on to tell me how ‘they 

probably won’t say his name’, instead posting something vague that alludes to the drama, 

without having to name it. Arnott wondered why ‘instead of going to the person that made 

them sad or something, they’ll just put it over their Instagram?’ Like Bob and Stacey, Arnott 

questioned the need for this drama to play out publicly. In this exchange, Arnott points to the 

boundary protocols around what is acceptable conduct in a relationship, including negotiation 

of the public and private, and these protocols are both highly contextual and supposedly self-

evident. Moreover, there is a clear inference that young people should simply know how to do 

this correctly.  

Descriptions of this drama are also highly gendered. When I asked Arnott about who posts in 

this way, she told me, ‘I mean, mostly girls but I think girls would do it more because I feel 

like some people do it for the attention too’. Arnott elaborated on what she meant by ‘attention’, 

telling me that some girls will ‘post pictures’ that are ‘just like nothing and then they’ll just 

write sad faces’. Dobson (2015) writes about the ‘affective tones of disapproval around 
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attention-seeking’ (p. 92) directed towards the behaviour of girls and their intimate social 

media practices. This is evident in Arnott and Bob’s attempts to explain the motivations behind 

publicly posting this ‘drama’, where they display little consideration for the girl’s feelings, or 

an acknowledgement for what she might be going through. Because of their perceived 

‘attention seeking’, these girls are seen to be ‘culpable’ (Dobson, 2015, p. 92) for being treated 

badly – your boyfriend is cheating on you, why didn’t you go and talk to him? You’re having 

a bad day? Go and speak to your friends then. Do not post it online.   

These findings are in-line with those of Marwick & boyd (2014) who cogently argue that 

‘drama’ is largely conceptualised by young people dismissively as a ‘girl thing’, irrespective 

of who the drama may be between. What is seen as overly emotional posting by participants 

remains connected to traditional norms of femininity whereby the girl is positioned as the 

emotional and irrational partner (Dobson, 2014; Keddie, 2009; Robinson, 2012) – despite the 

presentation of the drama being reciprocated (Marwick & boyd, 2014). I suggest that ‘cute’ is 

also policed in the same way, particularly in relation to heterosexual relationships. As I have 

argued above, there is an expectation that girls in heterosexual relationships participate in 

‘cute’, yet they are judged by their peers for how they engage in these practices. This 

contradiction manifests most clearly in the way participants were more distrustful of girls’ 

behaviour, questioning both its authenticity and their motivations.  

Finally, this drama does not play out equally across all social media accounts and is instead 

performed to a more specific audience, through what young people described to me as their 

‘second account’. Jeremiah told me that posting about feelings is ‘pretty much every girl’s 

second account’ and ‘pretty much every girl has a second account’. While your ‘main’ account 

is more curated and, according to Arnott, ‘where you post all your good photos’, the second 

account is where people post ‘literally about their life’. As Jeremiah also explained,  
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Your second account like you post every day it's like about your daily life, whereas your 

main account, you might have like 1000 followers or whatever, and it's just got good pictures 

of you. Whereas like, your second will just have like people you’re friends with and they like 

see everything that's going on with your life.  

For Jeremiah, the second account is just for people that he ‘trusts’ so that he can ‘just post 

whatever’ and not have to ‘worry about it’. Or more specifically, the second account is shared 

with only those you know also offline, your ‘real friends’. Dan had a similar explanation in a 

different group session, telling the group:  

It’s like, it’s like, you’ve got your main account and then you’ve got your second account 

that’s private and you only let your friends follow and then there’s the people who just let 

everyone follow it. Which is really dumb.  

The way young people describe the use of a second account demonstrates a selectiveness 

around who gets to bear witness to this ‘drama’. There are choices being made here, for as 

Marwick and boyd (2014) argue, young people imagine a specific and engaged audience for 

their ‘drama’, and ‘strategically act to appeal to their peers’ (p. 1191). While the ‘cute’ posts 

are shared widely with a broader audience, the ‘drama’ is more likely (but not always) to be 

shared with a more select few, those deemed to be ‘real friends’. There appears to be some 

ambivalence here though, and that while a specific type of openness may be attached to and a 

prerequisite for a presumed authenticity online, the parameters for what is acceptably shared 

with a ‘public’ remain quite narrow. In these narratives, there is a graduated sense of public 

and private distinctions along a continuum that is highly policed by young people in ways that 

also relate to genders and sexualities. 

Further, if one of the functions of ‘cute’ within the intimate public is to uphold a sense of 

affective belonging through a closeness to the norms set forth through #relationshipgoals, then 
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choosing to share your drama with a more selective audience demonstrates some understanding 

of the limits of that experience of belonging. It also offers an insight into the limits of the ‘good 

life’ narratives, pointing to the tension that arises in trying to maintain these amongst the 

messiness of everyday life. That is, the relationship ‘drama’, which is presented to a more 

restricted audience, contrasts with and disturbs the more curated version of the self and the 

relationship that is presented on the ‘main’ account. Young people know what relationship 

success looks like – happy photos posted occasionally, for example – and in creating different 

audiences for relationship dramas and difficulties, they are able to uphold or reflect these 

aspirational relationship goals.  

The subtle negotiations of the two accounts demonstrates a sophisticated reimagining of what 

is considered ‘public’ and what is ‘private’(Baym & boyd, 2012). And this happens in ways 

that also challenge the prevailing risk discourse (Livingstone, 2008; Pascoe, 2011) that young 

people are not able to properly manage their online time and use. Other research has also 

documented young people’s ability (and desire) to engage with complex and considered 

negotiations of privacy, as well as strategies to manage these boundaries (see: boyd, 2014; 

Hodkinson, 2017; Lincoln, 2014; Livingstone, 2005). Amy described her own strategies as: ‘I 

only accept, on my second account, I only accept like, people I know. But then anyone can 

follow the other one. But um, I thought that's what you're supposed to do, have like, one private 

and one public’. 

Amy reiterated the idea that she ‘thought this is what you’re supposed to do’ twice, suggesting 

that this is somewhat understood as the ‘rules’ of negotiating publicness through social media. 

Such negotiations are not only about your audience and managing expectations, but they are 

also about who makes up that audience. What it actually means to ‘know’ someone is unclear 

in participant narratives – for example have they met them offline? Are they a friend of a friend 
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to whom they have never spoken? Even so, it is clear that these sort of negotiations are 

happening dynamically and reflectively, as young people navigate what it means to them.  

In drawing this discussion together, a key argument is that online practices which are 

considered ‘cute’ and/or ‘drama’ are not ‘mere’ performances of intimacy, with the ‘real thing’ 

happening offline and/or in private. Although sometimes they can be dismissed by participants 

in this way, my argument is that this categorisation not only misses the educational potential 

of online spaces for learning about relationships (such as through trial-and-error learning), but 

also ignores the very real care, love and closeness these practices can convey. I will now turn 

to explore these potentials.  

The affective promises of ‘cute’ 

 […] if you guys start dating, especially in year 7, having your name in each other's bios and 

having like your date of when you got together and stuff, like I know I do it, but I just do it 

because like, I think it's cute.  

This statement from Alice hints at the paradox of ‘cute’ as something that is both mocked and 

celebrated; as aspirational and as inauthentic, and she appears rather self-conscious about her 

own participation in these practices. She recognises here that they may be somewhat contrived 

and staged, yet also alludes to their serious and ‘real world’ meanings and affective capacities.  

I think social media, as much as it can be damaging in a relationship, I think it's also really 

good to just like have posting photos of each other and all that cute stuff, and also having, 

like, your name on each other’s Instagram’s or whatever and like saying you're in a 

relationship on Facebook and like, all that kind of stuff, like I think it's, really good. But as 

much as it is bad, it's very important to some couples, to have that, like, online thing. 

I return to some of the ‘bad’ that Alice is referring to in Chapter Seven, but here I focus on the 
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productive capacities of cute. The ‘online thing’ Alice described transcends digital boundaries 

and supplements the relationship conducted offline, providing Alice with a ‘very important’ 

opportunity to participate – publicly – in caring practices with Shaun. Alice’s 

#relationshipgoals mapping39 (Image 5) from our first group session also reveals this. Unlike 

most of her peers (see Image 6, 7, & 8), Alice does not demarcate online and offline practices 

based on authenticity alone. However, the line drawn down the middle of the page gives the 

impression that she does see ‘social media’ and ‘real life’ as two distinct sets of practices. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Alice seemed to be grappling with the tension between the ‘damaging’ or ‘bad’ side of social 

media alongside the potential for the social media practices she engages in to nourish her 

relationship. Thus, while she acknowledged the curatorial aesthetics of the ‘perfect appearance’ 

 
39 See below (pg. 189) for Activity description 

Image 5: Alice #relationshipgoals 

Activity 
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and/or being the ‘cutest couple’ on social media, for Alice, these practices also have affective 

capacity, producing feelings of being ‘happy and in love’. Kennedy (2018) suggests that digital 

sharing practices have the potential to ‘bring people into a sense of affective belonging with 

others’ and also a ‘feeling that others feel the same way’ (p. 277). This can be read as sharing 

to a public that engages with your posts – through the intimate public more broadly, which as 

I have argued above, happens through ‘likes’ and comments. But it also involves sharing with 

an intimate other. Shaun participates in Alice’s enactment of ‘cute’ – he is together with her in 

the photos (whether they are ‘staged’ or not) and the way Facebook is designed means he has 

to agree to becoming Facebook official.  

These practices are reciprocated, and both behaviours seem to indicate that Shaun feels the 

same way (or similar) about Alice. For Berlant (2008) a ‘longing for reciprocity’ (p. 5) is what 

keeps women attached to the project of romantic love, and this desire is often circulated through 

intimate publics. Here, reciprocity works through engagement enacted in quite public ways. 

While Alice acknowledged that relationship practices online might be ‘bad’, particularly if 

judged by norms around privacy and the familiar (and often warranted) concerns regarding 

perceived risks, she nonetheless participates in, and benefits from, reciprocating these practices 

with Shaun. This was particularly important given the difficulties Alice had experienced with 

Shaun’s Mum and Shaun’s expulsion from school – meaning their face-to-face time had 

become more limited than in the past and more regulated by adults in their lives.  

Kennedy (2018) notes the role of ‘reciprocity’ in shaping and rewarding the practices of 

sharing, that is, ‘where such reciprocity is encountered, the person’s oversharing is recognised 

and redeemed into affective intensity’ (p. 272). The ‘affective intensity’ in the cases I am 

discussing, is the feeling of thinking you’ve done it (‘cute’) right. In this way, enacting 

relationships through this intimate public is a way for young people to affirm or to assess if 
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they are doing the relationship correctly, according to prevailing social norms governing their 

peer groups and beyond. I suggest that it is also as a way to test and/or shape these norms. 

There are elements here of the learning by ‘trial and error’ process examined in the previous 

chapter; young people post and then see how it is received (or how many likes they get), and 

potentially shape their behaviour accordingly. This ‘trial and error’ learning also materialises 

in the way they talk about this amongst their friendship groups – they are discussing the way 

others post, questioning whether they are faking it, for example – as part of decision making 

about what is authentic and what is pure performance. As such, ‘new norms are legitimated 

through reciprocity’ (Kennedy, 2018, p. 278) – and this important insight helps to understand 

the multi-faceted nature of how relationships norms are navigated by young people. This is 

evident in the reworking of norms and a sense of playfulness above in how Alice described her 

own practices of ‘cute’. She was aware of the ways her posting may be perceived by her peers, 

but she did it anyway. She is perhaps emboldened by an expectation that regardless of how her 

friends feel about these posts, they will still engage with them. At the same time, Alice is being 

reassured that she is doing it right because of the engagement she gets from her friends.  

For Alice, the ‘cute stuff’ online was not just about documenting or ‘showing off’ her 

relationship but about generating greater intimacy, publicly, with Shaun beyond adult-

conceived and imposed regulations. As Abidin (2016) has similarly suggested, these kinds of 

practices are particularly necessary for young people who may have limited opportunities to be 

alone and close with their significant other. boyd (2014) has written about the ‘resilient and 

creative’ ways young people are ‘repurposing technology’ to meet their desires (p. 212). As 

Alice does here, young people ‘are imagining new possibilities, asserting control over their 

lives, and finding ways to be a part of public life’ (boyd, 2014, p. 212). I suggest that this is 

both a key impetus to participate in ‘cute’ as well as a reward for that participation. ‘Cute’ 

serves to extend the spaces for this kind of intimacy, but also allows for an understanding that 
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you ‘do not need to be physically co-present to experience the bodily and affective effects’ 

(Lasén & Hjorth, 2015, p. 133) of posting your intimate stories. I argued in Chapter Four, that 

young people’s relationships continue to be framed predominantly as temporary, or not real, or 

as only in relation to sex. In this respect, participation in the intimate public through enacting 

‘cute’ provides a counter-narrative as it allows young people to engage in something that may 

be considered more ‘real’ – posting photos of your time spent together (at the beach, on 

adventures or gifts shared) – and conveys a level of intimate connection that is reflective of 

more ‘mature’ relationships.  

‘Cute’, but is it real? Unpacking mobile and social media authenticity  

As noted at the opening of the chapter, it is not my intention to determine what is and is not 

real regarding the digitally mediated intimacy practices of my participants. However, young 

people’s attempts to define what is and is not authentic, offers some insight into the ways they 

navigate these tensions, as well as their critical engagement with social media posting.  

To further explore this, I draw upon data generated by an activity titled ‘#relationshipgoals40 

mapping’. In the first group session with both Groups, I gave each participant a piece of paper 

and asked them to consider what makes a relationship ‘relationship goals’. I explained to the 

participants that our discussion was about relationships in general and not limited to online 

practices. In the first session (Group One), Summer asked whether she could ‘do them 

separately?’ and I responded that it was totally up to her. The rest of the group followed 

Summer, and all of them made a very strong and very clear distinction between what made 

‘online’, ‘offline’ or ‘in real life’ relationship goals. Without any prompting from me, most 

 
40 #relationshipgoals is a hashtag used across different social media platforms on pictures/videos of couples. 
There are over 20 million posts with this hashtag on Instagram alone. I will offer a fuller account of the hashtag 
and participants’ descriptions of it below.  
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members of Group Two also made this distinction and, as is evident in the images below, both 

Groups responded in very similar ways. It may have been the name of the activity that 

stimulated such reflections from participants. I chose #relationshipgoals as a prompt in an 

attempt to utilise language I anticipated participants were familiar with, drawing from my own 

engagement with Instagram and internet culture. Within these maps, ‘online/social media’ is 

largely dismissed by participants as being related to the aesthetics of the ‘perfect appearance’ 

or ‘to look good’, with multiple participants characterising this as ‘showing off’. Offline, in 

comparison, is where you ‘don’t show off’, with participants noting that ‘aesthetics aren’t as 

important IRL [in real life]’. As with notions of ‘puppy love’, a differentiation is made here 

based upon what participants perceive as being the motivation for or benefits of being in a 

relationship. Because they perceive the offline aspects of relationships as being related to the 

more affective ‘goals’ of intimacy – ‘caring’, ‘trusting’, ‘listening’, ‘respect’ and ‘feeling good’ 

– it is more readily considered to be ‘real’ or ‘true’. While the online, with its goals of ‘drama’, 

‘pressure’ and ‘amount of followers’ raises questions of authenticity for them. My analysis 

here is informed by the powerful way this was represented in the following, participant 

generated images.  
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Image 6: Summer #relationshipgoals Activity 

e Activity 
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 Image 8: Starburst #relationshipgoals 

Activity 

Image 7: Dylan #relationshipgoals Activity 
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In their individual interviews, Starburst described ‘cute’ as ‘staged’, while Patrisha suggested 

it was ‘far from reality’. Bob took this a little further, explaining:  

Cos like, you could post a photo of you and your boyfriend, or you and your girlfriend, like 

being really happy and all that, but then maybe next time you see them or in person, you’re 

actually like, not happy, something like that.  

One of the contradictions young people grappled with in these discussions was that despite 

public social media activity providing legitimacy to a couple, it was the publicness of these 

intimate interactions that simultaneously brought up questions of authenticity from those who 

witnessed (and participated in or authorised) them. In particular, there was a level of distrust 

of visual/online content from participants and they questioned the images/videos of a ‘happy 

couple’ they were seeing on their feeds. As Tim Tam explained: ‘it's very visual as well, like 

it's not, like the couple that just made out on your iPhone, they could, like hate each other, you 

know, they could be like, really abusive’.  

In part, this mistrust was because participants were unable to bear witness to what was being 

posted in real life, as a way to verify its authenticity. But also, there was a keen awareness of 

the careful selection of what to post in order to uphold and curate ‘cute’. This is something 

Alice alluded to earlier when she described her own relationship as ‘not as great’ as it appears 

online. Group Two explored this idea further:  

Starburst:  I think some people choose to flaunt their relationship online 

Stacey:  Like I think some people just want a relationship to make it look pretty, not to 

actually love the person 

Tim Tam:  For the sake of having a relationship 

Starburst:  And to get people to comment relationship goals 
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In this excerpt, Starburst, Stacey, and Tim Tam seemingly question the authenticity of ‘some 

people’ who post their relationship online, because of the motivations behind such posting. 

There is a recognition of the connection between being in a relationship and the proximity to 

social capital, or popularity. Attached to such notions is a belief that young people who engage 

in ‘cute’ are aware of how to do this in a way that attracts likes and gets people to comment 

#relationshipgoals. This is similar to young people’s dismissals of ‘puppy love’ as not real that 

I analysed in Chapter Four.  

The way participants attempt to make sense of this authenticity is also tied up in how they 

understand more private communications that occur through mobile and social medias. I want 

to step away from ‘cute’ for a moment to consider these briefly here, as I suggest they point to 

a hierarchy of value around digitally mediated practices that also regulates perceptions of 

‘cute’. A tension persists around what young people perceive to be the benefits of mobile and 

social medias, and how they understand its role in potentially disrupting or limiting their ability 

to generate meaningful intimacies, or more specifically, what they understand as ‘real’ 

intimacies (Baym, 2010; McGlotten, 2013). In part this also echoes similar tensions to those 

expressed by Alex and Summer in relation to feelings of nostalgia, and what was ‘real’ or 

authentic now compared to the past. Participants frequently noted the capacity for digitally 

mediated communication to, as Tim Tam suggested, get ‘real deep’ and facilitate connections 

that may not exist in the schoolyard. 

Arnott:  I guess, some people are kind of like, feel less, not, embarrassed to talk to 

someone over social media than in person   

Starburst:  Yeah, cos social, like you can kind of think about what you're saying, and you 

can type it but when it's face-to-face it doesn't feel like it's easier. 

This was particularly important for young people whose significant other attended a different 
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school. As Starburst explained, ‘I think if you've got, like, if you can't see them, like if they go 

to another school or if they, like, live somewhere else like long distance or whatever, I think 

it's the best way to communicate’. However, it was also important for these online 

communications to translate into ‘real’ offline intimacy, otherwise, this is what Dan referred to 

this as having a ‘Snapchat boyfriend’, where ‘you say you're dating, and you don't talk at school 

and stuff’. This points to an imagined hierarchy between online and offline worlds that is 

mediated by perceptions of risk, negotiations of privacy and visibility, as well as ideas about 

what counts as ‘real’ or authentic intimacy. Through this hierarchy – albeit one with porous 

boundaries – we see the ways young people negotiate the role of technology in their intimacies 

and how this shapes norms for how they engage in communication with their intimate others. 

Digital scholars (Robards & Lincoln, 2016; Yang et al., 2014) have theorised similar 

hierarchies, ones that establish different technologies as related to the different stages of 

relationship progression. For Yang, Brown, and Braun (2014, p. 5), beginning with relationship 

initiation on Facebook, these ‘layers of electronic intimacy’ form a sequence whereby an 

increasing sense of intimacy in the relationship is accompanied by more personal forms of 

technological communication, culminating in text messages/phone calls (Yang et al., 2014). 

For my participants, there was less of a focus on the sequencing of these transitions, although 

this was part of it, and more emphasis placed on the ability to generate what they perceived as 

‘real’ intimacy through these mediums. The quest for authenticity structures the hierarchy, and 

‘cute’, with its very public and seemingly curated and contrived practices, sits at the bottom of 

this hierarchy.  

However, these narratives extend the focus of digitally mediated intimacies beyond the notion 

of the clearly defined binary that participants reflected in their collages for the 

#relationshipgoals activity. Although participants often referred to relationships in binary terms 

as online = fake, offline = real, there were also contradictions and tensions in their ‘sense-
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making’ of relationships that challenged such thinking. Online communications were 

‘shallow’, whilst also allowing for deeper connection; ‘awkward’, but also ‘less embarrassing’. 

Throughout these discussions, questions of authenticity emerge as central to the way 

participants engaged with practices of ‘cute’, as well as with the increasing mediatisation and 

publicisation of intimacy more broadly. It is important to note that participants did not dismiss 

the entire relationship as fake, but there was a sense of recognition that what they are engaging 

with or witnessing on social media was deeply curated and performed according to certain 

codes of conduct or rules of engagement. Through these narratives, as well as the intimacy 

hierarchy and my earlier discussion of nostalgia, we see the way participants attempted to 

balance this uncertainty with their own experiences of intimacy in online/social media spaces.  

Conclusion  

The notion of the ‘intimate public’ has provided a valuable conceptual lens for understanding 

the ways in which young people participated in and potentially resisted enacting the practices 

associated with ‘cute’, while also consuming and making sense of them as a part of their 

everyday lives. This analysis has attempted to illuminate how young people are re-negotiating 

and re-imagining what intimacy – and by extension, their gender and sexuality identities – can 

and do look like in real time.  

While I did not witness the posts, videos, or photos I refer to as ‘cute’ myself, and relied instead 

upon participant narratives, their salience to my own questions lies in part in the affective 

response they provoked in those who do engage with them, and the role these ‘cute’ practices 

played in shaping the norms of the intimate public and beyond. Whether or not such displays 

of intimacy are ‘real’ or not has little bearing on the way norms are shaped or displayed in this 

space. In participant narratives, we see #relationshipgoals and the ‘cute’ it inspires, positioned 

as something you should desire, even if you question the authenticity of these posts. Whether 
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that desire centres on having a partner, and/or as a way to generate ‘popularity capital’ through 

likes on social media. Through these narratives, we begin to see the value placed upon 

relationships more broadly but accrued through engaging with ‘cute’ more specifically. 

Participation in practices associated with cute is structured by an affective expectation, one that 

is suggestive of good life narratives that affix happiness to the achievement of being in love 

and/or in a relationship. In other words, you are affectively rewarded through your participation 

in ‘cute’.  

Through exploring ‘cute’ as a genre in Berlant’s terms (Berlant, 2008), I have shown some of 

the ways in which young people’s intimacies remain legible largely through the prism of 

heteronormativity. If, as Berlant argues, a ‘genre is always a scene of potentiality, a promise of 

a certain affective experience’ (Berlant, 2008, p. 271), then ‘cute’ orientates young people to 

perform intimacy in very specific – heteronormative – ways. The hierarchy of intimacy 

demonstrates that young people are navigating their relationships in a hybrid form of 

online/offline communications and attempting to make sense of these interpersonal interactions 

in real time. Such accounts show the relational aspects of this learning, bringing forth the ways 

participants practice with one another and their intimate other. Young people are testing the 

boundaries of what is considered intimate, but also testing the ‘rules’ around how to 

communicate with their intimate other. They make moves to negotiate the risks – both to safety 

and to intimacy itself – while they embrace and question the possibilities for greater connection. 

This does not constitute a clear rejection or celebration of cute and online intimacies, but rather 

an ambivalence that exists somewhere between what they experience as the possibilities of 

technology and what they see as the potential pitfalls of becoming increasingly ‘online’. 

Notably, rather than an indiscriminate endorsement of the possibilities of digital technology, 

as many commentators and the popular press would have us believe, participants are cautious 

and critical of the ubiquity and reliance on digital technologies. To continue to view what 
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happens online as separate, or unreal, means a denial of both the very real care that happens in 

these places, the learnings and the identity work involved.  

In Chapter Seven I extend analysis of how norms around gender and sexuality continue to hold 

power and shape young people’s intimacies through exploration of the fuckboi, which I argue, 

offers insight into not only the persistence of such norms, but also an emerging gender politics 

of care.
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CHAPTER SEVEN: CARE, SHAME, AND FUCKBOIS 
 

 

Introduction 

The preceding chapter examined the ways in which young people present and enact their 

intimate relationships through digital and social media. Building on this analysis, this chapter 

takes as its focus questions of morality, care, and shame, and the contexts in which young 

people navigate these dimensions of intimate relationships. To do this, I introduce the ‘fuckboi’ 

– a figure whose actions, and responses to them, crystallises these gendered dynamics and an 

attendant regime of moral double-standards.  

I bring a close-up attention to young people’s navigation of this complex landscape, revealing 

both degrees of ambivalence and uncertainty along with some clear parameters and moral 

boundaries. In the course of my research, I observed a moral economy (Ahmed, 2010) 

emerging that strengthened the effects of shame imposed upon and felt by girls in relation to 

their sexuality and moral responsibility. Across a range of research activities and conversations, 

shame was mobilised in a number of different ways, which I analyse below in discussion of 

the circulation of unsolicited ‘dick pics’ and ‘nudes.’ Amy Dobson (2018) suggests that 

‘through conceptualising the value of intimate and sexual media practices we can better 

conceptualise power and inequality’ (p. 95). Building on this provocation, I identify the active 

and productive agency of young people while also exposing some of the gendered dimensions 

of the difficult terrain they are trying to navigate and make sense of.  

These discussions often proceeded in very binary ways, with the fuckboi frequently positioned 

as the tormentor of girls. The following accounts reflect the structure of these conversations – 

the way participants presented their reasoning to me – but I also attempt to unpack the binary 

categorisations of masculinities and femininities as always and only in opposition. In doing so, 
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I show the dominance of heteronormative regimes that continue to underpin the parameters of 

young people’s moral economy.  

One of the key aims of this thesis was to understand young people’s agency in how they 

navigated their intimate relationships and sexuality. I conclude this chapter by considering the 

ways young people, and girls in particular, were able to mobilise around their capacity to name 

the ‘fuckboi’ and clearly identify and analyse the effects of this behaviour. To start, therefore, 

I introduce the ‘fuckboi.’ 

The ‘fuckboi’  

The ‘fuckboi’ was a persistent presence throughout my fieldwork, as they are apparently in the 

everyday lives of young people. Jeremiah explained: ‘fuckbois are just prominent everywhere. 

They're like, scattered around. Like, 1 in 5 dudes is a fuckboi or whatever.’ Given this 

prominence, during the second last session with Group Two, I asked the group ‘so, tell me 

about fuckbois.’ I noted after the session that it felt like the group were excited to be asked 

about fuckbois and during this interaction, I had to remind them to only speak one at a time. 

Nevertheless, it was difficult to catch all of their responses on the recording.  

Bob:   They’re stupid.  

Jeremiah:  Male equivalent of a slut 

Sam:   What does that mean?  

Dan:   A guy that just goes around 

Jeremiah:  Gets around  

Patrisha:  And just uses people  

Starburst:  They don’t have any self-respect- 



 

 201 

Dan:   -they don’t have any respect for women  

Bob:   I'd just say it's like them using you and then just, like, not respecting you in 

any way at all.  

Sam:   Yeah. And by you, you mean?  

Dan:   Women 

For Starburst, they ‘just chat you up and then just not talk to you or get what they want and 

go’; with Bob agreeing and adding ‘and then you might think there’s like, a connection there 

or something and then they just like, leave.’ Keith McIntosh describes them as, ‘kind of like 

pirates, in the way that they like, find a treasure, and they like, take it back and they use it, and 

then they just find another one.’ I asked the group what it was the fuckbois wanted:  

Dan:   They act real nice, until they get what they want  

Starburst:  Exactly  

Dan:   Which is either sex or, sex related things  

Bob:   Yeah, the majority sexual stuff  

Sam:   Sex or sexting?  

Dan:   Yeah, either one or the two. Then once that’s happened, they’re gone.  

Bob:   They just ditch you  

Dan:  Onto the next woman  

Sam:   Yeah. And so what happens to the girl?  

Dan:   Left in the dirt  
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As the discussion with Group Two continued, they explained the ‘different levels of fuckbois’ 

(Bob). Bob characterised a ‘mild’ fuckboi, as being ‘where they just kind of flirt with you […] 

but it doesn’t mean anything to them and it’s kind of like, leading you on.’ For the girls in the 

group, this kind of fuckboi was one that played with your ‘like, emotions’ (Starburst). Bob 

described the ‘bigger’ level of a fuckboi as where they ‘just want sex or stuff.’ This was referred 

to as a ‘top-tier fuckboi’ by Dan, with the ‘stuff’ Bob refers to largely related to making 

persistent requests for digital images – ‘nudes,’ or the sending of unsolicited images of their 

genitals (‘dick pics’). These are the two practices of the fuckboi I will be focusing on in this 

chapter. Although it is difficult to discern clear boundaries between the different ‘levels,’ the 

pattern to the fuckbois’ behaviour appears to be the same: they ‘act real nice until they get what 

they want’ (Dan), whether that be emotional engagement, sexual images, or sexual activity, 

and then ‘they just ditch you’ (Bob). As Patrisha astutely observes, ‘like both of the levels have 

the same kind of outcome when the girls like, they’ll still be feeling hurt and like…’  

Unlike discussions of young people reported in other research (Dobson & Ringrose, 2016; 

Salter, 2016; Thomas, 2018), participants in my study did critique fuckbois’ behaviours. Within 

participant narratives, the fuckboi provoked an affective response of disgust; they’re ‘stupid’ 

(Bob) or they’re ‘gross’ (Alice). Participants’ statements demonstrated that the fuckboi – or 

their behaviours towards girls/women – were generally not well liked and were to be avoided 

(at least by this group of young people). Further, there was a sense among participants that 

many fuckbois would in fact deny any association with the behaviour of a fuckboi: 

Starburst:  Then if it came to people confronting you about it, they’d be like, no, I'm not 

like that. I would never do that. Yeah.  

Sam:   And do people confront them? 

Patrisha:  I think sometimes probably change the story and turn it on the girl.  
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Jeremiah:   That’s when the whole like, labelling comes it, when he gets confronted about 

 it, that’s when it’s like, he’s the victim and the girl’s the slut.  

Lee and Crofts (2015) suggest that boys who share sexual images can be shamed for their 

behaviours, however they note that ‘there is no equivalent of “slut” that is likely to have the 

same derogatory implications’ for boys (p. 458). I suggest that naming the ‘fuckboi’ creates a 

similar kind of category and provides young people with a way to describe and repudiate 

behaviours enacted by boys/men that are recognised as harmful. However, there are obvious 

limits to this categorisation. We see in this exchange that a double-standard persists, where 

despite the poor behaviour of the fuckboi: ‘he’s the victim and the girl’s the slut.’ It is unclear 

whether the ‘disgust’ directed towards the fuckboi has the affective capacity to do anything 

that will challenge any kind of gendered power differentials or double-standards in any material 

ways for young women. To unpack this further, I now explore what participants identified as 

potential motivations for the fuckbois behaviours.  

Boys asking for nudes: the value of bodies and (re)producing masculinities 

The notion that fuckbois lacked respect for women arose frequently in our discussions. 

Jeremiah noted that ‘a lot of guys don’t really respect women that much’; and more specifically 

‘I’d say like, a fuckboi, his perception of women isn’t that they’re people. Just sexual objects.’ 

Notably, Starburst was the only participant to bring forth the notion of a lack of ‘self-respect’ 

in the context of the fuckboi. This contrasts starkly with characterising the behaviour of girls 

when sharing/receiving pictures as I elaborate below. In our individual interview, I asked 

Jeremiah what fuckbois should be doing to respect women: ‘I guess with fuckbois, not being a 

fuckboi! Like, just don’t play with their feelings, I guess. You know? Like, you’re just copping 

a nude and to what, like, fuck with her feelings?’ Participants noted on a number of occasions 

that such lack of respect is demonstrated through the way the fuckboi takes what he wants 
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(largely sex/sexual images) and leaves the girl, as Dan says, in the ‘dirt.’ Researchers exploring 

youth heterosexual masculinities (Haywood & Mac an Ghaill, 2003; Holland et al., 1998; 

Richardson, 2010) have suggested that the desire to exercise such power over girls/women has 

been traditionally framed as ‘doing’ heterosexual masculinity right. This is not just an 

expression of the culturally dominant form of masculinity, but the ‘expression of the privilege 

men collectively have over women’ (Connell, 1996, p. 209). Participant accounts here position 

the motivations behind the fuckbois’ behaviours in similar ways.  

In attempting to make sense of the persistent requesting and non-consensual sharing of nudes 

by the fuckboi, Jeremiah and Dan offer further insight: 

Jeremiah:  There’s a big, um, thing around getting nudes and shit. Like, getting ‘in.’ But 

it’s all fake. Like, it’s not genuine, you know?’ 

Sam:  So, when they get the nudes, they share them with each other? Or it’s just like, 

“oh, I’ve got 5! How many have you got?” 

Jeremiah:  I don’t know, I really don’t know. I wouldn’t say they show them to each 

other, cos like, on Snapchat you can like screenshots and people know41 But 

it’s more like “oh, she sent me nudes” instead of “oh, look at these nudes” 

Sam:   So, it’s just like bragging?  

Jeremiah:  Yeah, pretty much.  

Although Jeremiah acknowledges that they do not always share the actual images, he suggests 

that the fuckboi recognises the value of possessing images of girls’ bodies (Ravn et al., 2021; 

 
41 Snapchat messages are ephemeral, they only last for 10 seconds. You have the opportunity to replay a 
message that has been sent to you one time, before it disappears forever. You can take a screenshot of a 
message that has been sent to you, however, the person that sent the message will be notified.  
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Ringrose & Harvey, 2015), as well as the potential power this gives them over the girl depicted 

in the image. I asked if this is how fuckbois think they will get a girlfriend, and he responded 

‘I don’t think it's how they think they’d get a girlfriend. I think it’s more; I don’t know! I really 

don’t like, personally, I’m not like that. So, I can’t really speak from that.’ Dan highlighted this 

further, noting what he saw as a relic of outdated stereotypes that place value on the 

objectification of women’s bodies and the value accrued through circulation of these images:  

My mate showed me photos of girls and there's no shame. They are proud of themselves. It's 

the whole idea that if a girl gets with heaps of guys, she's a slut. If a guy gets with heaps of 

girls, he's a man. It's that whole stereotype. It's just backwards. 

Although Jeremiah and Dan do not admit to requesting nudes themselves in this way and make 

multiple attempts to distance themselves from this behaviour, they do offer some insight into 

the potential motivations of fuckbois and their quest for nudes. While Jeremiah notes that there 

is ‘no shame’ among the fuckbois when sharing the photos between their male friends, his 

earlier suggestion that the fuckboi was unlikely to take a screenshot of an image on Snapchat, 

implies that they (fuckbois) are somewhat aware/afraid of potential repercussions. The boys 

narratives here seemingly hint at what Jessica Ringrose and colleagues have categorised as the 

‘homosocial exchange economy of youth sexting’ (Ringrose et al., 2021b, p. 14), whereby 

images of girls’ bodies are used to obtain bragging rights and/or assurance from your friends 

(see also: Mandau, 2020; Roberts et al., 2021). 

Although participants identified an adherence to traditional notions of heterosexual masculinity 

as the key impetus behind the behaviours of the fuckboi, I also suggest that through Dan and 

Jeremiah’s narratives here and their strong denouncement of the fuckboi, we see alternative 

versions of heterosexual masculinities emerging that potentially disrupt the dominance of the 

fuckboi. It is not only that Jeremiah and Dan do not engage in ‘sexting’ they both assured me 
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that it was a ‘normal’ part of being ‘young.’ However, it is evident in their prioritisation of 

intimacy, respect, and consent in these interactions, and in ways that demonstrate an ethics of 

care that the fuckbois seemingly do not possess (Ravn et al., 2021). However, participants also 

frequently noted the fuckbois were the ‘popular’ boys, who Patrisha described as ‘those popular 

boys kind of have more power over the rest.’ The fuckboi then, can be considered a way of 

‘doing’ hegemonic masculinity, which Kerry Robinson (2005) explains, as a ‘dynamic, socially 

and historically sanctioned performance that is generally rewarded with power and popularity’ 

(p.22). So, despite participants apparent dislike and lack of respect for the fuckboi, the fuckboi 

seemingly remains at the top of the school’s social hierarchy regardless. 

While the fuckboi was spoken about most frequently in this research in terms of boys wielding 

power over girls, Tim Tam also shared his experiences with fuckbois, telling me in our 

individual interview: ‘the thing is, I've had my fair share of fuckbois, there's one guy at this 

school, I'm not gonna name names, but he is still in the closet, but he was like, asking me for 

nudes and everything, sending me nudes and it was like, "ok, back off please"’: 

Sam:   And you like, how did that make you feel?  

Tim Tam: Well, it, just kind of like, mmm, no. Cos like, no, I just NO! Like, like, at the 

very least, I'd wanna be like, 6 months into a relationship before any of that 

kind of stuff started, and he, isn't out of the closet and, isn't looking for a 

relationship, as far as I know, and was basically, you know, trying to use me 

as like a porn site and I was like. No. Um, and so I basically, I was like "I don't 

want to talk to you anymore, goodbye" and I was like, I didn't I didn't like, oh, 

it's weird, cos like, I yelled at him and like, confronted him and was like "no" 

and I said, I didn't say particularly nasty stuff, but I said relevant stuff that was 

nasty [laughing] so it wasn't like bullying, it was just like, teaching him a 
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lesson. Um, and, but he just keeps coming back, because, gay boys that don't 

have any other options are horny and desperate, I'll tell you that. 

Tim Tam went on to share an experience with another guy: ‘it's just like, they're all so desperate, 

like I was desperate, but [exhales], it's just like a constant.’ Tim Tam notes that the fuckbois 

sending him/requesting the images are ‘still in the closet,’ suggesting that it is unlikely they are 

attempting to gain a social reward through ownership of the images. There is a lack of research 

exploring sexting and unsolicited image exchange for LGBTIQ+ young people (Albury & 

Byron, 2014), and that which exists largely focuses on the experiences of LGBTIQ+ young 

people (aged 18+) on dating apps (see: Albury & Byron, 2016; Dietzel, 2021; Tziallas, 2015). 

This research suggests that the sending/requesting of dick pics is viewed differently within 

queer relations compared to heterosexual relations (Paasonen et al., 2019; Tziallas, 2015), 

particularly for gay men where it can be considered ‘a part of the culture’ (Bonilla et al., 2021). 

Unlike the way Jeremiah and Dan describe the motivations of the heterosexual fuckboi in this 

research, according to Tim Tam, the aim of the ‘gay boys’ is sexual, a way to express their 

desire towards another boy and what seems like their ineffective attempts to have it 

reciprocated. He does not view these practices as desirable however, and while he displays a 

guarded empathy for their situation – ‘like I was desperate’ – he is also frustrated by these 

constant requests. Tim Tam positions his function here as an ‘object’ of desire to the fuckboi – 

the ‘porn site’ – rather than as an active and consenting participant in the process. In this way, 

and in the persistence of the fuckbois’ behaviour beyond Tim Tam’s clear ‘no,’ there is a 

suggestion that the gay fuckbois attempt to gain access to the rewards (power) typically 

associated with the ‘popular’ heteronormative masculinity as described above.  
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Sexting with/out consent  

Before I examine the ways participants discussed fuckbois in greater depth, it is first important 

to consider the definitional distinctions between what participants referred to as sexting (with 

consent) and the ways they described fuckbois as always ‘asking for nudes.’ Sexting, defined 

by Amy Hasinoff (2015b) as ‘the creation and sharing of personal sexual images or text 

messages via mobile phones or internet applications, including Facebook, Snapchat, and 

email.’ (p. 1). I never asked participants to unpack specifically what it was that they considered 

to be a ‘nude,’ however in their work with young women in New Zealand, Thorburn et al. 

(2021) found that ‘an image may be perceived as a nude if it involves at least some degree of 

semi-nakedness and could be interpreted as sexually suggestive.’ (p. 4). Sexting was, according 

to Group Two, an ‘inevitable’ part of youth relationships, as Dan described: ‘there’s the two 

sides to it, the intimate side and then there’s just the fuckboi asking a chick for nudes and 

getting pressured into it.’ Similarly, in a discussion with Group One, Alex shared: ‘people 

within relationships sending each other nudes, I don't see a problem with that. If it's just boys 

going around sending pics to random girls or to people, then that's a problem. That’s definitely 

a problem.’ 

These statements highlight a very clear distinction between the ‘intimate side’ of sexting and a 

‘fuckboi’ pressuring a ‘chick for nudes,’ Bob characterises the difference as ‘like, the right and 

kind of wrong ways to do it. Like, with respect. Like, there’s asking for nudes and then there’s 

sexting, like, with consent.’ Far from being considered as only shameful (Albury & Crawford, 

2012; de Ridder, 2019), participants describe sexting as a potentially ‘intimate’ experience, 

particularly when done within a relationship, where respect is also present. Tim Tam and Alice 

both noted that they would want to be ‘at least six months’ into a relationship before 

considering sharing a sexual image with someone and they reinforced the importance of these 
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practices happening within a relationship (Meehan, 2021), and one that had been long enough 

to ensure the relationship is ‘real,’  

Notions of ‘consent’ were also key to this distinction. Given the ways participants described 

the fuckbois persistence in asking for nudes, I asked Group Two:  

Sam:   So, do you think if someone's being pressured and they send a photo, is that 

consent? 

Group:   No! [a very definite no]  

Sam:   What does consent mean then?  

Dan:   Both partners are OK with it.  

Jeremiah:  Verbally agreeing and making it clear that it’s OK.  

Patrisha:  And like, there's not that pressure  

Bob:   And it's not like one side of, like, not one person wants to, like, they both want 

it. 

In describing consent, participants draw upon ideal notions of ‘affirmative consent’42 a model 

of consent advocated by feminist activists and anti-rape legal reformers (Hasinoff, 2015b) and 

one that relies on ‘clear, voluntary, and direct mutual communication’ (Hasinoff, 2015a, p. 59). 

Media and education scholars have advocated broadening notions of ‘affirmative consent’ to 

include sexting and the sharing of sexual images (Albury et al., 2017; Hasinoff, 2015b).  

Participants’ understanding of consent in relation to the sharing of images also extended to an 

 
42 Affirmative consent is a model for consent that depends on ‘clear, voluntary, and direct mutual 
communication’ (Hasinoff, 2015a, p. 59). Colloquially referred to as ‘yes means yes’ (Gilbert, 2018). Affirmative 
sexual consent laws have recently (November 2021) been passed in the Australian state of New South Wales. 
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awareness of legal frameworks, with Jeremiah expressing that ‘age comes into play as well. 

Like, age difference. It's like, it could be consensual, like between an 18-year-old and like, a 

14-year-old, but that’s still like, morally wrong. Yeah.’ What Jeremiah describes here is 

actually illegal under Australian law; 43 but he focuses on the moral implications of the 

age/power imbalance, implying an awareness that this is probably not consensual. Participants 

in Group One had a similar discussion around sexting more broadly:  

Summer: I think it’s actually illegal. 

Alex:  Under- 

Alice:  Under 18. 

Alex:  Yeah. 

Summer:  Under 18, it’s illegal, yeah. 

Alice:   I think it also depends on who you're sending it to, in terms of the legal side of 

 it. 

Alex:  Okay. 

Summer:  Maybe. 

Alice:  Oh yeah, of course. If you send, if you're an adult who sends maybe, under age 

people, then that's even worse, I think, than just two kids doing it. 

Despite a lack of ‘formal’ education around sexting, participants are somewhat aware of the 

criminal implications of sharing and possessing ‘nudes,’ As Patrisha explained:  

 
43 In Australia, sexting is criminalised under Child Pornography laws, which state that it is illegal to possess 
sexual imagery of a person under 18 years of age (Crofts & Lievens, 2018) 
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but still, even if you both have your consent, it's still gonna be on there forever. Like, what 

if, I dunno, I'm thinking of like the, something that's probably never gonna happen, but what 

if cops check your phone or something, like for something bullying thing that happens, or? 

Cos, I know, I think, someone got, it was a rumour that someone got suspended cos they had 

nudes on their phone, but yeah. 

Participants demonstrate an imprecise understanding of the legal frameworks (Albury et al., 

2013), though they are aware of the potential ramifications of storing sexual images of 

underage people on a phone. Participants’ discussion of consent in these situations is largely 

focused on the sending of images within a relationship, rather than the non-consensual sharing 

of images to people outside a relationship. There was limited discussion of the bounded nature 

of consent. By this I mean, an awareness that in sending a person a sexual image, you are giving 

them consent to view this image – but this does not mean you give consent for them to then 

share this image with others.  

These narratives draw attention to participants’ complex and critical understandings and 

navigations of norms and ethics (Albury et al., 2013) around sexting and getting/sending 

‘nudes.’ While there seems to be an awareness of the potential power imbalances at play that 

may actually negate consent in certain contexts – whether that be through age or coercion – I 

suggest that participants also had difficulty applying this understanding of consent to their 

current social and cultural realities. In particular, difficulties seemed to emerge around the 

gendered moralising and individualised notions of ‘risk,’ particularly for girls, as I discuss 

below.  
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Girls sending nudes: individualising risk and choice 

In this section, I explore girls’ considerations of being asked for and sending ‘nudes’ of 

themselves; importantly, the girls in my research displayed a critical awareness of perceived 

risks attached to the sending of nude pictures (Henry & Powell, 2015; Needham, 2021; Powell 

& Henry, 2014; Thorburn et al., 2021). In our individual interview, Bob considered whether 

she would send a nude:  

I've never done it and I don't think I will want to because it's my body and anything can 

happen over social media. Even if they don't screenshot, they can have a phone behind them 

like taking a photo or something it’s pretty… I’ve heard a lot of people do that and it’s just 

so wrong. I’d rather not do that. 

For Bob, refraining from sending a nude is about bodily autonomy; she wants to have control 

over how her body is seen and by whom. She displays an awareness of potential tactics used 

by fuckbois to circumnavigate the screenshot44 feature of Snapchat, and ultimately worries that 

her nude will be ‘leaked’ (as a photo or as gossip): ‘There's people that have done that and it's 

always ended up bad. It's always leaked.’  

Awareness of the high value placed on images of women’s bodies (Dobson, 2015; Ringrose & 

Harvey, 2015; Setty, 2019) and of the potential for nudes to get ‘leaked’45 or become a form of 

‘revenge porn’46 (Henry & Powell, 2015) permeated girls’ accounts of fuckbois and consensual 

sexting more broadly. While the non-consensual sharing of nudes was something participants 

 
44 When someone takes a screenshot of an image they have received on Snapchat, the sender of the image is 
notified.  
45 Participants did not offer a specific definition for what ‘leaked’ meant; but examples included images being 
posted on stories, sent to others via digital and social media, and/or shown to others through the phone.  
46 Henry and Powell (2018) define ‘revenge porn’ as ‘the creation, distribution, or threat of distribution, of 
intimate or sexually explicit images without their consent’ (p. 201). My participants rarely used this 
terminology, instead preferring more casual language like ‘getting nudes sent around’ or ‘sending nudes 
around.’  
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mentioned often, none spoke of their own experiences of having their private images ‘leaked’. 

Instead, they mentioned the experiences of friends, or girls at school who had their images sent 

around:  

Amy:  I know that I know there's a few boys that, do get pictures off girls that, they 

send them around and stuff. Like it happened to um, one of my friends  

Sam:   And is she ok?  

Amy:   She, yeah, she was kind of like, she kind of just, she's an idiot though 

The threat of ‘revenge porn’ was something that shaped girls’ decision-making and was also 

seen by many young people as a factor that should influence them to make the ‘right’ decisions 

when it came to sexting. There is an unstated expectation for a ‘rational’ and responsible 

decision; that is, because they know what happens (how the fuckboi might behave), these girls 

should know better, or not be an ‘idiot’ as Amy suggests and have the good sense to refuse 

such requests.  

This idea of ‘choice’ was important to the way young people made sense of nudes and in 

particular, the repercussions for nudes being sent around by fuckbois. For example, Patrisha 

told me that ‘having your nudes sent around’ was not a concern for her personally, because 

‘it’s something you can control.’ She hesitated a little, trying to find the words to explain what 

she meant, ‘the thing is, I don’t understand how other girls feel about it.’ I asked her how she 

felt about it: ‘For me, I think it’s avoidable. Like, just say no and it’s not gonna happen. But 

yeah. Some girls want the attention and then they don’t think of the, what could happen.’  

In this interaction, Patrisha doesn’t want to speak on behalf of ‘other girls’ but ultimately 

circled back around to lay the blame on girls who ‘want the attention.’ There is some 

ambivalence here, as Patrisha hesitated, noting ‘I probably shouldn’t say that,’ indicating that 
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she is somewhat uneasy about the moral position she is attempting to take, but continued, 

nevertheless. Earlier in our discussion, Patrisha told me that ‘some girls would give in easily’ 

to sending nudes, hinting further at the persistence and pressure placed upon girls by fuckbois 

to send the image. This was something Group Two also discussed:  

Sam:  So, if a “top tier fuckboi” is asking a girl who is not maybe, I don't know not 

in a relationship, constantly for pictures is there a possibility that she can 

consent to that?  

Bob:   I guess it’s just by choice. Like, if she wants to then sure  

Dan:   Most girls probably would feel pressured into saying yes. Would you?  

Bob:   Yeah. Oh, like top fuckboi. That, yeah. Yeah.  

Sam:   You'd feel pressured to say yes? 

Bob:   Yeah.  

Patrisha:  But that doesn't mean that you’d necessarily send it?  

Bob:   Yeah. It's all by choice. And like, if you are like fully pressured, then I guess 

some people would just be pressured and say yes, but like, if you've got 

enough, like strength, just say, no.  

Starburst:  I feel like it's pretty easy. Once you say no the first time and they keep asking, 

you can just not open the messages.  

These statements further highlight the complex negotiations participants are attempting to 

make around what is considered ‘consent,’ toying with positions that are somewhat at odds 

with their earlier views. Specifically, these narratives show the way notions of personal choice 

and responsibility seem to trump earlier ideas about pressure from fuckbois in effect negating 
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consent. The girls in particular appear to be expressing a postfeminist dilemma – if you want 

to send a nude, then you should be able to. But if you chose to send a nude and it gets leaked, 

you should have been more responsible, or made better choices. That is, a postfeminist 

sensibility suggests gendered equality has been achieved, and thus young women are positioned 

as ‘empowered’ to make their own choices (Banet-Weiser, 2015; Budgeon, 2015; Gill, 2016). 

Harris and Dobson (2015) suggest, however, that this is ‘conditional on explicit analyses of a 

gendered structure of power being relinquished’ (Harris & Dobson, 2015, p. 150). The girls in 

this research were not unaware of the power the fuckboi holds and wields, and they were 

affectively aware of the double-standard response to his behaviours. As Bob explained: ‘the 

thing is like, if you do say no, like the tables can always turn and like, he could, I dunno, like 

make stories up and go tell everyone.’ Yet it was not always clear to me that they were able to 

extend or apply this reasoning to build a more empathetic understanding of others, specifically 

to other young women. However, this is complicated by what I characterise their networks of 

care and solidarity that I discuss later.  

I now want to return to Patrisha’s naming of ‘some girls’ as being the ones who are positioned 

as being more likely to ‘give in’ to fuckbois requests. 

The moral economy and the ‘right’ kind of relationships 

Bob referred more specifically to ‘those girls’ as ‘sluts’ or ‘hoes’ which she explained to me in 

our individual interview:  

I'd say a hoe is kind of like a fuckboi. You can call them a slut, but I don't really like that 

word. It's like a milder word is a hoe because it's going around and basically a fuckboi but a 

girl version. It's doing the same stuff, but just the girl doing it. Using guys. You don't see it 

as often as guys, but I guess it's not also just the girl. It could be the fuckboi, but the girl turns 
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into a hoe because she's just going around sleeping with other guys or fucking around with 

other guys and making everyone feel uncomfortable.  

Bob displays some guarded empathy towards the slut here. In her attempts to explain these 

behaviours, she also seems to recognise that girls can be unjustly labelled a slut or a hoe. And 

yet, it is the hoe who ultimately makes ‘everyone feel uncomfortable,’  

You don't just call someone a slut unless you know they are. […] You wouldn't just go around 

calling a random girl a slut if they have hooked up with one guy because they could actually 

like that person or something.  

Bob hints at just how bad it is to be designated a slut by your peers and friends, but distinguishes 

this behaviour as potentially being based on actually ‘liking’ someone, rather than, in her words 

just ‘fucking around,’ A key distinction emerges between someone who might be a slut, and 

someone who is with a guy for the right, morally acceptable reasons: 

Sam:   So, in terms of having sex with someone you are not getting called a hoe or a 

slut if you are having sex with somebody [while] in a relationship? 

Bob:  If it's outside of a relationship and I guess if you have it once or twice with the 

same person it's not as bad. If you are going around with random people then, 

yes. If you are in a relationship, it's definitely not classified as a hoe because 

there's a connection there and you are together so it's your kind of thing. It's 

fun. It just depends on the people. I definitely wouldn't call anyone in a 

relationship a hoe because they are in a relationship, so they have made 

themselves commit to this person, so they are definitely not. If someone does 

call someone a hoe in a relationship that's really wrong. It doesn't make sense 

why you would. 

In Bob’s response, the different layers of a ‘moral economy’ start to become visible (see also: 
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Skeggs, 2004) in which ‘moral distinctions of worth are also social distinctions of value’ 

(Ahmed, 2010b, p. 34). ‘Moral distinctions’ here are based upon what Bob identifies as being 

in a relationship for the right reasons (commitment, actually liking someone, or to learn), rather 

than just ‘fucking around.’ The figure of the slut/hoe that Bob attempts to describe has a 

negative affective value, through a gendered association with what has traditionally been 

considered unacceptable, or more specifically, shameful: that is, heterosexual girls’ desire 

beyond the bounds of what is considered a loving, trusting relationship (see also: Maxwell, 

2006; Summit et al., 2016; Tolman, 2002). The moral economy, therefore, suggests that being 

in a relationship for the ‘right’ reasons has a positive affective value, one that denotes ‘who is 

worthy as well as capable of being happy “in the right way”’(Ahmed, 2010b, p. 13).  

‘Shame’ is frequently theorised as attached to women’s and girls’ sexuality as a regulating 

affect – (See: Attwood, 2007; Dobson, 2015; Ringrose et al., 2013; Ringrose & Renold, 2012) 

–and is central to maintaining this moral economy. It is important to note that Bob talks about 

sluts/hoes without ever drawing upon any specific girls or giving details of the instances of this 

behaviour that she has encountered. She relies instead on generic ‘myths’ (Attwood, 2007) and 

prevailing narratives that sustain the moral economy, regardless of what she actually feels or 

experiences herself. However, the way shame ‘sticks’ to the idea of the ‘slut,’ affectively 

functions as a ‘deterrent’ for Bob, and she feels that in order to avoid this herself, she must 

adhere to the ‘scripts of normative existence’ (Ahmed, 2014, pp. 106–107).  

Group Two provided a different perspective by suggestion that having your nudes leaked was 

less likely if girls sent them while they were in a relationship: 

Dan:   yeah, she can get definitely more of a bad rep, than the dude would  

Sam:   Even if it was in a relationship? 
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Dan:    Yep, oh, if you’re in a relationship, it wouldn’t be seen as, as bad I don’t 

 reckon. It's a common thing.  

Starburst:  I think it’s different in a relationship 

Bob:   It’s mutual if it’s in a relationship  

Jeremiah:  If a guy does that, leaks a chick’s nudes, that’s gonna, that’s definitely gonna 

reflect badly on him. For sure, if you're in a consensual relationship and then 

you put something like that, everyone's just going to think you're a Dick.  

Starburst:  It’s also less likely [if you’re in a relationship] 

Sam:   But only if you’re in a relationship?  

Jeremiah:  Yeah. It depends on the circumstances.  

I asked, ‘and if you’re not in a relationship?’: 

Dan:   It would be less bad for the boy 

Bob:   But it’s still worse on the girl.  

These exchanges not only point to the nuances of coding morally acceptable conduct, but they 

also reveal remarkably heteronormative and gendered constructions of what counts as a proper 

relationship, and how it can offer a soft, if unreliable, protective space for young women. In 

the context of the fuckboi, I suggest the moral economy maintains its strength amongst the girls 

in particular, because it promises some protection from the social ramifications of being 

associated with a fuckboi. Even if inconsistently. Similarly, in their research with young men 

who engage in sexting, Roberts and colleagues (2021) have defined this in terms of a ‘hierarchy 

of respect’ (p.38), whereby the different levels of ‘attachment’ (i.e., in a relationship, flirting, 

hooking up) are connected to the amount of respect afforded to girls by their male partners 
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(Roberts et al., 2021).  

The stigma of receiving unsolicited dick pics 

I now want to return to a specific behaviour of the fuckboi that young people, and in particular 

young girls, spoke about frequently: the sending of dick pics via mobile and social media, 

focussing on non-consensual sharing of dick pics in a heterosexual47 context. As I described 

above, I draw a distinction – one made very clearly by the participants – between consensual 

sexting, which may include the sending of dick pics at the request of a partner, and the non-

consensual sending of a dick pic, or an ‘unsolicited dick pic,’ a practice referred to by Ringrose 

and colleagues as ‘cyber-flashing’ (2021b, p. 1). Although participants didn’t use this 

terminology, instead preferring the term ‘dick pic,’ I use ‘unsolicited’ in an attempt to draw a 

clear line between mutually consensual and unsolicited sharing of images. As I reasoned above, 

consent, and not only the sexual nature of the images being circulated, is a critical issue here. 

Even so, it is important to acknowledge that participants never specifically identified 

unsolicited dick pics as a form of digital sexual harassment (Ringrose et al., 2021b).  

I begin with a discussion among some of the girls about ‘dick pics’:  

Summer:  Yes, it’s very. Sexting and asking girls for the boobs pics or “do you wanna 

see my dick?”, or just dick pics, is very, very, very common.  

Sam:   How does that happen in the first place?  

Summer:  Sometimes you just get up on Snapchat, straight away it’ll just come up, see it 

and that’s it. Just send it straight away.  

In such contexts, there is no opportunity for the boys to seek or gain consent for the sharing of 

 
47 Although it is important to note that not all the girls who receive unsolicited dick pics are heterosexual.  
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an image, nor any discussion about whether the receiver is interested in seeing a picture of their 

penis. In our individual interview, I also asked Amy if she had ever been sent any unsolicited 

dick pics: 

Amy:   Yeah, I have. Normally, it’s not even, like – obviously I don’t ask for it – but 

people just send it, like we want it or something. 

Sam:   And do you? 

Amy:   no! It’s gross! 

An account of unsolicited dick pics as ‘gross’ was a common theme throughout participant 

narratives, with the girls often expressing feelings of disgust and bewilderment that ‘fuckbois’ 

thought this was an appropriate form of communication. ‘Gross,’ here was affectively directed 

towards the boys who sent the pictures, and more specifically their penises in a way that marked 

this behaviour as undesirable. This is similar to the affective response provoked by the fuckboi 

more broadly, one of disgust: 

Amy:   Just gross. Like, to think that guys actually think that’s ok. To just like, send 

it. Like, without even, like, even if they ask, that’s still, not, like, not cool 

dude. 

Bob:  Even if I do get one, I don't feel like, "Oh my god that's nice" I feel really 

grossed out because I don't want to see that. 

These observations further suggest that even within a relationship the girls would be reluctant 

to receive a dick pic. However, there is also a possibility, given the ways girls’ expression of 

sexuality is highly regulated (Dobson, 2015; Egan, 2013; Renold & Ringrose, 2016), as well 

as the gendered moral economy, that they may be reluctant to admit their desire to receive a 

dick pic, and particularly from someone they are not in a relationship with. Waling and Pym 
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(2019) have argued that public commentary surrounding dick pics has served to reinforce such 

feelings, further limiting considerations of girls’ sexuality, pleasure, and desire. The outcome 

of this then, and something that emerges from my participants’ narratives, is that it is potentially 

thought of as shameful to want to see a dick pic. In the excerpt below Patrisha unsuccessfully 

attempts to imagine an occasion on which she would desire a dick pic.  

maybe if I was with someone and we were doing stuff or something, but I don’t want to […] 

like it doesn’t give me any pleasure at all. It’s kind of like, that’s gross. I don’t want to see 

that. If something came up in my phone, I'd just turn it off a bit. No, just, no! 

Given their disgust at the dick pics and their very clear lack of desire to receive them, the girls 

remained unsure as to why the boys sent the images in the first place. Bob offers a potential 

explanation:  

I don't get any dick pics anymore, but sometimes guys just send me photos of them in their 

jocks or something. I still don't want that. I actually want someone to talk to me. I don't want 

to see that. It doesn't make me happy at all. Just makes me feel like they want my body 

because they are sending photos of their body.  

For Bob, it feels like they are only after her body, yet this is felt as a kind of shame, and as 

something for which she is potentially responsible. She explained this further, telling me: ‘I’d 

feel bad about myself because that’s come to me. It could have gone to any other girl, but it’s 

come to me. I’d feel like, maybe people would think I like that, but I don’t.’ This was a common 

feeling for girls when discussing unsolicited dick pics, as I explore further through Summer’s 

experience. 
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Attempting to make sense of the shame  

For Summer, there was a particular experience with an unsolicited dick pic that she spoke about 

frequently during our sessions and in our individual interviews she gave a fuller account of 

this. Summer was ‘talking to’48 a boy she knew from primary school. She was enjoying their 

chats, mostly over Snapchat, beginning to think that maybe there was something more there 

than just being friends. One day, she uploaded a selfie to Snapchat, and he wrote ‘nice’ to her 

in response, a common way to start flirting with someone in whom you might be interested. 

Summer tells me that she thought ‘oh that’s cute!’ and he followed it up with questions and she 

answered, kind of ‘going along with it.’ Finally, he asked her ‘oh, do you have any more 

photos?’ At first, she wasn’t entirely sure what he meant by this, but he kept going, telling her: 

‘oh send me this, do this’ until finally he said, ‘send me a picture of your boobs.’ For Summer, 

it ‘kinda clicked’ in her ‘head that, that’s not right,’ and she told him ‘no.’ In response, he sent 

her a ‘porno picture of himself’ and with it said ‘oh, do you wanna see my dick?’ Summer ‘hit 

the roof on him’ and sent him ‘a massive rant’ with a lot of ‘swearing and a lot of anger’ she 

recounted how she stood up for herself and told him how ‘inappropriate’ and ‘disrespectful’ it 

was. Then she ‘blocked him on everything and unliked all old photos of him’ and ‘hasn’t 

spoken to him since.’ While Summers’s immediate response was anger, she described its 

subsequent impact: 

It's horrible and it makes you [emphasis Summer’s] feel horrible. I was bawling my eyes out, 

because it’s like, it’s like your fault. Then you feel like you can’t tell anyone, because it’s 

like “well, you did it, you started it”. It was probably one of the worst experiences of my life.  

 
48 Participants described this as the beginning of getting to know someone, or the ‘flirting’ stage. 
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Summer’s reflections reveal the impact of the image itself, but also the cumulative impact of 

the lack of consent, the belief that she will be held responsible, and her powerful explanation 

of these factors fuels part of Summer’s fury. Summer’s affective response is captured so 

powerfully in her drawing from our final group session, where I gave Group One free rein to 

respond to the provocation: ‘What do you want adults to know?’ I have explained this task in 

Chapter Three (p. 83), and it was one that Summer approached with enthusiasm. As the bell 

signalled the end of our final session, I noticed that Summer’s drawing looked unfinished. She 

asked if she could take it home to finish it and bring it back when we had our individual 

interview. Given the difficulties I had with scheduling interviews with students on specific 

days, I wasn’t hopeful that I would see the drawing again, so asked Summer if I could take a 

photo of it as it was [Image 9]. 

 

A couple of months later, Summer and I met at the canteen for an individual interview. In the 

pouring rain, we ran to find a room to chat in and once we arrived at the room, she pulled a 

piece of folded paper [Image 10] out of her pocket and placed it on the table. She had finished 

her drawing and proudly lay the work on the table for me to see.  

Image 9: Summer’s initial drawing  
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In the Cultural Politics of Emotion Sara Ahmed offers an account of shame as an ‘intense and 

painful sensation that is bound up with how the self feels about itself, a self-feeling that is felt 

by and on the body’ (Ahmed, 2004, p. 103). Ahmed argues that a sense of shame is felt as a 

burning on the skin, that makes its subject ‘turn away from the other’s gaze or drop the head in 

a sensation more acute and intense than embarrassment’ (p.103). The embodiment of this 

shame is powerfully captured in Summer’s drawing, and in particular in the image of the girl 

in the bottom left-hand corner. The text right next to the picture reads: ‘Trust Me…It Sucks,’ 

suggesting that this girl represents Summer’s own personal experience. She pulls her knees 

tightly to her chest, burying her face in between them, attempting to make herself as small as 

possible. We can’t see her face, but an ominous cloud floats above from which raindrops fall 

on her head, forming a puddle at her feet. In describing how the work came together, Summer 

tells me that she had ‘actually drawn’ and when she needed something for this, she ‘cut it out’ 

and apologises for how ‘rough’ it looks. This girl is the only part of the picture that remains in 

grey lead pencil, in amongst the bright colours of the rest, perhaps hinting at the ephemerality 

of the affect, or perhaps suggesting that it was such an effacing ‘affect’ that it emptied her out; 

Image 10: Summer’s completed drawing  
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sucked the life and vibrancy out of her. Our interview was interrupted by a severe thunderstorm, 

and the chaos of the schoolyard as the children all ran for cover, so I missed the opportunity to 

ask Summer why the girl remained in pencil,49 while she had brightly coloured in the rest. 

However, later in the interview Summer offered some further insight:  

And then I just, I was crying, and it, uh – I know this might sound funny, but I can still 

remember in my head when it happened, I didn't know that I would ever get over it. Cos in 

my head at that time, I was like, I am never ever going to get over what happened. And like, 

yeah, that was probably the most hard part about it. 

Summer finds various ways to express her feelings and reactions to what happened but doesn’t 

quite have the framework to identify what happened to her as a form of sexual violence. 

Summer can acknowledge that she never consented to receiving the dick pic and more 

importantly, that she was never given the opportunity to consent. And yet she still has difficulty 

in breaking down the shame, and the self-blame.  

Her awareness of the ways women are sexualised and how they are socially and culturally 

perceived as somehow deserving of gendered and sexual violence intensifies these feelings of 

shame. As Summer explained:  

I do feel like it's like, well you put yourself in that situation, it's like, there's a big difference 

between like - I'm just gonna go into this - between like, rape and stuff like that and sexual 

abuse and this [emphasis Summer’s], but it's a lot of the time with girls when it happens to 

them, it's like, well “she shouldn't be wearing that dress”, or “she shouldn't be out at that time 

of night” or it's like this “well she shouldn't have been asking for it” or “she was flirting and 

 
49 It is difficult to see in the photograph, but in the original image, much of the writing/drawing was first done 
in pencil and then coloured over with markers.  
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things like that”. So that's why I think it was hard for me, cos I thought it was my fault. But 

yeah.  

Summer does not see unsolicited dick pics as a type of sexual violence on the same level as 

‘rape and stuff.’ However, in an attempt to make sense of her experience, she brings forth 

frequently used victim-blaming narratives that manifest in news and broader popular and social 

media to describe victims of sexual violence (Dobson, 2019; Powell & Henry, 2014; Stubbs-

Richardson et al., 2018). Despite her apparent awareness of discussions of sexual violence 

(evident in her description of the above myths), Summer is still not able to name what happened 

to her as a form of violence. This is significant because it tends to minimise the seriousness of 

her experience which, I suggest, impedes her capacity to critically consider these same myths 

as they apply to herself.  

Summer explained how, after it happened, she was: ‘In bed crying, because I thought it was 

my fault and I felt as though I couldn't tell anyone, cos then I would be told off. Cos then I 

wasn't sure if it's like, well you pressured him to do it.’ She is somewhat resigned to such 

notions because the frameworks she draws upon to make sense of her experiences – victim–

blaming, the localised moral economy, and notions of ‘choice’ and self-respect – tell her this 

is so. Summer is disturbed that, despite the image being sent without any prior discussion, she 

will be positioned as the one ‘asking for it.’  

Bringing Summer’s reflections together with Bob’s from earlier, points to how the dick pic 

becomes affectively ‘shameful,’ as Bob too questions why it has been sent to her, or what she 

has done to make it seem like this is something she would want. These responses from the 

young women – imbued with shame and self-doubt – highlight the potential stigmatisation girls 

feel simply by virtue of receiving a dick pic (Ringrose et al., 2021a), even when they have no 

say in the matter.  
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Emerging gendered ethics of care and solidarity 

Calling out bad behaviour, privately.  

Despite being aware of, and largely disgusted by the behaviour of fuckbois, the young men in 

this research shared only limited examples of how they or others might have challenged this 

behaviour. As Dan illustrated through sharing his experience with a ‘mate’ who had showed 

him ‘photos of girls, with no shame’:  

Sam:   Does anyone ever call them out? 

Dan:   Call the guys out? Not really. I don't think so. For like being a fuckboi? No. 

Sam:   Do the girls? 

Dan:   Call the guys out? Yes, but not to the guys just to the other girls. So, the girl 

will know what's going on, but I don't understand how, but they're still just 

lured into the same trap every time and it just blows my mind that this guy can 

just keep pulling this off. It's just going to work over and over again. 

Dan was aware of the way the girls warn one another but did not mention participating in this 

warning himself. While there is a sense that it is the girls’ responsibility to ‘know what’s going 

on,’ he was also cognisant of the ways in which the guys are able to ‘lure’ them in. Dan did not 

say any more about this particular encounter, although he did tell me about the time he had to 

have words with his best mate (and fellow participant) Jeremiah:  

Dan:   I heard him talking to her on the phone one day. He was just so rude to her, 

and I had to talk to him about it and give him a bit of kick up the ass and what 

he needed and I said to him, "Why would you want to talk to her like that? 

Why would you want to make her feel like that?" It worked. 
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Sam:   Was he surprised? Did he realize he was talking that way or? 

Dan:   Yes, I guess so, but there was a bit more back story to it that doesn't really 

matter […] I was like, he told me that and I was like, "It's still no reason to 

speak like that to your girlfriend but I understand where you are coming from"  

Jeremiah also described an encounter with one of his mates who had ‘crossed the line’:  

Jeremiah:  Ah, well one of my mates just did some shit that like, crossed the line.  

Sam:  And he told you about it? Or was he bragging? 

Jeremiah:  I heard about it […] I just said "don't pull that shit ever again" and I told him 

that it was fucked up and that something will happen to him if he ever like, 

does it again, because like, people find out and people like, non-shit people 

don't take that shit lightly. And I said, like, if you actually do that again, 

someone will do something to you, if like, they find out. And like, I wanted 

to, I wanted to...like, really just hit him. But like, what's that gonna do? That's 

not gonna get the point across, and so I didn't talk to him for a few days, just 

cos like I had to calm down, cos if I had of spoken to him, I just would have, 

flipped it at him. But like, I just told him. I dunno, I think he listened. 

Jeremiah did not or would not disclose any further information about what this encounter was 

about, only that he was not there at the time and that there was alcohol involved. He made no 

mention of the girl or whether he had checked-in with the girl to make sure that she was okay. 

Interestingly, neither Dan nor Jeremiah identify their friends behaviours as fuckboi conduct. 

There is seemingly a kind of dissociation between what their ‘mates’ do, and what they know 

as being wrong in a more general sense, in ways that may be seen as ‘upholding the primacy 

of the male friendship group’ (Robinson, 2005, p. 33). This, as I will explore below, is what 

the girls assessment of the situation is. But in these narratives, Jeremiah and Dan put forth a 
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helplessness, where they position themselves as being aware of poor behaviours, but largely 

unable to effect any change.  

Notably, in each of these accounts Jeremiah and Dan refered specifically to admonishing a 

friend or mate in a somewhat private instance. While this may be similar to the girls warning 

only their close friends, exchanges among the girls suggests that they were generally unaware 

that these kinds of discussions were happening among the boys. Bob alluded to this in our 

individual interview, commenting that our group sessions were the first time she had heard 

such expressions of ‘respect’ from the boys; she explained:  

Bob:   I feel like last Friday [the group session] was really good because it was both 

genders talking about things and I didn't think that some guys had that much 

respect. There was, I think there was only three guys in our class, but they still 

had a lot of respect. They weren't saying, "Oh, that's not like girls blah, blah, 

blah" they actually have respect for both genders. 

Sam:   You were shocked by that? 

Bob:   Yes. I didn't see those people to have that much respect. I know them all, I just 

didn't expect it. 

This was somewhat surprising to me, given the often sophisticated and at times feminist 

critique that all three of the ‘guys’ to whom Bob refered (Tim Tam, Dan, and Jeremiah) had 

engaged with in our discussions. Significantly, this also suggests that girls feel as though they 

are alone in dealing with the fuckbois. Because this ‘call out’ happens in private, or only 

amongst (male) friends, Bob (fairly) assumes that it is not happening at all. Additionally, Bob’s 

experience with the gendered moral economy and its sexual double-standard shapes this 

reaction; she imagines that the boys would respect and support other boys, rather than the girls 

(or ‘victims’ of the fuckboi more specifically) because that is the nature of the gendered status 
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quo.  

I noted earlier in the chapter that Jeremiah and Dan’s narratives hint at what Ralph and Roberts 

(2020) have described as a ‘weakening’ of ‘hegemonic gender structures’ (p.83). In actively 

challenging what they have identified as the poor behaviour of their ‘mates’ towards girls/their 

girlfriends, Dan and Jeremiah may be expressing a more ‘inclusive masculinity’50 one that 

emphasises ‘an embrace of openness and intimacy’ (Roberts et al., 2021, p. 37). This comes 

through not only in the ways they react to the poor behaviours of their friends, but also in the 

way they describe their interactions with girls and/or their girlfriends. This is perhaps what Bob 

finds most reassuring from our discussions; amongst the ubiquity of the fuckboi, and the need 

for girls to navigate the moral and social implications of this, Dan and Jeremiah provided her 

with the reassurance that an alternative is possible. However, it was only through our group 

discussions that Bob was able to feel this possibility. It thus appears that whatever these shifts 

potentially involve, they have yet to have a material impact upon gender relations – and girls’ 

access to power within heterosexual relations – within the participants contemporary social 

context (Allen, 2007; de Boise & Hearn, 2017).  

 

 

 

 

 
50I recognise that there are tensions in the field of masculinity studies around the use of the term ‘inclusive 
masculinity theory’ (Anderson, 2009). . I am not attempting to overstate this ‘weakening’ or transformation, 
only to contribute albeit in a limited way to the discussion about masculinities in a plural sense  (see: Bridges & 
Pascoe, 2014; de Boise & Hearn, 2017; O’Neill, 2015)  
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Affective solidarity and care  

About halfway through my interview with Alice, a boy walked past and as he turned and looked 

at Alice for the second time, she threw both her arms in the air and enthusiastically stuck both 

her middle fingers up at him. She then turned and explained her response to me:  

that dude that I just stuck my finger up at, actually, he is like always asking chicks for nudes 

and stuff […] if you send em, then a coupla months later you do something to him, or you 

hurt him in anyway, he’ll put them up or he’ll do stuff with them. He’s a dickhead! 

Although this ‘dude’ did not ask Alice personally for nudes, her rage was palpable – both in 

her description of the situation and her embodied reaction to his presence – she responded to 

him this way because of the way he has treated other girls. In interpersonal and social contexts 

that reinforce a gendered double-standard whereby girls remain simultaneously victimised by 

the ‘fuckboi’ (or in close proximity to such victimisation) whilst also largely bearing 

responsibility for these behaviours, the girls spoke about the creation of what I am referring to 

as ‘warning networks.’ The girls of Group Two discussed the ‘talk’ that goes around among 

other girls: 

Stacey:  And there’s some people that you can just, you can just, um, they’re just 

known for being like that.  

Bob:   Yeah, the reputation.  

Sam:   So, if you get a message from them, you’re like- 

Bob:   Byyeee 

Stacey:   But then there’s some people that might be like that, but nobody really says 

that they are like that cos, cos they’re a certain person. 
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Sam:   So, do you, kind of like, do the girls then kind of tell each other who to watch 

out for?  

Bob:   I feel like there is a lot of talk that goes around 

Stacey:  You know, it might be like, um, “oh guys, don’t” let’s say it’s James, it’s like, 

“guys, don’t ever talk to James.” It’s like, if someone comes up and is like 

“hey guys, I’m talking to this guy.” 

Arnott:  And it’s like, “No!” 

Stacey:  Oh honey, don’t do that.  

The girls can recognise and name someone based on their ‘fuckboi’ behaviour as being 

potentially dangerous and, as Summer recounted to me in our individual interview, ‘I’ll just 

tell my friends about it… most of the time, it’s like “he’s a fuckboi” and that’s what we kind 

of base it off. So, most people who send it, we’ll call them that.’ Using the fuckboi’ label 

enables the girls to make a threat recognisable to each other and provides something to mobilise 

around. Returning to her own encounter with a fuckboi, Summer explained: ‘I haven’t spoken 

to him since, and I’ve warned girls about him. I told my friend and she’s like “Yeah, he’s done 

it to me as well”.’ 

The girls were well aware that providing a ‘warning’ to your friends was unlikely to result in 

formal repercussions for the fuckboi and, largely, this was not something the girls desired. Bob 

explained:  

Sam:  Do you warn your friends when they- 

Bob:  Yes, I tell them this person is doing that, but I'm not going to tell everyone 

because that’s probably going to embarrass them or something. I tell my close 

friends what's going on. 
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So, the ‘warning’ here is provided only to your close friends. For Bob, this is because she is 

aware of the potential shame and embarrassment attached to being propositioned by a fuckboi. 

The considered assessment was that the trade-off of reporting such behaviours more widely 

may not be worth it, with little faith in the school system for example. However, mobilising 

around a warning network was particularly important for girls who may fear reprisal from the 

fuckbois or their friends. Amy shared a story about one of her friends who had had her nudes 

leaked, and when I asked her if the school knew she told me, ‘I don’t think so, no.’  

Sam:   They’re probably aware that it’s happening?  

Amy:  That's another thing, like a lot of people are like, scared of being called like a, 

what is it, snitch, that's it.  

Sam:  If someone ‘dobs’? 

Amy: If they say like "oh, this person's sending someone’s nudes around" like, yeah. 

People just, wouldn't like it. 

Amy is less clear about the repercussions for the ‘snitch,’ but Summer also shared with the 

group a story about one of her friends who has had ‘multiple people do it’ (send dick pics): 

She’s from […] my old school. She self-harms all over because people do and then she will 

tell them “don’t send it to me again” and they’ll be like “well, kill yourself” 

Summer’s visceral recounting of a very troubling story, yet also told in a somewhat ‘matter of 

fact’ way, is an acknowledgment of her understanding that this is the way things are. There is 

a sense for them then, that warning each other, is not only what they have to do. But all they 

can do.  

These accounts suggest that girls keep their ‘warning networks’ small also out of safety 



 

 234 

concerns and an awareness of the limited power they have in this situation to be believed or 

supported (both institutionally and socially). Of course, this also extends the sense of 

responsibility the girls feel – to heed the warnings, protect themselves, and sometimes protect 

the perpetrator. Elsewhere, we see a strengthening of the blame placed upon girls who, for 

example, despite the warnings, still ‘chose’ the fuckboi: 

There’s some guys that I know, well rumours about some guys like ‘that guy’s got a 

reputation’ but then there's girls that are still like, “Oh my god, I wish he would like me!” 

Like, you know he has a reputation…  

In this situation, the existence of ‘warning networks’ fortifies the notions of choice I explored 

earlier, firmly placing the onus on girls (who have the knowledge) to make the right decisions.  

Through these ‘warning networks’ the girls warn one another to ‘stay away’ from certain guys, 

they comfort one another, bringing other girls into their collective and affective sense that these 

behaviours are not acceptable, representing a caring reminder that they do not experience these 

things alone. Yet this also points to the centrality of ‘community’ in dealing with and/or 

surviving fuckbois in ways that are not only about providing a ‘warning’. The girls in this 

research are accessing the very limited resources they have available to them to form a network 

of ‘affective solidarity’ (Hemmings, 2012), one that shares, repudiates, and resists the injustices 

they experience or fear experiencing as a result of fuckboi behaviours. For Hemmings (2012) 

‘affective solidarity’ ‘draws on a broader range of affects […] as necessary for a sustainable 

feminist politics of transformation’ (p. 148).  

For the girls in this research, this sense of solidarity is one that allows their shame, disgust, 

rage, and/or frustration, to propel them towards one another; and arguably, it points to a 

burgeoning feminist critique and basis for action. As Summer suggested: ‘it just makes you 

feel better to know that you’re not alone, as much as it’s horrible it’s happened to more people, 
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but you just feel like, it’s nice hearing how he’s a dick, kind of thing.’ The girls in this research 

recognised that the persistence of the sexual double standards of the schoolyard meant the 

structures were skewed against them: if your nudes are leaked, you will be blamed, rather than 

the boy who leaked them. If you sleep with a boy who only wants your body, you will be called 

a slut, while he will attain homosocial benefits, and face limited institutional ramifications. 

Yet, while they may accept this, to some extent as being the way that the world works, they are 

also mobilising against it and doing so via emerging forms collective action. 

Conclusion  

In examining a range of youth sexting practices, my aim in this chapter has not been to 

contribute to or exacerbate ‘panics’ about them (Albury et al., 2013; Hasinoff, 2015b; Ringrose 

et al., 2013) nor to generate alarmist discussions of ‘youth-at-risk.’ Rather I have attempted to 

provide a close-up picture of the complex moral economy which these young people inhabited, 

and to draw out the nuanced and reflective reasoning they engaged to navigate this world. This 

is not to deny the coercive and abusive nature of many of these behaviours, from the conduct 

of the fuckbois to the sending of unsolicited dick pics and asking for nude images to be sent. It 

is, however, to also draw attention to other aspects of these encounters and to put the spotlight 

on how young people themselves worked out these interactions.  

In participants’ active negotiation of these practices there were signs of resistance, questioning, 

and critique as well as uncertainty in their meaning making. For example, I have showed how 

participants clearly distinguished consensual sexting from sexting under pressure (or coercion), 

which they decidedly stated was not consensual. They also highlighted the potential intimacy 

of participating in sexting within a relationship, a finding borne out by other research 

(Amundsen, 2020a; Burkett, 2015; Setty, 2019). Yet in my study the girls in particular were 

mostly unable to dislodge prevailing notions of ‘choice’ from considerations of shame and why 
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– aware of the ‘risks’ – girls would send nudes. Moreover, girls had to navigate competing 

notions of choice and agency in order to do ‘the right thing.’ A body of work has elaborated 

the expectations for the good postfeminist subject (Dobson, 2015; Harris, 2004) to perform an 

‘empowered’ sexuality and voluntarily sending nudes could be construed as an instance of 

sexual empowerment  (Dobson & Ringrose, 2016). However, in my research, ‘empowerment’ 

was more often expressed in the individual agency and moral judgement to resist such 

pressures, or to be able to identify a good boy rather than a fuckboi – both other forms of 

pressure (Thorburn et al., 2021).  These competing pressures contribute to the responsibility 

the girls feel, one that is further entrenched by adult constructions of youth sexting as only 

risky/dangerous (Hasinoff, 2015b) and abstinence only approaches to ‘sext education’ (Albury 

et al., 2017; Dobson & Ringrose, 2016).  

However, rather than seeing girls as simply being duped or passive in these interactions, there 

was evidence in my research of their developing a burgeoning feminist critique, one that 

recognised the gendered inequalities that perpetuate moral double-standards. However, they 

also recognised their limited power to change this and so they are ‘creative’ (Harris & Dobson, 

2015) and ‘ambivalent’ (Nash, 2017) in their attempts to navigate the intimate moral landscape. 

In many of these interactions, traditional gendered norms are reinforced, most notably through 

‘slut-shaming,’ where overly sexualised behaviours or desires are regulated through the 

affective stickiness of ‘shame’ (whether directed towards the self or others).  

Other girls in this research embraced the idea of the regulatory moral economy as a way to 

distance themselves from the risky figure of the mythical ‘slut’ and thus consequential 

associations (such as shame or self-blame) with the fuckboi. However, through girls’ ‘warning 

networks,’ they were also able to recognise the unequal distribution of gendered power that 

facilitated fuckbois’ ability to act with impunity and the girls thus mobilised collectively. This 
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solidarity emerged despite the moral economy affectively and socially marking girls’ 

behaviours as shameful. These spaces of uncertainty, I argue, are thus potentially productive, 

offering insight into the ways the double-standard persists, whilst also creating scenes that hint 

at change. While the behaviours, responses, and affects I have analysed in this chapter are 

largely governed through the persistence of a regulatory heteronormativity that rewards a 

‘popular’ masculinity, there is also evidence of critique of those regimes accompanied by 

emerging forms of solidarity and care.
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CONCLUSION 
 

 

Introduction  

This thesis investigated how young people come to understand, negotiate, and experience their 

intimate relationships. Beginning from their vantage point, it sought to reframe widespread 

understandings of young people’s relationships through a study that built in feminist, queer, 

participatory, and arts-based approaches. Situated during a time of heightened public anxiety 

about young people’s intimate relationships and circulating panics around youth sexualities 

and digital spaces, I wanted to gain a better understanding of whether and if so, how young 

people were absorbing these ‘public feelings’ in reference to their own intimate relationships. 

Further, I was intrigued by research indicating that, despite being supportive of gender equality 

at the public and institutional level, young people were less likely to hold the same sort of 

commitments in the domain of interpersonal relationships, where gender-based inequities 

appeared to persist (Politoff et al., 2019). In the presence of increased visibility of diverse 

gender and sexuality identities (Bragg et al., 2018), alongside waves of school-based 

curriculum reform in relationship education (Jones and Hillier, 2013; Ollis, 2014; Shannon, 

2016), I also wanted to better understand the ways in which young people potentially 

experienced and negotiated (both reinforcing and resisting) these forms of inequality and 

asymmetries in intimate relationships, and how they came to these understandings.  

In this chapter, I draw together findings and insights from fieldwork to highlight the overall 

arguments of the thesis and its empirical, methodological, and theoretical contributions. I then 

offer some suggestions for future research and indicate potential educational policy and 

program implications. I will first provide a brief overview of this thesis.  
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To summarise briefly, beginning with Chapter One, which mapped the context and prompts 

for this study, noting policy, public and political debates, and my own professional, and 

scholarly interests. It set out the key research questions and scope of the inquiry, leading to 

Chapter Two that provided a critical review of relevant research literature, identifying main 

debates as well as gaps which this thesis sought to address. Chapter Three explicated the 

theoretical and methodological approach as well as explaining ethical processes and dilemmas 

and the details of the study design. My fieldwork chapters – Chapters Four to Seven – drew on 

participant narratives and visual artefacts to develop a series of close-up analyses of the diverse 

ways in which participants negotiated intimate relationships and their meaning making 

practices. 

Below I synthesise the key findings and insights from my fieldwork. 

Making sense of intimate relationships  

This study showed, first, the ways in which young people navigate and make meaning out of 

their intimate relationships and how this is fundamentally connected to their future thinking 

and notions of the ‘good life’. Second, it revealed that while young people may be setting new 

definitions and norms around intimacy, they are also doing this in ways that in some respects 

are rearticulating old gender binaries and heterosexual privileges. Third, it showed how young 

people also imported some of the public anxieties surrounding their relationships – particularly 

to do with risk, sex, ephemerality, immaturity, and ‘realness’ – into their narratives and 

meaning making. I analysed the impact of the persistence of this type of framing for young 

people, in particular the effects of its potential regulatory functions. For example, through close 

analysis of Alex and Alice’s feelings and narratives, I showed the way sex ‘sticks’ (Ahmed, 

2010b) to young people’s relationships in the curriculum and broader public discourse and how 

this has also come to make some young people’s relationships intelligible to themselves, or 
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‘real’, only when sex is present. I argued that this was particularly felt by young people whose 

desires fall beyond hetero and cisgender norms. 

Throughout this thesis, I have built a case for agentic and creative ways young people are 

learning about intimate relationships, genders, and sexualities, and argued that these capacities 

warrant greater recognition in research, in curriculum discourses, and in program reforms. As 

I showed, some of the most powerful learning was not in classrooms or formal curriculum but 

took place in other spaces and interactions.  

In attending to the key motif of ‘cute’ in representing relationships and notions of ‘trial and 

error’ leaning, I was able to illuminate some of the resources young people draw upon to make 

sense of their relationships – friends, digital spaces and online community, traditional media, 

and a ‘learning by doing’ approach. In these ‘places of learning’ (Ellsworth, 2007), participants 

prioritised learning as relational, affective, and experiential. ‘Cute’ and ‘trial and error’ 

practices simultaneously reinforced and challenged norms around intimacy, but also made 

evident how these norms shape or regulate the processes of becoming that are attached to 

intimate relationships. For example, I showed how the enactment of ‘cute’ was an important 

mechanism for ‘trial and error’ learning and for learning how to be and feel in a relationship. 

However, this was an opportunity that appeared to be withheld from LGBTIQ+ young people 

who, for myriad reasons, were less likely to enact ‘cute’ on social media. This is not to say that 

young people only ‘do’ or ‘learn’ intimacy on social media through the use of ‘cute’; for 

example, I have also described a number of creative and hopeful ways LGBTIQ+ participants 

learn how to be and feel in a relationship and took this learning into their own hands. Rather it 

is to suggest that at its most pervasive form, ‘cute’ demonstrates how traditional ideas about 

relationships, sexuality, and gender continue to hold power and shape the ways young people 

both make sense of and experience intimacy. Yet, as importantly, in paying heed to young 
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people’s meaning-making, I have identified emerging ambivalences in participants’ 

attachments to heteronormative notions of the ‘good life’ that demonstrate the ways young 

people are actively engaged in working out and contesting these norms, pointing to signs of 

change.  

Intimate relationships and attachments to the ‘good life’ 

Theoretically, I brought concepts of affect, the ‘good life’, and public feelings into dialogue 

with my fieldwork and, in doing so, showed how participants’ perspectives on intimacy were 

tied to their imaginations of the future and to who they wanted to be and to become, while also 

being attuned to the role of their intimate relationships in who they are, and who they are 

becoming in the present.  

Working with Lauren Berlant’s (1998) provocation that ‘intimacy builds worlds’ (p. 282) 

afforded a critical attention to the relations and affects that sustain attachments to 

heteronormative notions of the ‘good life’. For participants in this research, I suggest that these 

attachments persisted, in part, because of their astute observations of the way things are. That 

is, an awareness of the institutional and structural conditions that continue to privilege, reward, 

and uphold a hegemonic heterosexual masculinity. In this research, we see evidence of this 

continued privileging socially, where the fuckboi can be at once ‘disgusting’, while remaining 

on top of the social hierarchy; institutionally, through Tim Tam’s critique of the 

homonormative limits of acceptance at Waratah College; and interpersonally, through girls’ 

attempts to manage their sexuality and desires within the bounds of the localised moral 

economy. Following the ways this gendered power operated affectively, and drawing from 

Jennifer C. Nash (2019), meant that I was able to gain insight into how this feels for 

participants, and to follow what these feelings then do for participants (Ahmed, 2010a). For 

example, examining the ways certain affects ‘stick’ to considerations of girls’ sexualities 
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revealed the nature of the operating ‘double-standard’ moral economy and highlighted the ways 

heterosexual femininity continues to be regulated along strict moral codes. This generated 

particular feelings of ‘shame’ and the participant narratives expressed the complexities of this 

shame and how it was leveraged by girls against other girls in order to enact a more acceptable 

feminine heterosexuality. I suggest that to think about this shame as what ‘sustains or preserves 

the connection between ideas, values, and objects’ (Ahmed, 2014, p. 29), offers insight into 

why the girls in this research felt they needed to remain attached to heteronormative imaginings 

of the ‘good life’.  

Attending to the more mundane, or ‘ordinary’ (Stewart, 2007) affects and affective capacities 

– rather than a focus on gender-based violence for example - also fostered close-up attention 

to ways in which young people were attempting to resist or reshape norms of the ‘good life’ 

that were more incremental and subtle. While they may not have been as obvious or explicit as 

expressions of ‘social transformation’ it is essential not to ignore the ways in which young 

people are in the process of daily making and re-making these norms. As Berlant (2011, p.286) 

argues, ‘to rethink intimacy is to appraise how we have been and how we live and how we 

might imagine lives that make more sense than the ones many are living.’ The imagining 

otherwise that Berlant hints at here is reflected in Tim Tam’s queer hope, as I explored in 

Chapter Five. Tim Tam positioned his account of intimacy within the context of queer histories, 

alongside an awareness of what is possible for him within the conditions of the present and 

draws upon in his words ‘queer culture’ to imagine something else.  

Overall, I found that despite the persistence of heteronormative regimes and of moral 

economies fuelled by double-standards, there were signs of young people exercising agency in 

negotiating and reframing intimacy norms and expectations. Additionally, there was an 

awareness of self and care for others that tends to be under recognised in research on youth 
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relationships (see also: Byron, 2020). This is most evident in the emerging forms of ‘affective 

solidarity’ (Hemmings, 2012), that I argue were built upon an emerging gender politics and 

ambivalence towards the fantasy of the ‘good life’. Although these ‘warning networks’, as I 

have described them in Chapter Seven, are yet to change the material conditions of gendered 

inequalities for the girls in this research, I suggest that they are evidence of, as Hemmings 

argues a ‘feminist politics of transformation’ (2012, p. 147). 

I will now offer an overview of the methodological implications of this thesis. 

Youth-centred research: methodological possibilities 

As I explained in Chapter Three, I deliberately adopted an open and exploratory approach to 

the research group sessions, drawing upon feminist, queer, and participatory and arts-based 

methodologies that promoted participant-led discussions and activities. This facilitated what I 

have described as a youth-centred approach, one that prioritised creating space and different 

opportunities for participants to define the terms of their engagement and to guide the research 

into areas that were important to them. In adopting this approach, this thesis has demonstrated 

the value of listening to young people, beginning from the assumption that they are informed 

about their own lived experiences and are able, and willing, to share this knowledge.  

This was reflected best in the group sessions, where what the participants shared with me was 

often different to what I might have learned had I only asked questions based upon my own 

assumptions or dominant concerns in the research literature. For example, in session two with 

Group One I had designed an activity to try and draw out discussion about the ways young 

people use mobile and social media to communicate privately with their friends, families, 

and/or intimate others. The emojis I had brought with me to the session prompted talk amongst 

the participants about the intimate relationships they saw of their friends on social media, and 

about how they also posted their relationships in this way. Participants described and critiqued 
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these practices, in ways that I had not anticipated. It was this discussion, one that was primarily 

led by the participants, that prompted my focus on ‘cute’ as a site of learning for young people. 

Before this session, I envisioned digital intimacies as occurring privately. This assumption 

speaks to my own normative conceptualisations of intimacy at the beginning of the project and 

highlights how participants’ sharing their own experiences and feelings pushed me towards 

broader or indeed newer constructions of intimacy.  

The space to capture participants’ critical reflections was a further benefit of the combined 

aspects of the group, interview, and ‘shortitudinal’ approach of this project. This was evident 

in Bob’s reflections on how surprised she was the boys also present in the group session, were 

able to demonstrate as she described it, ‘respect for both genders’. Firstly, through the initial 

research encounter and discussion of fuckbois, Bob was able to witness perspectives from Tim 

Tam, Dan, and Jeremiah that made her realise that ‘some guys had that respect’, something she 

stated she was not aware of prior to this research. On its own, this was a powerful moment for 

Bob, one made possible because of the participant-led focus of the group discussion (see also: 

Whittington, 2019). But it was also one I might have missed, in my own analysis, without also 

having Bob’s critical reflections of the encounter and what the interaction with the boys meant 

to her in the individual interview.  

Of course, just because I attempted to promote participant-led exploration of key ideas does 

not mean I was always successful in these aims. Like others navigating similar methods (Coll 

et al., 2018; Holland et al., 2010), I constantly negotiated what it meant to prioritise 

participation and how this might have left some students feeling excluded. Managing group 

dynamics was an important aspect of this and has been well documented elsewhere (Överlien, 

Aronsson & Hydén, 2005; Sim & Waterfield, 2019). For me, this also involved remaining 

attuned to the different ways participants might have understood or prioritised participation. 
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Given the public nature of the group sessions and the sometimes-sensitive topics we discussed, 

I was also aware that not all students would want to contribute to every discussion. This was 

further complicated by the broader socio-political context (noted above and in Chapter One) in 

which the fieldwork took place. This was thus an ethical consideration for me as well as a 

practical one, which together illustrate some of the dilemmas of participatory style research.  

Having synthesised the key findings and arguments of the thesis, I will now briefly consider 

some of the issues the thesis did not address, noting that all study designs have limitations in 

terms of what they can and cannot do. 

Limitations of the research  

Any study has limitations imposed by its scope and the timeframe within which it must be 

undertaken. In this research, the fieldwork period of eight months might be considered a 

limitation to understanding how attachments to notions of the ‘good life’ remain as young 

people change and have more experiences of intimate relationships. Here, a longitudinal 

approach would offer insight into how these attachments shift and change over time, and what 

influences these transformations. However, my intention in this study was to provide close 

insight into the way young people experienced these things in the present (with an eye to their 

imagined future).  

Similarly, one could consider my decision not to undertake a relationship and sexuality 

education policy and curriculum analysis as a limitation (see: Ezer et al., 2019, 2020 for recent 

Australian examples of this). While it would be illuminating to follow public feelings related 

to risk for example, in these documents, and to explore the way sex ‘sticks’ to and/or obscures 

broader considerations of intimacy, the aim of this research was to understand how these 

broader feelings and discourses were felt and experienced by young people – from their 

perspectives. At the time I began my thesis there was a considerable body of scholarly and 
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policy research addressing curriculum and program reforms in relationship and sexuality 

education, and I deliberately wanted to bring a different lens – that of young people’s lived 

experience and perspectives – to these matters. 

In Chapter Two I identified the ways questions of risk and risky practices are frequently 

directed towards particular gendered, classed, raced, and sexuality identities (Cover, 2013; 

Ringrose & Renold, 2012b; Weekes; 2002), with, for example, the white, middle-class, 

heterosexual girl becoming the normative identity to be protected. One limitation of this study 

might be that all participants identified as white and were predominantly heterosexual girls. 

While this was not intentional on my behalf, but the outcome of the recruitment procedures I 

described in Chapter Three, it does mean that young people who are positioned as risky because 

of their race, may be affected by the public feelings in different ways, or have different ideas 

about the ‘good life’- these are areas that warrant further research as part of research program 

that further unpacks these experiences, feelings, and relations with a more diverse range of 

young people.  

Possibilities for future research  

Having identified the distinctive empirical and methodological contributions of this thesis to 

knowledge about young people’s intimacies, genders, and sexualities, I now briefly outline 

potential areas for future research that could build upon the findings of this study.  

The identification and analysis of the fuckboi, and young people’s complex navigations of his 

behaviours, has brought forth both the ambivalence and attachment to the ongoing and 

regulatory role of heteronormativity. However, more needs to be known about why boys 

continue to participate in these behaviours. I have offered perspectives from my participants – 

but none admitted to engaging in these practices themselves. If the collecting and sharing of 

nude images of girls is a way to do hegemonic masculinity right (and I suggest that it is, see 
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also: (Ringrose et al., 2021a)), then more needs to be known about what heterosexual boys do 

with and about this pressure. 

Building upon this work, further research with LGBTIQ+ young people is also vitally 

necessary. I am unaware of research that explores sexting (either consensual or non-

consensual) with LGBTIQ+ young people (under 18). For example, while Tim Tam drew upon 

similar narratives to explain the ‘gay fuckbois’ sending and requesting of nudes, there were 

also striking differences, such as the fuckboi being, as Tim Tam described it, ‘in the closet’. 

These behaviours warrant further investigation, not in the least because to continue to ignore 

them also continues to ignore the violence experienced by non-heterosexual young people. This 

is a gap in feminist research into gender-based violence that needs to be rectified.  

As I have argued, young people are learning about relationships in less formal and purposeful 

ways through their social media accounts and practices. While this may initially occur through 

happenstance, participants were able to retrospectively identify social media as a place where 

they critically observe, present, and learn about intimate relationships. I suggest that more 

needs to be known about how young people make sense of this learning – and from more 

diverse perspectives, that move beyond the normative bounds I have established in this study. 

Additionally, participants presented #relationshipgoals and #couplegoals as playing a role in 

shaping what practices of ‘cute’ looked like. I suggest that there is further scope for research 

in exploring the way young people engage with and potentially learn from the relationships of 

young, popular content creators/influencers on social media, and Tik Tok in particular.  

Implications for education and youth research 

A key argument of this thesis is that young people are generally not learning through formal 

curriculum and that the curriculum is somewhat overvalued as a space for intimacy pedagogy. 

However, I do offer some suggestions for how their experiences, expectations, and feelings 
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might be better reflected and engaged with in the formal school curriculum. My work has been 

inspired by queer and feminist approaches to relationships and sexuality education that move 

beyond adult-conceived ideas of intimacy. This scholarship has called for a curriculum and 

approach to schooling that engenders greater possibilities for queer (Allen, 2015b; Rasmussen, 

2016) and critical (Fitzpatrick & McGlashan, 2016; Quinlivan, 2018; Sanjakdar et al., 2015) 

pedagogies that better attend to the everyday experiences of genders, sexualities, and 

relationships (Allen, 2005b; Coll et al., 2018). Additionally, the findings of this study have 

highlighted the need to develop curriculum that is responsive to and builds upon the ways 

young people are already learning about intimacy, genders, and sexualities. This speaks to a 

need to displace the ‘teacher’ as always the expert model of pedagogy and to instead consider 

more reflective and ambivalent spaces of learning that prioritises young people’s diverse 

perspectives and desires (Coll et al., 2018; Fields, et al., 2015).  

I have demonstrated a clear persistence of a sexual double standard that regulates the 

behaviours of girls and one that is complicated by notions of ‘choice’ and moral codes. In this 

context, while participants demonstrated an awareness of ideas of consent, they were unable to 

apply abstract/legal notions to real world examples. Similarly, participants were largely unable 

to name image-based abuse as an experience of violence (see also: Ringrose, 2021a). These 

findings have direct implications for the prevention of gender-based violence and consent 

education. In particular, it further strengthens calls from other researchers (Dobson and 

Ringrose, 2016) to help provide young people with the tools to better navigate consent in the 

context of heterosexism. Further, these findings also highlight the limits of a sex-positive 

approach to the curriculum (and enthusiastic consent) that do not also attend to the persistence 

of gendered and sexuality inequalities. Relationships and sexuality education must attempt to 

dismantle the oppressive structures of heterosexism and cisgenderism, through a critique of 

power in ways that move beyond notions of individual responsibility and choice (see also: 
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Keddie & Ollis, 2019). Such thinking further highlights the need to move away from a school-

based curriculum that focuses on providing the ‘facts’ of sex, sexuality, or relationships, in a 

way that is devoid of social context (Fields, et al., 2015; Gilbert, 2018; Lesko, 2010).  

Finally, in the current neoliberal University context dominated by limited funding and time 

constraints and with a focus on reporting and publishing outputs, it is now more imperative 

than ever to consider the diverse and creative ways research can privilege the perspectives and 

priorities of research participants. Through drawing from multiple methodological traditions, I 

have offered an insight into how this can be done within institutional constraints (including 

thesis time and length), and risk adverse contexts of school-based research. 



 

 250 

REFERENCES 
 

 

Aalsma, M. C., Fortenberry, J. D., Sayegh, M. A., & Orr, D. P. (2006). Family and friend 

closeness to adolescent sexual partners in relationship to condom use. Journal of 

Adolescent Health, 38(3), 173–178. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2004.10.019 

Abbott, K., Weckesser, A., & Egan, H. (2021). ‘Everyone knows someone in an unhealthy 

relationship’: young people’s talk about intimate heterosexual relationships in England. 

Sex Education, 21(3), 304–318. https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2020.1801407 

Abidin, C. (2015). Communicative intimacies: influencers and perceived interconnectedness. 

Ada: A Journal of Gender, New Media, & Technology, 8, 1–16. 

Abidin, C. (2016). babe! Vernacular readings and practices of monthsaries among young 

couplings on social media. 9(6), 54–71. 

Ahmed, S. (2004). Cultural politics of emotion. Taylor and Francis. 

https://ezp.lib.unimelb.edu.au/login?url=https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=tr

ue&db=cat00006a&AN=melb.b6008666&site=eds-live&scope=site 

Ahmed, S. (2007). A phenomenology of whiteness. Feminist Theory, 8(2), 149–167. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1464700107078139 

Ahmed, S. (2010a). Happy objects. In The affect theory reader. Durham: Duke University 

Press. 

Ahmed, S. (2010b). The promise of happiness. Durham: Duke University Press. 

Ahmed, S. (2014). The cultural politics of emotion (2nd ed.). Edinburgh University Press. 

http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/unimelb/detail.action?docID=1767554. 

Ahmed, S. (2017). Living a feminist life. Duke University Press. 

Ahmed, S., Kilby, J., Lury, C., McNeil, M., & Skeggs, B. (2000). Introduction: thinking 

through feminism. In Ahmed, S., Kilby, J., Lury, C., McNeil, M., Mcneil, M., & Skeggs, 

B. (Eds.), Transformations: thinking through feminism (pp. 1–23). Taylor & Francis 

Group. https://doi.org/10.5749/j.ctt1zgb3fb.4 

Albury, K. (2013). Young people, media and sexual learning: rethinking representation. Sex 

Education, 13(SUPPL 1), 32–44. https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2013.767194 

Albury, K. (2014). Porn and sex education, porn as sex education. Porn Studies, 1(1–2), 172–

181. https://doi.org/10.1080/23268743.2013.863654 

Albury, K., & Byron, P. (2014). Queering sexting and sexualisation. Media International 

Australia, 153, 138–147. https://doi.org/10.1177/1329878x1415300116 

Albury, K., & Byron, P. (2016). Safe on my phone? Same-sex attracted young people’s 

negotiations of intimacy, visibility, and risk on digital hook-up apps. Social Media and 

Society, October-December, 1–10. https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305116672887 



 

 251 

Albury, K., & Crawford, K. (2012). Sexting, consent and young people’s ethics: Beyond 

Megan’s story. Continuum, 26(3), 463–473. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10304312.2012.665840 

Albury, K., Crawford, K., Byron, P., & Matthews, B. (2013). Young people and sexting in 

Australia: Ethics, representation and the law. ARC Centre for Creative Industries and 

Innovation/ Journalism and Media Research Centre, The University of New South Wales, 

Australia. 

Albury, K., Hasinoff, A. A., & Senft, T. (2017). From media abstinence to media production: 

Sexting, young people and education. The Palgrave Handbook of Sexuality Education (pp. 

527–545). UK: Palgrave Macmillan. https://doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-40033-8_26 

Allen, L. (2004a). Beyond the birds and the bees: constituting a discourse of erotics in 

sexuality education. Gender & Education, 16(2), 151–167. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09540250310001690546 

Allen, L. (2004b). ‘Getting off’ and ‘going out’: young people’s conceptions of 

(hetero)sexual relationships. Culture, Health & Sexuality, 6(6), 463–481. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13691050410001694325 

Allen, L. (2005a). Sexual subjects. Palgrave Macmillan UK. 

https://doi.org/10.1057/9780230500983 

Allen, L. (2005b). ‘Say everything’: exploring young people’s suggestions for improving 

sexuality education. Sex Education, 5(4), 389–404. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14681810500278493 

Allen, L. (2007). “Sensitive and real macho all at the same time”: Young heterosexual men 

and romance. Men and Masculinities, 10(2), p. 137-152 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1097184X05284221 

Allen, L. (2008). Young people’s “agency” in sexuality research using visual methods. 

Journal of Youth Studies, 11(6), 565–577. https://doi.org/10.1080/13676260802225744 

Allen, L. (2009a). “Caught in the act”: ethics committee review and researching the sexual 

culture of schools. Qualitative Research, 9, 395–410. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1468794109337866 

Allen, L. (2009b). “Snapped”: Researching the sexual cultures of schools using visual 

methods. International Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education (QSE), 22(5), 549–

561. https://doi.org/10.1080/09518390903051523 

Allen, L. (2012a). Schools in focus: photo methods in educational research. In S. Delamont 

(Ed.), Handbook of qualitative research in education. Edward Elgar Publishing. 

https://doi.org/10.4337/9781849805094.00026 

Allen, L. (2012b). Pleasure’s perils? Critically reflecting on pleasure’s inclusion in sexuality 

education. Sexualities, 15(3–4), 455–471. https://doi.org/10.1177/1363460712439654 

Allen, L. (2013). Girls’ portraits of desire: picturing a missing discourse. Gender & 

Education, 25(3), 295–310. https://doi.org/10.1080/09540253.2012.752795 



 

 252 

Allen, L. (2015a). Picturing Queer at School. Journal of LGBT Youth, 12(4), 367–384. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/19361653.2015.1077766 

Allen, L. (2015b). Queer pedagogy and the limits of thought: teaching sexualities at 

university. Higher Education Research and Development, 34(4), 763–775. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2015.1051004 

Allen, L., & Carmody, M. (2012). “Pleasure has no passport”: Re-visiting the potential of 

pleasure in sexuality education. Sex Education, 12(4), 455–468. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2012.677208 

Allen, L., & Rasmussen, M.L. (2017). Introduction to The Palgrave Handbook of Sexuality 

Education. The Palgrave Handbook of Sexuality Education, 1–19. 

https://doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-40033-8 

Allen, L., Rasmussen, M.L., Quinlivan, K., Aspin, C., Sanjakdar, F., & Brömdal, A. (2014). 

Who’s afraid of sex at school? The politics of researching culture, religion and sexuality at 

school. International Journal of Research & Method in Education, 37(1), 31–43. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/1743727X.2012.754006 

Amundsen, R. (2020a). ‘A male dominance kind of vibe’: Approaching unsolicited dick pics 

as sexism. New Media and Society. https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444820907025 

Amundsen, R. (2020b). Hetero-sexting as mediated intimacy work: ‘Putting something on the 

line.’ New Media and Society, 1–16. https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444820962452 

Anderson, E. (2009). Inclusive masculinity: The changing nature of masculinities. Taylor & 

Francis Group. http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/unimelb/detail.action?docID=439168 

Andreassen, R., Petersen, M., Harrison, K., & Raun, T. (2018). Mediated intimacies: 

connectivities, relationalities and proximities. Routledge studies in European 

communication research and education. Routledge: Oxon and New York. 

https://www.statsbiblioteket.dk/au/#/search?query=recordID%3A%22sb_6336887%22 

Angelides, S. (2013). “Technology, hormones, and stupidity”: The affective politics of 

teenage sexting. Sexualities, 16(5–6), 665–689. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1363460713487289 

Atkinson, E., & DePalma, R. (2009). Un-believing the matrix: Queering consensual 

heteronormativity. Gender and Education, 21(1), 17–29. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09540250802213149 

Attwood, F. (2006). Sexed up: Theorizing the sexualization of culture. Sexualities, 9(1), 77–

94. https://doi.org/10.1177/1363460706053336 

Attwood, F. (2007). Sluts and riot grrrls: Female identity and sexual agency. Journal of 

Gender Studies, 16(3), 233–247. https://doi.org/10.1080/09589230701562921 

Attwood, F., Barker, M. J., Boynton, P., & Hancock, J. (2015). Sense about sex: media, sex 

advice, education and learning. Sex Education, 15(5), 528–539. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2015.1057635 



 

 253 

Attwood, F., Hakim, J., & Winch, A. (2017). Mediated intimacies: bodies, technologies and 

relationships. Journal of Gender Studies, 26(2), 1–5. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09589236.2017.1297888 

Attwood, F., Smith, C., & Barker, M. (2018). ‘I’m just curious and still exploring myself’: 

Young people and pornography. New Media and Society, 20(10), 3738–3759. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444818759271 

Australian Bureau of Statistics. (2016). Census. https://www.abs.gov.au/census/find-census-

data 

Australian Bureau of Statistics. (2021a, August). Sexual violence - victimisation. 

https://www.abs.gov.au/articles/sexual-violence-victimisation#prevalence-of-sexual-

assault-and-childhood-sexual-abuse 

Australian Bureau of Statistics. (2021b, December). Sexual harassment. 

https://www.abs.gov.au/articles/sexual-harassment 

Australian Electoral Commission. (2017). Enrolment processing for the marriage survey 

completed. https://www.aec.gov.au/media/media-releases/2017/08-30.htm 

Baker, J. (2008). The ideology of choice. Overstating progress and hiding injustice in the 

lives of young women: Findings from a study in North Queensland, Australia. Women’s 

Studies International Forum, 31(1), 53–64. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.wsif.2007.11.001 

Baker, J. (2010). Great expectations and post-feminist accountability: young women living up 

to the “successful girls” discourse. Gender and Education, 22(1), 1–15. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09540250802612696 

Banet-Weiser, S. (2012). AuthenticTM: The politics of ambivalence in a brand culture. New 

York University Press. https://doi.org/doi:10.18574/9780814739372 

Banet-Weiser, S. (2015). “Confidence you can carry!”: Girls in crisis and the market for 

girls’ empowerment organizations. Continuum, 29(2), 182–193. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10304312.2015.1022938 

Barker, M.J. (2017). 2017 review: the transgender moral panic. https://www.rewriting-the-

rules.com/gender/2017-review-transgender-moral-panic/ 

Barker, M.J., Gill, R., & Harvey, L. (2018). Mediated intimacy: sex advice in media culture. 

Polity Press. 

https://ezp.lib.unimelb.edu.au/login?url=https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=tr

ue&db=cat00006a&AN=melb.b6649346&site=eds-live&scope=site 

Barnwell, A. (2020). Critical affect: the politics of method. Edinburgh University Press. 

Bartholomaeus, C., & Riggs, D. W. (2017). Whole-of-school approaches to supporting 

transgender students, staff, and parents. International Journal of Transgenderism, 18(4), p. 

361-366. https://doi.org/10.1080/15532739.2017.1355648 



 

 254 

Bauman, L. J., & Berman, R. (2005). Adolescent relationships and condom use: Trust, love 

and commitment. AIDS and Behavior, 9(2), 211–222. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10461-005-

3902-2 

Bay-Cheng, L. Y. (2003). The trouble of teen sex: The construction of adolescent sexuality 

through school-based sexuality education. Sex Education, 3(1), 61–74. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/1468181032000052162 

Bay-Cheng, L. Y. (2017). Critically Sex/Ed: Asking critical questions of neoliberal truths in 

sexuality education. The Palgrave Handbook of Sexuality Education (pp. 343–367). 

Palgrave Macmillan UK. https://doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-40033-8_17 

Baym, N. (2010). Personal connections in the digital age, second edition. In Consumption 

Markets & Culture. Cambridge: Polity Press. 

Baym, N., & boyd, D. (2012). Socially mediated publicness: An introduction. Journal of 

Broadcasting and Electronic Media, 56(3), 320–329. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/08838151.2012.705200 

Beck, U., & Beck-Gernsheim, E. (1995). The normal chaos of love. Cambridge: Polity Press. 

Berglas, N. F., Angulo-Olaiz, F., Jerman, P., Desai, M., & Constantine, N. A. (2014). 

Engaging youth perspectives on sexual rights and gender equality in intimate relationships 

as a foundation for rights-based sexuality education. Sexuality Research and Social Policy, 

11(4), 1–11. https://doi.org/10.1007/s13178-014-0148-7 

Berlant, L. (1998). Intimacy: A special issue. Critical Inquiry, 24(2), 281–288. 

Berlant, L. (2008). The female complaint: the unfinished business of sentimentality in 

American culture. Duke University Press. 

Berlant, L. (2011). Cruel optimism. Duke University Press. 

Berlant, L., & Warner, M. (1998). Sex in public. Critical Inquiry, 24, 547–566. 

Blakemore, J. E. O., Berenbaum, S. A., & Liben, L. S. (2008). Gender Development. 

Philadelphia: Taylor & Francis Group. 

http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/unimelb/detail.action?docID=365182 

Bodkin-Andrews, G., & Carlson, B. (2016). The legacy of racism and Indigenous Australian 

identity within education. Race Ethnicity And Education, 19(4), 784–807. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13613324.2014.969224 

Bonilla, S., McGinley, M., & Lamb, S. (2021). Sexting, power, and patriarchy: Narratives of 

sexting from a college population. New Media and Society, 23(5), 1099–1116. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444820909517 

boyd, d. (2014). It’s complicated: the social lives of networked teens. New Haven, London: 

Yale University Press https://doi.org/10.1039/b916505n 

Boym, S. (2001). The future of nostalgia. New York: Basic Books. 



 

 255 

Bragg, S., & Buckingham, D. (2008). ‘Scrapbooks’ as a resource in media research with 

young people. In P. Thomson (Ed.), Doing visual research with children and young 

people. Taylor & Francis Group. 

Bragg, S., & Buckingham, D. (2019). Too much too young?: Young people, sexual media 

and learning. In F. Attwood. (Ed.), Mainstreaming Sex. I.B.Tauris. 

https://doi.org/10.5040/9780755697083.ch-008 

Bragg, S., Renold, E., Ringrose, J., & Jackson, C. (2018). ‘More than boy, girl, male, 

female’: exploring young people’s views on gender diversity within and beyond school 

contexts. Sex Education, 18(4), 420–434. https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2018.1439373 

Braidotti, R. (1993). Discontinuous becomings. Deleuze on the becoming-woman of 

philosophy. Journal of the British Society for Phenomenology, 24(1), 44–55. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00071773.1993.11644270 

Bridges, T., & Pascoe, C. J. (2014). Hybrid masculinities: New directions in the sociology of 

men and masculinities. Sociology Compass, 8(3), 246–258. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/soc4.12134 

Budgeon, S. (2015). Individualized femininity and feminist politics of choice. European 

Journal of Women’s Studies, 22(3), 303–318. https://doi.org/10.1177/1350506815576602 

Buikema, R., Griffin, G., & Lykke, N. (2012). Editorial Introduction: Researching 

Differently. Theories and methodologies in postgraduate feminist research: researching 

differently, 2011, 1–11. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203817339 

Burkett, M. (2015). Sex(t) Talk: A Qualitative Analysis of Young Adults’ Negotiations of the 

Pleasures and Perils of Sexting. Sexuality and Culture, 19(4), 835–863. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s12119-015-9295-0 

Burkett, M., & Hamilton, K. (2012). Postfeminist sexual agency: Young women’s 

negotiations of sexual consent. Sexualities, 15(7), 815–833. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1363460712454076 

Butler, J. (1990). Gender trouble: feminism and the subversion of identity. New York: 

Routledge. 

https://ezp.lib.unimelb.edu.au/login?url=https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=tr

ue&db=cat00006a&AN=melb.b1606305&site=eds-live&scope=site 

Butler, J. (1993). Bodies that matter: on the discursive limits of “sex.” New York: Routledge. 

https://ezp.lib.unimelb.edu.au/login?url=https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=tr

ue&db=cat00006a&AN=melb.b1803163&site=eds-live&scope=site 

Butler, J. (1999). Revisiting bodies and pleasure. Theory, Culture & Society, 16(2), 11–20. 

Byron, P. (2015). Troubling expertise: social media and young people’s sexual health. 

Communication Research and Practice, 1(4), 322–334. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/22041451.2015.1110085 

Byron, P. (2017). The intimacies of young people’s sexual health and pleasure. Journal of 

Youth Studies, 20(3), 332–348. https://doi.org/10.1080/13676261.2016.1217319 



 

 256 

Byron, P. (2020). Digital media, friendship and cultures of care. London & New York: 

Routledge. 

Byron, P., & Hunt, J. (2017). ‘That happened to me too’: young people’s informal knowledge 

of diverse genders and sexualities. Sex Education, 17(3), 319–332. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2017.1292899 

Byron, P., Albury, K., & Evers, C. (2013). “It would be weird to have that on facebook”: 

Young people’s use of social media and the risk of sharing sexual health information. 

Reproductive Health Matters, 21(41), 35–44. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0968-

8080(13)41686-5 

Byron, P., Robards, B., Hanckel, B., Vivienne, S., & Churchill, B. (2019). “Hey, I’m having 

these experiences”: Tumblr use and young people’s queer (dis)connections. International 

Journal of Communication, 13, 2239–2259. http://ijoc.org. 

Cahill, H., Coffey, J., & Beadle, S. (2015). Performative pedagogy: Poststructural theory as a 

tool to engage in identity work within a youth-led HIV prevention program. In Wyn, J., & 

Cahill, H. (Eds.), Handbook of children & youth studies, Singapore: Springer 

https://ezp.lib.unimelb.edu.au/login?url=https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=tr

ue&db=edb&AN=102804977&site=eds-live&scope=site&scope=cite 

Cameron-Lewis, V. (2016). Escaping oppositional thinking in the teaching of pleasure and 

danger in sexuality education. Gender and Education, 28(4), 491–509. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09540253.2016.1171297 

Cammarota, J., & Fine, M. (2008). Youth participatory action research: a pedagogy for 

transformational resistance. In J. Cammarota, & M. Fine (Eds), Revolutionizing 

Education: Youth Participatory Action Research in Motion (pp. 1–11). Taylor & Francis 

Group. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203805909 

Carboni, N., & Bhana, D. (2017). Forbidden fruit: the politics of researching young people’s 

use of online sexually explicit materials in South African schools. Sex Education, 17(6), 

635–646. https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2017.1344629 

Carlson, B. (2019). Love and hate at the cultural interface: Indigenous Australians and dating 

apps. Journal of Sociology, 56(2) 133–150.  https://doi.org/10.1177/1440783319833181 

Carmody, M. (2015). Sex, ethics, and young people. New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Carmody, M., & Ovenden, G. (2013). Putting ethical sex into practice: sexual negotiation, 

gender and citizenship in the lives of young women and men. Journal of Youth Studies, 

16(6), 792–807. https://doi.org/10.1080/13676261.2013.763916 

Cefai, S., & Couldry, N. (2019). Mediating the presence of others: Reconceptualising co-

presence as mediated intimacy. European Journal of Cultural Studies, 22(3), 291–308. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1367549417743040 

Chambers, D. (2013). Social media and personal relationships: Online intimacies and 

networked friendship. Palgrave Macmillan UK. 



 

 257 

Chambers, D. (2017). Networked intimacy: Algorithmic friendship and scalable sociality. 

European Journal of Communication, 32(1), 26–36. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0267323116682792 

Chung, D. (2005). Violence, control, romance and gender equality: Young women and 

heterosexual relationships. Women’s Studies International Forum, 28(6), 445–455. 

https://doi.org/http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.wsif.2005.09.005 

Chung, D. (2007). Making meaning of relationships: young women’s experiences and 

understandings of dating violence. Violence Against Women, 13(12), 1274-1295 22p. 

https://ezp.lib.unimelb.edu.au/login?url=https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=tr

ue&db=cin20&AN=105932863&site=eds-live&scope=site 

Clough, P. T. (2007). Introduction. In J. O. Halley (Ed.), The affective turn: theorizing the 

social. (pp. 1–33). Duke University Press. 

Colebrook, C. (2005). The space of man: On the specificity of affect in Deleuze and Guattari. 

In Buchanan, I. & Lambert, G. (Eds.), Deleuze and Space. Edinburgh University Press. 

https://doi.org/10.3366/j.ctt1r2c49.15 

Colebrook, C. (2002). Gilles Deleuze. Routledge. 

Coleman, R. (2008). The Becoming of Bodies: Girls, media effects, and body image. 

Feminist Media Studies, 8(2), 163–179. https://doi.org/10.1080/14680770801980547 

Coleman, R., & Ringrose, J. (2013). Deleuze and Research Methodologies. Edinburgh 

University Press. http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.3366/j.ctt1g0b6xx 

Coll, L., & Charlton, E. (2018). Not yet queer, here and now for sexualities and schooling. 

Sex Education, 18(3), 307–320. https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2018.1431880 

Coll, L., O’Sullivan, M., & Enright, E. (2018). ‘The Trouble with Normal’: (re)imagining 

sexuality education with young people. Sex Education, 18(2), 157–171. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2017.1410699 

Coll, L., Ollis, D., & O’Keeffe, B. (2020). Rebel becomings Queer(y)ing school spaces with 

young people. In J. I. Kjaran & H. Sauntson (Eds.), Queer Transformative Spaces: Global 

Narratives on Sexualities and Gender (pp. 54–69). London: Routledge.  

Collins, P. H. (1990). Black feminist thought: knowledge, consciousness, and the politics of 

empowerment. Boston: Unwin Hyman. 

https://ezp.lib.unimelb.edu.au/login?url=https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=tr

ue&db=cat00006a&AN=melb.b1656211&site=eds-live&scope=site 

Connell, R. W. (1996). Teaching the boys: new research on masculinity, and gender 

strategies for schools. Teachers College Record, 98(2), 206–235. 

Cornwall, A., & Jewkes, R. (1995). What is participatory research? Social Science & 

Medicine, 41(12), 1667–1676. https://doi.org/10.1016/0277-9536(95)00127-s 



 

 258 

Cover, R. (2010). Object(ive)s of desire: Romantic coupledom versus promiscuity, 

subjectivity and sexual identity. Continuum, 24(2), 251–263. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10304310903548647 

Cover, R. (2013). Conditions of Living: Queer Youth Suicide, Homonormative Tolerance, 

and Relative Misery. Journal of LGBT Youth, 10(4), 328–350. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/19361653.2013.824372 

Cover, R. (2016). Resilience. In N. Rodriguez, W. Martino, J. Ingrey, & E. Brockenbrough 

(Eds.), Critical concepts in queer studies and education (pp. 351–360). New York: 

Palgrave Macmillan. https://doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-55425-3_34 

Cover, R. (2020). Populist contestations: Cultural change and the competing languages of 

sexual and gender identity. Sexualities. https://doi.org/10.1177/1363460720982924 

Coyne, I. (2010). Research with children and young people: The issue of parental (Proxy) 

consent. Children and Society, 24(3), 227–237. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1099-

0860.2009.00216.x 

Crabbe, M., & Corlett, D. (2010). Eroticising Inequality. Redress, 20(1), 11–15. 

Crenshaw, K. (1989). Demarginalizing the intersection of race and sex: a black feminist 

critique of antidiscrimination doctrine, feminist theory and antiracist politics. University of 

Chicago Legal Forum 1989, 139–168. 

Crenshaw, K. (1991). Mapping the margins: intersectionality, identity politics, and violence 

against women of colour. Stanford Law Review, 43(6), 1241–1299. 

https://doi.org/10.2307/1229039 

Crofts, T., & Lee, M. (2013). “Sexting”, children and child pornography. Sydney Law 

Review, 35(85), 85–106. http://www.theage.com.au/national/alarm-at-teenage-sexting-

traffic-20080709-3clg.html 

Crofts, T., & Lievens, E. (2018). Sexting and the law. In M. Walrave, J. van Ouystel, K. 

Ponnet, & J. Temple (Eds.), Sexting: motives and risk in online sexual self-presentation 

(pp. 119–136). Springer. 

Crowhurst, I., Roseneil, S., Hellesund, T., Santos, A. C., & Stoilova, M. (2013). Close 

encounters: researching intimate lives in Europe. International Journal of Social Research 

Methodology, 16(6), 525–533. https://doi.org/10.1080/13645579.2013.823283 

Cvetkovich, A. (2007). Public feelings. South Atlantic Quarterly, 106(3), 459–468. 

https://doi.org/10.1215/00382876-2007-004 

Cvetkovich, A. (2012). Depression: a public feeling. Duke University Press. 

Cvetkovich, A. (2014). Affect. In B. Burgett & G. Hendler (Eds.), Keywords for American 

cultural studies (2nd ed., pp. 13–16). NYU Press. 

Daff, E. S., McEwan, T. E., & Luebbers, S. (2021). Australian adolescents’ Experiences of 

aggression and abuse by intimate partners. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 36(9–10), 

NP5586–NP5609. https://doi.org/10.1177/0886260518801936 



 

 259 

Davies, B. (1991). The concept of agency: A feminist poststructuralist analysis. The 

International Journal of Social and Cultural Practice, 30, 42–53. 

Davis, K. (2008). Intersectionality as buzzword: A sociology of science perspective on what 

makes a feminist theory successful. Feminist Theory, 9(1), 67–85. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1464700108086364 

de Boise, S., & Hearn, J. (2017). Are men getting more emotional? Critical sociological 

perspectives on men, masculinities and emotions. Sociological Review, 65(4), 779–796. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0038026116686500 

de La Rue, L., Polanin, J. R., Espelage, D. L., & Pigott, T. D. (2017). A meta-analysis of 

school-based interventions aimed to prevent or reduce violence in teen dating 

relationships. Review of Educational Research, 87(1), 7–34. 

https://doi.org/10.3102/0034654316632061 

de Ridder, S. (2017). Social media and young people’s sexualities: Values, norms, and 

battlegrounds. Social Media and Society, 3(4). https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305117738992 

de Ridder, S. (2019). Sexting as sexual stigma: The paradox of sexual self-representation in 

digital youth cultures. European Journal of Cultural Studies, 22(5–6), 563–578. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1367549418810080 

de Ridder, S., & van Bauwel, S. (2015). Youth and intimate media cultures: Gender, 

sexuality, relationships, and desire as storytelling practices in social networking sites. 

Communications, 40(3), 319–340. https://doi.org/10.1515/commun-2015-0012 

Dehaan, S., Kuper, L. E., Magee, J. C., Bigelow, L., & Mustanski, B. S. (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), 421–434. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2012.661489 

Denzin, N. K., & Lincoln, Y. S. (2018). The SAGE handbook of qualitative research. (5th 

ed.). SAGE. 

Dietzel, C. (2021). The three dimensions of unsolicited dick pics: Men who have sex with 

men’s experiences of sending and receiving unsolicited dick pics on dating apps. Sexuality 

& Culture. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12119-021-09920-y 

Dobson, A. S. (2014). Performative shamelessness on young women’s social network sites: 

Shielding the self and resisting gender melancholia. Feminism & Psychology, 24(1), 97. 

https://ezp.lib.unimelb.edu.au/login?url=https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=tr

ue&db=edb&AN=93650264&site=eds-live&scope=site 

Dobson, A. S. (2015). Postfeminist digital cultures. Palgrave Macmillan 

https://doi.org/10.1057/9781137404206 

Dobson, A. S. (2018). Sexting, intimate and sexual media practices, and social justice. In A. 

S. Dobson, A.S., Robards, B., Carah, N. (Eds.), Digital intimate publics and social media 

(pp. 93–110). Springer International Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-97607-

5 



 

 260 

Dobson, A. S. (2019). ‘The things you didn’t do’: gender, slut-shaming, and the need to 

address sexual harassment in narrative resources responding to sexting and cyberbullying. 

In Narratives in Research and Interventions on Cyberbullying among Young People (pp. 

147–160). Springer International Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-04960-

7_10 

Dobson, A. S., & Ringrose, J. (2016). Sext education: pedagogies of sex, gender and shame 

in the schoolyards of “tagged” and “exposed.” Sex education: Sexuality, Society and 

Learning, 16(1), 8–21. 

https://ezp.lib.unimelb.edu.au/login?url=https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=tr

ue&db=eric&AN=EJ1085636&site=eds-live&scope=site 

Dobson, A. S., Carah, N., & Robards, B. (2018). Digital intimate publics and social media: 

towards theorising public lives on private platforms. In A. S. Dobson, B. Robards, & N. 

Carah (Eds.), Digital intimate publics and social media (pp. 3–27). Springer International 

Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-97607-5_1 

Dolphijn, R., & van der Tuin, I. (2010). The transversality of new materiality. Women: A 

Cultural Review, 21(2), 153–171. 

Döring, N. (2014). Consensual sexting among adolescents: Risk prevention through 

abstinence education or safer sexting? Cyberpsychology, 8(1). 

https://doi.org/10.5817/CP2014-1-9 

Driver, S. (2007). Beyond “straight” interpretations: researching queer youth digital video. In 

A. L. Best (Ed.), Representing youth: Methodological issues in critical youth studies 

(Issue 2007, pp. 304–324). New York University Press. 

Duggan, L. (2002). The new homonormativity: The sexual politics of neoliberalism (R. 

Castronovo, D. D. Nelson, & D. E. Pease, Eds.; pp. 175–194). Duke University Press. 

https://doi.org/doi:10.1515/9780822383901-008 

Duguay, S. (2016). “He has a way gayer Facebook than I do”: Investigating sexual identity 

disclosure and context collapse on a social networking site. New Media and Society, 18(6), 

891–907. https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444814549930 

Dunscombe, J., & Jessop, J. (2002). Doing rapport and the ethics of “faking friendship”. In T. 

Miller, M. Birch, M. Mauthner, & J. Jessop (Eds.), Ethics in qualitative research (pp. 

108–121). London: SAGE. 

Eades, Q., & Vivienne, S. (Eds.). (2018). Going Postal: More than 'Yes' or 'No': One year 

on: writings from the marriage equality postal survey. Brow Books. 

Egan, R. D. (2013). Becoming sexual: a critical appraisal of the sexualization of girls. 

Cambridge: Polity Press 

https://ezp.lib.unimelb.edu.au/login?url=https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=tr

ue&db=cat00006a&AN=melb.b5084740&site=eds-live&scope=site 

Elliott, K. O. (2016). Queering student perspectives: gender, sexuality and activism in school. 

Sex Education, 16(1), 49–62. https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2015.1051178 



 

 261 

Evans, I., & Rawlings, V. (2021). “It was just one less thing that I had to worry about”: 

Positive experiences of schooling for gender diverse and transgender students. Journal of 

Homosexuality, 68(9), 1489–1508. https://doi.org/10.1080/00918369.2019.1698918 

Evers, C., Albury, K., Byron, P., & Crawford, K. (2013). Young people, social media, social 

network sites and sexual health communication in Australia: “This is funny, you should 

watch it.” In International Journal of Communication (Vol. 7). http://ijoc.org. 

Ezer, P., Jones, T., Fisher, C., & Power, J. (2019). A critical discourse analysis of sexuality 

education in the Australian curriculum. Sex Education, 19(5), 551–567. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2018.1553709 

Ezer, P., Kerr, L., Fisher, C. M., Waling, A., Bellamy, R., & Lucke, J. (2020). School-based 

relationship and sexuality education: what has changed since the release of the Australian 

curriculum? Sex Education, 20(6), 642–657. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2020.1720634 

Ezzy, D. (2003). Qualitative Analysis. Taylor & Francis Group. 

http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/unimelb/detail.action?docID=1486976 

Ezzy, D. (2010). Qualitative interviewing as an embodied emotional performance. 

Qualitative Inquiry, 16(3), 163–170. https://doi.org/10.1177/1077800409351970 

Farrugia, A., Waling, A., Pienaar, K., & Fraser, S. (2021). The “be all and end all”? Young 

people, online sexual health information, science and skepticism. Qualitative Health 

Research, 00(0), 1-14. https://doi.org/10.1177/10497323211003543 

Ferfolja, T. (2013). Sexual diversity, discrimination and “homosexuality policy” in New 

South Wales’ government schools. Sex Education, 13(2), 159–171. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2012.697858 

Ferfolja, T., & Ullman, J. (2017). Gender and sexuality in education and health: voices 

advocating for equity and social justice. Sex Education, 17(3), 235–241. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2017.1306379 

Fields, J. (2008). Risky lessons: Sex education and social inequality. Rutgers University 

Press. 

Fields, J., & Payne, E. (2016). Editorial introduction: gender and sexuality taking up space in 

schooling. Sex Education, 16(1), 1–7. https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2016.1111078 

Fields, J., Gilbert, J., & Miller, M. (2015). Sexuality and education: toward the promise of 

ambiguity. In J. DeLamater & R. F. Plante (Eds.), Handbook of the sociology of 

sexualities (pp. 371–387). Switzerland: Springer International Publishing. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-17341-2_21 

Fine, M. (1988). Sexuality, schooling, and adolescent females: the missing discourse of 

desire. Harvard Educational Review, 58(1), 29–54. 

https://doi.org/10.17763/haer.58.1.u0468k1v2n2n8242 



 

 262 

Fine, M. (1994). Dis-stance and other stances: negotiations of power inside feminist research. 

In A. Gitlin (Ed.), Power and method: political activism and educational research (pp. 

13–35). London, New York: Routledge. 

Fine, M., & McClelland, S. (2006). Sexuality education and desire: Still missing after all 

these years. Harvard Educational Review, 76(3), 297–338. 

https://ezp.lib.unimelb.edu.au/login?url=https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=tr

ue&db=eric&AN=EJ771328&site=eds-live&scope=site 

Fine, M., & Torre, M. E. (2019). Critical participatory action research: A feminist project for 

validity and solidarity. Psychology of Women Quarterly, 43(4), 433–444. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0361684319865255 

Fitz-Gibbon, Kate., Elliott, Karla., Maher, JaneMaree., & Monash University. Focus Program 

on Gender and Family Violence. (2018). Investigating adolescent family violence in 

Victoria: understanding experiences and practitioner perspectives: research report. 

Monash Gender and Family Violence Program, Monash University. 

Fitzpatrick, K., & McGlashan, H. (2016). Rethinking “straight pedagogy”: Gender, sexuality 

and physical education. In D. Robinson & L. Randall (Eds.), Social justice in physical 

education: Critical reflections and pedagogies for change (pp.102-121). Canadian 

Scholars Press Inc. 

Fitzpatrick, K., & McGlashan, H. (2019). ‘Some teachers are homophobic, you know, 

because they just don’t know any better.’ In P. Aggleton, R. Cover, D. Leahy, D. 

Marshall, & M.L. Rasmussen (Eds.), Youth, sexuality and sexual citizenship (pp. 263–

277). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781351214742-24 

Flood, M., Fergus, L., & Heenan, M. (2009b). Respectful Relationships Education: violence 

prevention and respectful relationships education in Victorian secondary schools. 

Department of Education and Early Childhood Development. 

Foshee, V. A., Benefield, T., Dixon, K. S., Chang, L.-Y., Senkomago, V., Ennett, S. T., 

Moracco, K. E., & Bowling, J. M. (2015). The effects of moms and teens for safe dates: A 

dating abuse prevention program for adolescents exposed to domestic violence. Journal of 

Youth and Adolescence, 44, (pp.995-1010). https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-015-0272-6 

Foucault, M. (1978). The history of sexuality vol. 1: an introduction (1st ed.). New York: 

Panthenon Books. 

Foucault, M. (1980). Power/knowledge: selected interviews and other writings (Colin 

Gordon, Ed.). Brighton, Sussex: Harvester Press. 

Fox, R. (2013). Resisting participation: critiquing participatory research methodologies with 

young people. Journal of Youth Studies, 16(8), 986–999. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13676261.2013.815698 

Francis, B., & Paechter, C. (2015). The problem of gender categorisation: addressing 

dilemmas past and present in gender and education research. Gender and Education, 

27(7), 776–790. https://doi.org/10.1080/09540253.2015.1092503 



 

 263 

Fraser, S., Moore, D., Waling, A., & Farrugia, A. (2021). Making epistemic citizens: Young 

people and the search for reliable and credible sexual health information. Social Science 

and Medicine, 276. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2021.113817 

Freire, P. (1970). Pedagogy of the oppressed. New York: Continuum. 

Frosh, S., Phoenix, A., & Pattman, R. (2001). Young masculinities: Understanding boys in 

contemporary society. Macmillan International Higher Education. 

Gerrard, J. (2020). Boys in dresses: Same-sex marriage, children and the politics of 

equivalence. Australian Feminist Studies, 0(0), 1–11. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/08164649.2020.1765312 

Gershon, I. (2010). The Breakup 2.0: Disconnecting over New Media. Cornell University 

Press. 

Gevers, A., Jewkes, R., Mathews, C., & Flisher, A. (2012). “I think it’s about experiencing, 

like, life”: A qualitative exploration of contemporary adolescent intimate relationships in 

South Africa. Culture, Health and Sexuality, 14(10), 1125–1137. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13691058.2012.723752 

Giddens, A. (1991). Modernity and self-identity: self and society in the late modern age. Palo 

Alto: Stanford University Press. 

Giddens, A. (1992). The transformation of intimacy: sexuality, love and eroticism in modern 

societies. Polity Press. 

https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&AuthType=sso&db=cat00006a&AN

=melb.b1738480&site=eds-live&scope=site&custid=s2775460 

Gilbert, J. (2014). Sexuality in school: The limits of education. University of Minnesota Press. 

Gilbert, J. (2018). Contesting consent in sex education*. Sex Education, 18(3), 268–279. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2017.1393407 

Gilbert, J., Fields, J., Mamo, A. A., & Lesko, N. (2018). Intimate possibilities: The beyond 

bullying project and stories of LGBTQ sexuality and gender in US schools. In Harvard 

Educational Review, 88(2), 163-183. http://meridian.allenpress.com/her/article-

pdf/88/2/163/2110631/1943-5045-88_2_163.pdf 

Gilbert, J., Fields, J., Mamo, L., & Lesko, N. (2019). Tending toward friendship: LGBTQ 

sexualities in US schools. Sexualities, 22(3), 418–435. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1363460717731931 

Gill, R. (2007). Postfeminist media culture: elements of a sensibility. European Journal of 

Cultural Studies, 10(2), 147–166. 

Gill, R. (2009a). Beyond the “sexualization of culture” thesis: An intersectional analysis of 

“sixpacks”, ‘midriffs’ and “hot lesbians” in advertising. Sexualities, 12(2), 137–160. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1363460708100916 



 

 264 

Gill, R. (2009b). Mediated intimacy and postfeminism: a discourse analytic examination of 

sex and relationships advice in a women’s magazine. Discourse and Communication, 3(4), 

345–369. https://doi.org/10.1177/1750481309343870 

Gill, R. (2012). Media, empowerment and the “sexualization of culture” debates. Sex Roles, 

66(11–12), 736–745. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-011-0107-1 

Gill, R. (2016). Post-postfeminism?: new feminist visibilities in postfeminist times. Feminist 

Media Studies, 16(4), 610–630. https://doi.org/10.1080/14680777.2016.1193293 

Gill, R. (2017). The affective, cultural and psychic life of postfeminism: A postfeminist 

sensibility 10 years on. European Journal of Cultural Studies, 20(6), 606–626. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1367549417733003 

Gleeson, S., Leung, L., Brislane, J., & Kearney, C. (2015). Respectful Relationships 

Education in Schools: Evidence Paper. Our Watch. 

Goldstein, A. (2020). Beyond porn literacy: drawing on young people’s pornography 

narratives to expand sex education pedagogies. Sex Education, 20(1), 59–74. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2019.1621826 

Gonick, M., Renold, E., Ringrose, J., & Weems, L. (2009). Rethinking agency and resistance. 

Girlhood Studies, 2(2), 1–9. 

Grant, R. (2018). The Queer Sexual Citizen: Bisexual and Queer Young Women’s Sexual 

Health in Tasmania. https://eprints.utas.edu.au/30038/ 

Grant, R. (2020). Sexual Citizenship and Queer Post-Feminism. In Sexual Citizenship and 

Queer Post-Feminism. Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780429324321 

Grant, R., & Nash, M. (2019). Educating queer sexual citizens? A feminist exploration of 

bisexual and queer young women’s sex education in Tasmania, Australia. Sex Education, 

19(3), 313–328. https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2018.1548348 

Grant, R., Beasy, K., & Coleman, B. (2021). Homonormativity and celebrating diversity: 

Australian school staff involvement in gay-straight alliances. International Journal of 

Inclusive Education, 25(8), 960–975. https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2019.1592249 

Greslé-Favier, C. (2010). The legacy of abstinence-only discourses and the place of pleasure 

in US discourses on teenage sexuality. Sex Education, 10(4), 413–422. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2010.515098 

Gruber, J., & Fineran, S. (2016). Sexual harassment, bullying, and school outcomes for high 

school girls and boys. Violence Against Women, 22(1), 112–133. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1077801215599079 

Guillemin, M., & Gillam, L. (2004). Ethics, reflexivity, and “Ethically important moments” 

in research. Qualitative Inquiry, 10(2), 261–280. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1077800403262360 



 

 265 

Haggis, J., & Mulholland, M. (2014). Rethinking difference and sex education: From cultural 

inclusivity to normative diversity. Sex Education, 14(1), 57-66. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2013.824873 

Hall, S. (1996). Introduction: who needs identity? In S. Hall & P. du Gay (Eds.), Questions of 

cultural identity (pp. 1–17). SAGE Publications. 

Hanckel, B., Vivienne, S., Byron, P., Robards, B., & Churchill, B. (2019). ‘That’s not 

necessarily for them’: LGBTIQ+ young people, social media platform affordances and 

identity curation. Media, Culture & Society, 016344371984661. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0163443719846612 

Harris, A. (2004). Future girl: Young women in the twenty-first century. Psychology Press. 

Harris, A., & Dobson, A. S. (2015). Theorizing agency in post-girlpower times. Continuum: 

Journal of Media & Cultural Studies, 29(2), 145–156. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10304312.2015.1022955 

Harris, A., Honey, N., Webster, K., Diemer, K., & Politoff, V. (2015). Young Australians’ 

attitudes to violence against women Findings from the 2013 National Community Attitudes 

towards Violence Against Women Survey for respondents 16-24 years. 

https://www.vichealth.vic.gov.au/-

/media/ResourceCentre/PublicationsandResources/PVAW/SurveyReport_YoungPeople-

attitudes-violence-against-women.pdf 

Harvey, L., & Ringrose, J. (2016). Sexting, ratings and (mis)recognition: Teen boys 

performing classed and racialized masculinities in digitally networked publics. In 

Children, Sexuality and Sexualization (pp. 352–367). Palgrave Macmillan. 

https://doi.org/10.1057/9781137353399_22 

Hasinoff, A. (2015a). How to have great sext: consent advice in online sexting tips. 

Communication and Critical/ Cultural Studies, 13(1), 58–74. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14791420.2015.1077980 

Hasinoff, A. (2015b). Sexting Panic: rethinking criminalization, privacy and consent. 

University of Illinois Press. http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5406/j.ctt13x1kx6 

Haywood, C., & mac an Ghaill, M. (2003). Men and Masculinities. McGraw-Hill Education. 

Helmer, J., Senior, K., Davison, B., & Vodic, A. (2015). Improving sexual health for young 

people: making sexuality education a priority. Sex Education, 15(2), 158–171. 

Hemmings, C. (2005). Invoking affect. Cultural Studies, 19(5), 548–567. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09502380500365473 

Hemmings, C. (2012). Affective solidarity: Feminist reflexivity and political transformation. 

Feminist Theory, 13(2), 147–161. https://doi.org/10.1177/1464700112442643 

Henry, N., & Powell, A. (2015). Embodied harms: gender, shame, and technology-facilitated 

sexual violence. Violence Against Women, 21(6), 758-799. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1077801215576581 



 

 266 

Henry, N., & Powell, A. (2018). Technology-facilitated sexual violence: A literature review 

of empirical research. Trauma, Violence, and Abuse, 19(2), 195–208. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1524838016650189 

Hertzog, J. L., & Rowley, R. L. (2014). My beliefs of my peers’ beliefs: Exploring the 

gendered nature of social norms in adolescent romantic relationships. Journal of 

Interpersonal Violence, 29(2), 348–368. https://doi.org/10.1177/0886260513505145 

Hesse-Biber, S. N. (2006). The practice of feminist in-depth interviewing. In S. Hesse-Bieber 

& P. Leavy (Eds.), The practice of qualitative interviewing. Sage Publications, Inc. 

Higham, L. (2018). An affective politics of sexual harassment at school in the 21st century: 

Schooling and Sexualities twenty years later. Sex Education, 18(3), 293–306. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2018.1431879 

Hill, A. O., Bourne, A., McNair, R., Carman, M. & Lyons, A. (2020). Private Lives 3: The 

health and wellbeing of LGBTIQ people in Australia. ARCSHS Monograph Series No. 

122. Melbourne, Australia: Australian Research Centre in Sex, Health and Society, 

La Trobe University 

Hines, S. (2019). The feminist frontier: on trans and feminism. Journal of Gender Studies, 

28(2), 145–157. https://doi.org/10.1080/09589236.2017.1411791 

Hines, S. (2020). Sex wars and (trans) gender panics: Identity and body politics in 

contemporary UK feminism. Sociological Review, 68(4), 699–717. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0038026120934684 

Hirst, J. (2013). “It’s got to be about enjoying yourself”: Young people, sexual pleasure, and 

sex and relationships education. Sex Education, 13(4), 423–436. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2012.747433 

Hjorth, L., & Hinton, S. (2019). Understanding social media (2nd ed.). London: SAGE. 

Hobbs, M., Owen, S., & Gerber, L. (2017). Liquid love? Dating apps, sex, relationships and 

the digital transformation of intimacy. Journal of Sociology, 53(2), 271–284. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1440783316662718 

Hodkinson, P. (2017). Bedrooms and beyond: Youth, identity and privacy on social network 

sites. New Media and Society, 19(2), 272–288. https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444815605454 

Holland, J., Ramazanoğlu, C., Sharpe, S., & Thompson, R. (1998). The male in the head: 

young people, heterosexuality and power. The Tufnell Press. 

https://ezp.lib.unimelb.edu.au/login?url=https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=tr

ue&db=cat00006a&AN=melb.b2833718&site=eds-live&scope=site 

Holland, S., Renold, E., Ross, N. J., & Hillman, A. (2010). Power, agency and participatory 

agendas: A critical exploration of young people’s engagement in participative qualitative 

research. Childhood: A Global Journal of Child Research, 17(3), 360–375. 

https://ezp.lib.unimelb.edu.au/login?url=https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=tr

ue&db=eric&AN=EJ898240&site=eds-live&scope=site 

hooks, bell. (2014). Feminist Theory: from margin to centre (3rd ed.). Taylor and Francis. 



 

 267 

Howell, T., & Allen, L. (2021). ‘Good morning boys’: Fa’afāfine and Fakaleiti experiences 

of Cisgenderism at an all-boys secondary school. Sex Education, 21(4), 417–431. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2020.1813701 

Hunehäll Berndtsson, K., & Odenbring, Y. (2021). They don’t even think about what the girl 

might think about it’: students’ views on sexting, gender inequalities and power relations 

in school. Journal of Gender Studies, 30(1), 91–101. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09589236.2020.1825217 

Ingham, R. (2005). “We didn’t cover that at school”: Education against pleasure or education 

for pleasure? Sex Education, 5(4), 375–388. https://doi.org/10.1080/14681810500278451 

Jackson, S. (1999). Heterosexuality in question. London: SAGE. 

Jackson, S. M., & Cram, F. (2003). Disrupting the sexual double standard: young women’s 

talk about heterosexuality. The British Journal of Social Psychology / the British 

Psychological Society, 42(Pt 1), 113–127. https://doi.org/10.1348/014466603763276153 

Jamieson, L. (1999). Intimacy transformed? A critical look at the “pure relationship.” 

Sociology, 33(3), 477–494. 

Jamieson, L. (2011). Intimacy as a concept: Explaining social change in the context of 

globalisation or another form of ethnocentricism? Sociological Research Online, 16(4), 1–

13. https://doi.org/10.5153/sro.2497 

Jamieson, L. (2013). Personal relationships, intimacy and the self in a mediated and global 

digital age. In K. Orton-Johnson & N. Prior (Eds.), Digital sociology: critical perspectives 

(pp. 13–33). Palgrave Macmillan. https://doi.org/10.1057/9781137297792_2 

Johnson, B., Harrison, L., Ollis, D., Flentje, J., Arnold, P., & Bartholomaeus, C. (2016). ‘It is 

not all about sex’: relationships education. 

Join-Lambert, H., Boddy, J., & Thomson, R. (2020). The experience of power relationships 

for young people in care. Developing an ethical, shortitudinal and cross-national approach 

to researching everyday life. Forum Qualitative Sozialforschung, 21(1). 

https://doi.org/10.17169/fqs-21.1.3212 

Jones, R. K., & Biddlecom, A. E. (2011). Is the internet filling the sexual health information 

gap for teens? An exploratory study. Journal of Health Communication, 16(2), 112–123. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10810730.2010.535112 

Jones, T. M., & Hillier, L. (2012). Sexuality education school policy for Australian GLBTIQ 

students. Sex Education, 12(4), 437–454. https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2012.677211 

Jones, T., & Hillier, L. (2013). Comparing trans-spectrum and same-sex-attracted youth in 

Australia: Increased risks, increased activisms. Journal of LGBT Youth, 10(4), 287–307. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/19361653.2013.825197 

Jones, T., Smith, E., Ward, R., Dixon, J., Hillier, L., & Mitchell, A. (2016). School 

experiences of transgender and gender diverse students in Australia. Sex Education, 16(2), 

156–171. https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2015.1080678 



 

 268 

Kanai, A. (2017). Girlfriendship and sameness: affective belonging in a digital intimate 

public. Journal of Gender Studies, 26(3), 293–306. 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09589236.2017.1281108 

Kearney, S., Gleeson, C., & Leung, L. (2016). Respectful relationships education in schools: 

the beginnings of change final report. Our Watch. 

https://www.education.vic.gov.au/Documents/about/programs/health/ourwatchrespectfulre

lationships.pdf 

Keddie, A. (2009). “Some of those girls can be real drama queens”: issues of gender, sexual 

harassment and schooling. Sex Education, 9(1), 1–16. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14681810802639863 

Keddie, A. & Mills, M. (2009) Disrupting masculinised spaces: teachers working for gender 

justice, Research Papers in Education 24(1), 29-43 

.https://doi.org/10.1080/02671520801945834 

Keddie, A., & Ollis, D. (2019). Teaching for gender justice: free to be me? Australian 

Educational Researcher, 46(3), 533–547. https://doi.org/10.1007/s13384-019-00301-x 

Kennedy, J. (2018). Oversharing is the norm. In A. S. Dobson, N. Carah, & B. Robards 

(Eds.), Digital Intimate Publics and Social Media (pp. 265–280). Springer International 

Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-97607-5 

Klettke, B., Hallford, D. J., & Mellor, D. J. (2014). Sexting prevalence and correlates: a 

systematic literature review. Clinical Psychological Review, 34, 44–53. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13552600.2013.804603 

Koepsel, E. R. (2016). The power in pleasure: practical implementation of pleasure in sex 

education classrooms. American Journal of Sexuality Education, 11(3), 205–265. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/15546128.2016.1209451 

Kofoed, J., & Larsen, M. C. (2016). A snap of intimacy: Photo-sharing practices among 

young people on social media. First Monday, 21(11). 

https://doi.org/10.5210/fm.v21i11.6905 

Kofoed, J., & Ringrose, J. (2012). Travelling and sticky affects: Exploring teens and 

sexualized cyberbullying through a Butlerian-Deleuzian-Guattarian lens. Discourse: 

Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education, 33(1), 5–20. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01596306.2012.632157 

Krnjacki, L., Emerson, E., Llewellyn, G., & Kavanagh, A. M. (2016). Prevalence and risk of 

violence against people with and without disabilities: Findings from an Australian 

population-based study. Australian and New Zealand Journal of Public Health, 40(1), 16–

21. https://doi.org/10.1111/1753-6405.12498 

Kubicek, K., Beyer, W. J., Weiss, G., Iverson, E., & Kipke, M. D. (2010). In the dark: Young 

men’s stories of sexual initiation in the absence of relevant sexual health information. 

Health Education and Behavior, 37(2), 243–263. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1090198109339993 



 

 269 

Lamb, S. (2010a). Feminist ideals for a healthy female adolescent sexuality: A critique. Sex 

Roles, 62(5–6), 294–306. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-009-9698-1 

Lamb, S. (2010b). Toward a sexual ethics curriculum: Bringing philosophy and society to 

bear on individual development. In Harvard Educational Review, 80(1), 81-105. 

http://meridian.allenpress.com/her/article-

pdf/80/1/81/2112168/haer_80_1_c104834k00552457.pdf 

Lamb, S., & Peterson, Z. D. (2012). Adolescent girls’ sexual empowerment: Two feminists 

explore the concept. Sex Roles, 66(11–12), 703–712. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-011-

9995-3 

Lamb, S., Lustig, K., & Graling, K. (2013). The use and misuse of pleasure in sex education 

curricula. Sex Education, 13(3), 305–318. https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2012.738604 

Lambert, A. (2016). Intimacy and social capital on Facebook: Beyond the psychological 

perspective. New Media and Society, 18(11), 2559–2575. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444815588902 

Lasén, A., & Hjorth, L. (2017). Between the public and private in mobile communication. In 

A. Serrano Tellería (Ed.), Between the Public and Private in Mobile Communication (pp. 

120–137). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315399300 

Lather, P. (1992). Critical frames in educational research: feminist and post-structural 

perspectives. Theory into Practice, 31(2), 87–99. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00405849209543529 

Lather, P. (2010). Engaging science policy: from the side of messy. New York: Peter Lang 

Publishing Inc. 

Leahy, D. (2014). Assembling a health[y] subject: Risky and shameful pedagogies in health 

education. Critical Public Health, 24(2), 171–181. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09581596.2013.871504 

Leavy, P. (2015). Method Meets Art: Arts based research practice (2nd ed.). Guilford 

Publications. 

Lee, M., & Crofts, T. (2015). Gender, pressure, coercion and pleasure: Untangling 

motivations for sexting between young people. British Journal of Criminology, 55(3), 

454–473. https://doi.org/10.1093/bjc/azu075 

Lesko, N. (2010). Feeling abstinent? Feeling comprehensive? Touching the affects of 

sexuality curricula. Sex Education, 10(3), 281–297. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2010.491633 

Lesko, N. (2012). Act your age! A cultural construction of adolescence (2nd ed.). Taylor & 

Francis. 

https://ezp.lib.unimelb.edu.au/login?url=https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=tr

ue&db=eric&AN=ED530908&site=eds-live&scope=site 

Lim, M. S. C., Agius, P. A., Carrotte, E. R., Vella, A. M., & Hellard, M. E. (2017). Young 

Australians’ use of pornography and associations with sexual risk behaviours. Australian 



 

 270 

and New Zealand Journal of Public Health, 41(4), 438–443. https://doi.org/10.1111/1753-

6405.12678 

Lincoln, S. (2014). Young people and mediated private space. In A. Bennet & B. Robards 

(Eds.), Mediated youth cultures (pp. 42–58). Springer. 

Litsou, K., Byron, P., McKee, A., & Ingham, R. (2020). Learning from pornography: results 

of a mixed methods systematic review. Sex Education, 1–17. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2020.1786362 

Livingstone, S. (2005). Mediating the public/private boundary at home: children’s use of the 

internet for privacy and participation. Journal of Media Practice, 6(1), 45–51. 

Livingstone, S. (2008). Taking risky opportunities in youthful content creation: Teenagers’ 

use of social networking sites for intimacy, privacy and self-expression. New Media and 

Society, 10(3), 393–411. https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444808089415 

Livngstone, S., & Mason, J. (2015). Sexual rights and sexual risks among youth online A 

review of existing knowledge regarding children and young people’s developing sexuality 

in relation to new media environments.  European NGO Alliance for Child Safety Online, 

London. https://www.icmec.org/wp-

content/uploads/2016/06/eNACSO_Review_on_Sexual_rights_and_sexual_risks_among_

online_youth_DEF.pdf 

Lorber, J. (1994). Paradoxes of gender. New Haven: Yale University Press. 

Mandau, M. B. H. (2020). Homosocial positionings and ambivalent participation A 

qualitative analysis of young adults’ non-consensual sharing and viewing of privately 

produced sexual images. MedieKultur, 67, 55–75.  

Mannay, D. (2013). ‘Who put that on there… why why why?’ Power games and participatory 

techniques of visual data production. Visual Studies, 28(2), 136–146. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/1472586X.2013.801635 

Mannay, D. (2016). Visual, narrative and creative research methods: application, reflection 

and ethics. London, New York: Routledge. 

Marsh, S. (2016, March 23). The gender-fluid generation: young people on being male, 

female or non-binary. The Guardian. 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/mar/23/gender-fluid-generation-

young-people-male-female-trans 

Martino, W. (1999). “Cool Boys”, “Party Animals”, “Squids” and “Poofters”: Interrogating 

the dynamics and politics of adolescent masculinities in school. British Journal of 

Sociology of Education, 20(2), 239–263. https://doi.org/10.1080/01425699995434 

 

Martino, W., Kassen, J., & Omercajic, K. (2020). Supporting transgender students in schools: 

beyond an individualist approach to trans inclusion in the education system. Educational 

Review. https://doi.org/10.1080/00131911.2020.1829559 



 

 271 

Marwick, A., & boyd, D. (2014). ‘It’s just drama’: teen perspectives on conflict and 

aggression in a networked era. Journal of Youth Studies, 17(9), 1187–1204. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13676261.2014.901493 

Mason, J. (2011). Facet Methodology: the case for an inventive research orientation. 

Methodological Innovations Online, 6(3), 75–92. https://doi.org/10.4256/mio.2011.008 

Mason, J. (2017). Qualitative researching (3rd ed.). London: SAGE. 

Massumi, B. (2002). Parables for the virtual: movement, affect, sensation. Duke University 

Press. 

Maxwell, C. (2006). Understanding young women’s sexual relationship experiences: The 

nature and role of vulnerability. Journal of Youth Studies, 9(2), 141–158. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13676260600635615 

Mayo, C. (2008). Access and obstacles: Gay-straight alliances attempt to alter school 

communities. In W. Ayers, T. M. Quinn, & D. Stovall (Eds.), Handbook of social justice 

in education (pp. 319–331). Taylor and Francis Group. 

McBride, R. S. (2021). A literature review of the secondary school experiences of trans 

youth. Journal of LGBT Youth, 18(2), 103–134. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/19361653.2020.1727815 

McCall, L. (2005). The Complexity of Intersectionality, Signs, 30(3), 1771-1800. 

https://doi.org/10.1086/426800 

McCann, H. (2016). Epistemology of the subject: queer theory’s challenge to feminist 

sociology. Women’s Studies Quarterly, 44(3), 224–243. 

McClelland, S. I., & Fine, M. (2008). Writing on cellophane: Studying teen women’s sexual 

desires, inventing methodological release points. The Methodological Dilemma: Creative, 

Critical and Collaborative Approaches to Qualitative Research, 2008, 232–360. 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203927175 

McClelland, S. I., & Fine, M. (2013). Over-sexed and under surveillance: Adolescent 

sexualities, cultural anxieties, and thick desire. In L. Allen, M.L. Rasmussen, & K. 

Quinlivan (Eds.), The Politics of Pleasure in Sexuality Education: Pleasure Bound (pp. 

12–34). New York: Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203069141 

McGlashan, H., & Fitzpatrick, K. (2017). LGBTQ youth activism and school: challenging 

sexuality and gender norms. Health Education, 117(5), 485–497. 

https://doi.org/10.1108/HE-10-2016-0053 

McGlotten, S. (2013). Virtual intimacies: media, affect, and queer sociality. State University 

of New York Press. 

McLeod, J. (2000). Metaphors of the self: Searching for young people’s identity through 

interviews. In J. McLeod and K. Malone (Eds.) Researching youth (pp.45-58). Hobart: 

Australian Clearing House for Youth Studies. 



 

 272 

McLeod, J. (2002). Working out intimacy: young people and friendship in an age of 

reflexivity. Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education, 23(2), 211–226. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/0159630022000000787 

McLeod, J. (2010). Canonical moments and disruptive moves in youth studies research. 

British Journal of Sociology of Education, 31(2), 249–258. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01425690903573551 

McLeod, J. (2011). Vulnerable youth. Redress, 20(2), 13. 

https://ezp.lib.unimelb.edu.au/login?url=https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=tr

ue&db=edsihs&AN=131420902298960&site=eds-live&scope=site 

McLeod, J. (2012). Vulnerability and the neo-liberal youth citizen: a view from Australia. 

Comparative Education, 48(1), 11–26. https://doi.org/10.1080/03050068.2011.637760 

McLeod, J., & Yates, L. (2006). Making modern lives: subjectivity, schooling, and social 

change. State University of New York Press. 

https://ezp.lib.unimelb.edu.au/login?url=https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=tr

ue&db=cat00006a&AN=melb.b3013873&site=eds-live&scope=site 

McRobbie, A. (2009). The aftermath of feminism: gender, culture and social change. 

London: SAGE. 

https://ezp.lib.unimelb.edu.au/login?url=https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=tr

ue&db=cat00006a&AN=melb.b6067655&site=eds-live&scope=site 

Meehan, C. (2021). ‘I guess girls can be more emotional’: Exploring the complexities of 

sextual consent with young people. Sexualities, 0(0), 1–21. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1363460721999275 

Meenagh, J. (2015). Flirting, dating, and breaking up within new media environments. Sex 

Education, 15(5), 458–471. https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2015.1033516 

Meyer, E. J. (2008). Gendered harassment in secondary schools: Understanding teachers’ 

(non) interventions. Gender and Education, 20(6), 555–570. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09540250802213115 

Mitchell, C. M., & Sommer, M. (2016). Participatory visual methodologies in global public 

health. Global Public Health, 11(5–6), 521–527. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/17441692.2016.1170184 

Mitchell, K. J., Finkelhor, D., Jones, L. M., & Wolak, J. (2012). Prevalence and 

characteristics of youth sexting: A national study. Pediatrics, 129(1), 13–20. 

https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2011-1730 

Moreton-Robinson, A. (2000a). Talkin’up to the white woman: Aboriginal women and 

feminism. University of Queensland Press. 

Moreton-Robinson, A. (2000b). Troubling business: difference and whiteness within 

feminism. Australian Feminist Studies, 15(33). https://doi.org/10.1080/713611977 

 



 

 273 

Mulholland, M. (2017). ‘When difference gets in the way’: Young people, whiteness and 

sexualisation. Sexuality and Culture, 21(2), 593–612. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12119-016-

9406-6 

Mulholland, M. A. (2021). Parents, whiteness and sex education: A critical race critique of 

parent sex education guides. Sexualities, 0(0), pp.1-16. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/13634607211041096 

Mulinari, D., & Sandell, K. (2009). A Feminist re-reading of theories of late modernity: 

Beck, giddens and the location of gender. Critical Sociology, 35(4), 493–507. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0896920509103980 

Muñoz, J. E. (2009). Cruising Utopia: the then and there of queer futurity. New York 

University Press. 

Naezer, M. (2018). From risky behaviour to sexy adventures: reconceptualising young 

people’s online sexual activities. Culture, Health and Sexuality, 20(6), 715–729. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13691058.2017.1372632 

Naezer, M., & Ringrose, J. (2019). Adventure, intimacy, identity, and knowledge: Exploring 

how social media are shaping and transforming youth sexuality. The Cambridge 

Handbook of Sexual Development: Childhood and Adolescence., 419–438. 

Naezer, M., & van Oosterhout, L. (2021). Only sluts love sexting: youth, sexual norms and 

non-consensual sharing of digital sexual images. Journal of Gender Studies, 30(1), 79–90. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09589236.2020.1799767 

Naezer, M., Rommes, E., & Jansen, W. (2017). Empowerment through sex education? 

Rethinking paradoxical policies. Sex Education, 17(6), 712–728. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2017.1362633 

Nash, C. J., & Browne, K. (2010). Queer methods and methodologies: Intersecting queer 

theories and social science research. In Queer Methods and Methodologies. Routledge. 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315603223-1 

Nash, J. C. (2017). Pleasurable blackness. In L. Allen & M.L. Rasmussen (Eds.), The 

Palgrave Handbook of Sexuality Education (pp. 261–278). London: Palgrave Macmillan. 

https://doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-40033-8 

Nash, J. C. (2019). Black feminism reimagined: After intersectionality. Duke University 

Press. 

Nayak, A., & Kehily, M. J. (2013). Gender, youth and culture: global masculinities and 

femininities (2nd.). Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Neary, A. (2018). New trans* visibilities: working the limits and possibilities of gender at 

school. Sex Education, 18(4), 435–448. https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2017.1419950 

Neary, A., Gray, B., & O’Sullivan, M. (2016). A queer politics of emotion: reimagining 

sexualities and schooling. Gender and Education, 28(2), 250–265. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09540253.2015.1114074 



 

 274 

Needham, J. (2021). Sending nudes: Intent and risk associated with ‘sexting’ as understood 

by gay adolescent boys. Sexuality and Culture, 25(2), 396–416. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s12119-020-09775-9 

Nguyen, P., Gold, J., Pedrana, A., Chang, S., Howard, S., Ilic, O., Hellard, M., & Stoove, M. 

(2013). Sexual health promotion on social networking sites: A process evaluation of the 

FaceSpace Project. Journal of Adolescent Health, 53(1), 98–104. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2013.02.007 

Nicholas, L. (2020). Whiteness, heteropaternalism, and the gendered politics of settler 

colonial populist backlash culture in Australia. Social Politics: International Studies in 

Gender, State & Society, 27(2), 234–257. https://doi.org/10.1093/sp/jxz009 

Oakley, A. (1981). “Interviewing women: a contradiction in terms?”. In H. Roberts (Ed.), 

Doing feminist research (pp. 30–61). London: Routledge and Kegan Paul. 

Ollis, D. (2014). The role of teachers in delivering education about respectful relationships: 

Exploring teacher and student perspectives. Health Education Research, 29(4), 702–713. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/her/cyu032 

Ollis, D. (2016a). ‘I felt like I was watching porn’: the reality of preparing pre-service 

teachers to teach about sexual pleasure. Sex Education, 16(3), 308–323. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2015.1075382 

Ollis, D. (2016b). The challenges, contradictions and possibilities of teaching about 

pornography in sex and relationships education (SRE): The Australian context. In V. 

Sundaram & H. Sauntson (Eds.), Global Perspectives and Key Debates in Sex and 

Relationships Education: Addressing Issues of Gender, Sexuality, Plurality and Power 

(pp. 48–67). Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/med:psych/9780199387656.003.0017 

Ollis, D. (2019). Media landscapes: ‘Meet the maker’—The highs and lows of translating 

gender and sexuality research into practice (pp. 47–69). https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-

030-24205-3_3 

Ollis, D., Coll, L., & Harrison, L. (2019). Negotiating sexuality education with young people: 

Ethical pitfalls and provocations. American Journal of Sexuality Education, 14(2), 186–

202. https://doi.org/10.1080/15546128.2018.1548317 

O’Neill, R. (2015). Whither critical masculinity studies? Notes on inclusive masculinity 

theory, postfeminism, and sexual politics. Men and Masculinities, 18(1), 100–120. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1097184X14553056 

O’Neill, R. (2018). Seduction: men, masculinity, and mediated intimacy. Polity. 

https://ezp.lib.unimelb.edu.au/login?url=https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=tr

ue&db=cat00006a&AN=melb.b6509504&site=eds-live&scope=site 

Our Watch. (2018). Changing the picture: a national resource to support the prevention of 

violence against Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women and their children. 

Melbourne, Australia: Our Watch. 



 

 275 

Our Watch. (2021). Change the story: A shared framework for the primary prevention of 

violence against women in Australia (2nd ed.). Melbourne, Australia: Our Watch. 

https://media-cdn.ourwatch.org.au/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2021/11/23131846/Change-

the-story-Our-Watch-AA.pdf 

Överlien, C., Aronsson, K., & Hydén, M. (2005). The focus group interview as an indepth 

method? Young women talking about sexuality. International Journal of Social Research 

Methodology: Theory and Practice, 8(4), 331–344. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/1364557042000119607 

Paasonen, S. (2018). Infrastructures of intimacy. In R. Andreassen, M. Petersen, K. Harrison, 

& T. Raun (Eds.), Mediated intimacies: connectivities, relationalities and proximities (pp. 

103–116). Oxon: Routledge. 

Paasonen, S., Light, B., & Jarrett, K. (2019). The dick pic: harassment, curation, and desire. 

Social Media + Society, 5(2), 205630511982612. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305119826126 

Paechter, C., Toft, A., & Carlile, A. (2021). Non-binary young people and schools: 

pedagogical insights from a small-scale interview study. Pedagogy, Culture and Society, 

29(5), 695–713. https://doi.org/10.1080/14681366.2021.1912160 

Pascoe, C. J. (2007). “What if a guy hits on you?” Intersections of gender, sexuality and age 

in fieldwork with adolescents. In A. L. Best (Ed.), Representing Youth: Methodological 

Issues in Critical Youth Studies (pp. 226–248). New York University Press. 

Pascoe, C. J. (2009). Intimacy. In M. Ito, S. Baumer, M. Bittanti, R. Cody, B. H. Stephenson, 

P. G. Lange, & D. Mahedran (Eds.), Hanging out, messing around, and geeking out: kids 

living and learning with new media. The MIT press. 

Pascoe, C. J. (2011). Resource and risk: Youth sexuality and new media use. Sexuality 

Research and Social Policy, 8(1), 5–17. https://doi.org/10.1007/s13178-011-0042-5 

Payne, E. (2010). Sluts: Heteronormative policing in the stories of lesbian youth. Educational 

Studies, 46(3), 317–336. https://doi.org/10.1080/00131941003614911 

Payne, E. (2018). Resisting the taint, marking the Slut: Middle-class lesbian girls and claims 

to sexual propriety. In E. Renold, J. Ringrose, & R. D. Egan (Eds.), Children, sexuality 

and sexualization (pp. 224–238). London: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Payne, E., & Smith, M. (2012). Rethinking safe schools approaches for LGBTQ Students: 

Changing the questions we ask. Multicultural Perspectives, 14(4), 187–193. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/15210960.2012.725293 

Pearce, R., Erikainen, S., & Vincent, B. (2020). TERF wars: An introduction. In Sociological 

Review (Vol. 68, Issue 4, pp. 677–698). SAGE Publications Ltd. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0038026120934713 

Pedrana, A., Hellard, M., Gold, J., Ata, N., Chang, S., Howard, S., Asselin, J., Ilic, O., 

Batrouney, C., & Stoove, M. (2013). Queer as Fk: Reaching and engaging gay men in 

sexual health promotion through social networking sites. Journal of Medical Internet 

Research, 15(2). https://doi.org/10.2196/jmir.2334 



 

 276 

Phipps, A. (2020). Me, Not You: The Trouble with Mainstream Feminism. Manchester 

University Press. 

http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/unimelb/detail.action?docID=6145589 

Phipps, A., Ringrose, J., Renold, E., & Jackson, C. (2018). Rape culture, lad culture and 

everyday sexism: researching, conceptualizing and politicizing new mediations of gender 

and sexual violence. Journal of Gender Studies, 27(1), 1–8. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09589236.2016.1266792 

Phoenix, A. (1994). Practising feminist research: the intersection of gender and “race” in the 

research process. In M. Maynard & J. Purvis (Eds.), Researching women’s lives from a 

feminist perspective (pp. 201–216). 

Phoenix, A., Frosh, S., & Pattman, R. (2003). Producing Contradictory Masculine Subject 

Positions: Narratives of Threat, Homophobia and Bullying in 11-14 Year Old Boys. In 

Journal of Social Issues (Vol. 59, Issue 1). 

Pillow, W. S. (2003). Confession, catharsis, or cure? Rethinking the uses of reflexivity as 

methodological power in qualitative research. International Journal of Qualitative Studies 

in Education, 16(2), 175–196. https://doi.org/10.1080/0951839032000060635 

Politoff, V., Crabbe, M., Honey, N., Mannix, S., Mickle, J., Morgan, J., Parkes, A., Powell, 

A., Stubbs, J., Ward, A., & Webster, K. (2019). Young Australians’ attitudes to violence 

against women and gender equality: Findings from the 2017 National Community 

Attitudes towards Violence against Women Survey. (NCAS) (ANROWS Insights, Issue 

01/2019). Sydney: ANROWS.  

Povinelli, E. A. (2002). Notes on Gridlock: genealogy, intimacy, sexuality. Public Culture, 

14(1), 215–238. 

Povinelli, E. A. (2006). The empire of love: toward a theory of intimacy, genealogy, and 

carnality. Duke University Press. 

Powell, A., & Henry, N. (2014). Blurred lines? Responding to “sexting” and gender-based 

violence among young people. Children Australia, 39(2), 119–124. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/cha.2014.9 

Quinlivan, K. (2013). The methodological im/possibilities of researching sexuality education 

in schools: working queer conundrums. Sex Education, 13(SUPPL 1), 56–69. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2013.796288 

Quinlivan, K. (2018). Exploring contemporary issues in sexuality and relationships education 

with young people: theories in practice. In Palgrave Studies in Gender and Education. 

Palgrave Macmillan. https://doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-50105-9_1 

Quinlivan, K., Rasmussen, M.L., Aspin, C., Allen, L., & Sanjakdar, F. (2014). Crafting the 

normative subject: queerying the politics of race in the New Zealand Health education 

classroom. Discourse: Studies In The Cultural Politics Of Education, 35(3), 393–404. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01596306.2014.888843 



 

 277 

Rahimi, R., & Liston, D. (2011). Race, class, and emerging sexuality: Teacher perceptions 

and sexual harassment in schools. Gender and Education, 23(7), 799–810. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09540253.2010.536143 

Ralph, B., & Roberts, S. (2020). One small step for man: Change and continuity in 

perceptions and enactments of homosocial intimacy among young Australian men. Men 

and Masculinities, 23(1), 83–103. https://doi.org/10.1177/1097184X18777776 

Ramazanoglu, C., & Holland, J. (2002). Feminist methodology: Challenges and choices. 

Sage. 

Rasmussen, M.L. (2005). Becoming subjects: sexualities and secondary schooling. London: 

Routledge, 2005. 

Rasmussen, M.L. (2010). Secularism, religion and “progressive” sex education. Sexualities, 

13(6), 699–712. https://doi.org/10.1177/1363460710384558 

Rasmussen, M.L. (2012). Pleasure/desire, sexularism and sexuality education. Sex Education, 

12(4), 469–481. https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2012.677204 

Rasmussen, M.L. (2016). What’s the place of queer theory in studies of gender, sexuality, 

and education on the periphery? Review of Education, Pedagogy & Cultural Studies, 

38(1), 73–84. https://doi.org/10.1080/10714413.2016.1119644 

Rasmussen, M.L., & Leahy, D. (2018). “Young people,” publics, and counterpublics in 

school-based education on gender and sexuality: an Australian story. In S. Talburt (Ed.), 

Youth sexualities: Public feelings and contemporary cultural politics (pp. 61–81). Praeger.  

Rasmussen, M.L., Rofes, E., & Talburt, S. (2004). Youth and sexualities: Pleasure, 

subversion, and insubordination in and out of schools. In Youth and Sexualities: Pleasure, 

Subversion, and Insubordination in and Out of Schools. New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 

https://doi.org/10.1057/9781403981912 

Raun, T. (2018). Capitalizing intimacy: New subcultural forms of micro-celebrity strategies 

and affective labour on YouTube. Convergence, 24(1), 99–113. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1354856517736983 

Ravn, S., Coffey, J., & Roberts, S. (2021). The currency of images: risk, value and gendered 

power dynamics in young men’s accounts of sexting. Feminist Media Studies, 21(2), 315–

331. https://doi.org/10.1080/14680777.2019.1642229 

Rawlings, V. (2019). ‘It’s not bullying’, ‘It’s just a joke’: Teacher and student discursive 

manoeuvres around gendered violence. British Educational Research Journal, 45(4), 698–

716. https://doi.org/10.1002/berj.3521 

Rawlings, V., & Loveday, J. (2021). ‘A threat to the social order’: a ‘problem frame’ analysis 

of the Safe Schools Coalition Australia programme within print media. Discourse. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01596306.2021.1918060 

Reade, J. (2020). Keeping it raw on the ‘gram: Authenticity, relatability and digital intimacy 

in fitness cultures on Instagram. New Media and Society. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444819891699 



 

 278 

Reeves, C. L. (2010). A difficult negotiation: Fieldwork relations with gatekeepers. 

Qualitative Research, 10(3), 315–331. https://doi.org/10.1177/1468794109360150 

Renold, E. (2002). Presumed innocence: (Hetero)sexual, heterosexist and homophobic 

harassment among primary school girls and boys. Childhood, 9(4), 415–434. 

Renold, E. (2004). ‘Other’ boys: negotiating non-hegemonic masculinities in the primary 

school. Gender and Education, 16(2), 247–265. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09540250310001690609 

Renold, E. (2005). Girls, boys and junior sexualities: exploring children’s gender and sexual 

relations in the primary school. Oxon: Routledge Falmer. 

Renold, E. (2006). “They won’t let us play... unless you’re going out with one of them”: 

Girls, boys and Butler’s “heterosexual matrix” in the primary years. British Journal of 

Sociology of Education, 27(4), 489–509. https://doi.org/10.1080/01425690600803111 

Renold, E. (2016). Agenda: A young people’s guide to making positive relationships matter. 

https://agendaonline.co.uk/ 

Renold, E. (2018). ‘Feel what I feel’: making da(r)ta with teen girls for creative activisms on 

how sexual violence matters. Journal of Gender Studies, 27(1), 37–55. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09589236.2017.1296352 

Renold, E. (2019). Ruler-Skirt Risings: being crafty with how gender and sexuality education 

research-activisms can come to matter. In Jones, T., Coll, L., van Leent, L. & Taylor, T. 

(Eds.), Uplifting gender and sexuality education research (pp. 115–140). 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-24205-3_6 

Renold, E., & Ringrose, J. (2008). Regulation and rupture: mapping tween and teenage girls’ 

resistance to the heterosexual matrix. Feminist Theory, 9(3), 313–338. 

https://ezp.lib.unimelb.edu.au/login?url=https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=tr

ue&db=edsbl&AN=RN240363730&site=eds-live&scope=site 

Renold, E., & Ringrose, J. (2011). Schizoid subjectivities? Re-theorizing teen girls’ sexual 

cultures in an era of “sexualization.” Journal of Sociology, 47(4), 389–409. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1440783311420792 

Renold, E., & Ringrose, J. (2013). Feminisms re-figuring “sexualisation”, sexuality and “the 

girl.” Feminist Theory, 14(3), 247–254. https://doi.org/10.1177/1464700113499531 

Renold, E., & Ringrose, J. (2016). Selfies, relfies and phallic tagging: posthuman 

participations in teen digital sexuality assemblages. Educational Philosophy and Theory, 

1–14. https://doi.org/10.1080/00131857.2016.1185686 

Renold, E., Ringrose, J., & Egan, R. D. (2015). Children, Sexuality and Sexualisation. 

Palgrave Macmillan UK. 

Renold, E., Holland, S., Ross, N. J., & Hillman, A. (2008). “Becoming participant”: 

Problematizing “informed consent” in participatory research with young people in care. 

Qualitative Social Work, 7(4), 427–447. https://doi.org/10.1177/1473325008097139 



 

 279 

Retallack, H., Ringrose, J., & Lawrence, E. (2016). "Fuck your body image”: Teen girls’ 

Twitter and Instagram feminism in and around school. In J. Coffey, S. Budgeon, & H. 

Cahill (Eds.), Learning bodies: The body in youth and childhood studies (pp. 85–103). 

Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/s13398-014-0173-7.2 

Richardson, D. (2010). Youth masculinities: Compelling male heterosexuality. British 

Journal of Sociology, 61(4), 737–756. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-4446.2010.01339.x 

Riggs, D. W., & Bartholomaeus, C. (2017). Transgender young people’s narratives of 

intimacy and sexual health: implications for sexuality education. Sex Education, 18(4), 

376–390. https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2017.1355299 

Ringrose, J. (2011). Are you sexy, flirty or a slut? Exploring “sexualization” and how teen 

girls perform/negotiate digital sexual identity on social networking sites. In R. Gill & C. 

Scharff (Eds.), New femininities: Postfeminism, Neoliberalism and Subjectivity (pp. 99–

116). Palgrave Macmillan. 

Ringrose, J. (2012). Postfeminist Education? Girls and the sexual politics of schooling. 

Hoboken: Taylor and Francis. 

https://ezp.lib.unimelb.edu.au/login?url=https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=tr

ue&db=cat00006a&AN=melb.b5936398&site=eds-live&scope=site 

Ringrose, J. (2016). Postfeminist media panics over girls’ “sexualisation”: implications for 

UK sex and relationship guidance and curriculum. In V. Sundaram & H. Sauntson (Eds.), 

Global perspectives and key debates in sex and relationships education: addressing issues 

of gender, sexuality, plurality and power (pp. 30–47). Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan. 

https://doi.org/10.1057/9781137500229.0007 

Ringrose, J., & Harvey, L. (2015). Boobs, back-off, six packs and bits: Mediated body parts, 

gendered reward, and sexual shame in teens’ sexting images. Continuum, 29(2), 205–217. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10304312.2015.1022952 

Ringrose, J., & Renold, E. (2012a). Slut-shaming, girl power and ‘sexualisation’: thinking 

through the politics of the international SlutWalks with teen girls. Gender & Education, 

24(3), 333–343. https://doi.org/10.1080/09540253.2011.645023 

Ringrose, J., & Renold, E. (2012b). Teen girls, working-class femininity and resistance: 

retheorising fantasy and desire in educational contexts of heterosexualised violence. 

International Journal of Inclusive Education, 16(4), 461–477. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2011.555099 

Ringrose, J., & Renold, E. (2014). “F**k Rape!”: Exploring affective intensities in a feminist 

research assemblage. Qualitative Inquiry, 20(6), 772–780. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1077800414530261 

Ringrose, J., Harvey, L., Gill, R., & Livingstone, S. (2013). Teen girls, sexual double 

standards and “sexting”: Gendered value in digital image exchange. Feminist Theory, 

14(3), 305–323. https://doi.org/10.1177/1464700113499853 

Ringrose, J., Regehr, K., & Whitehead, S. (2021a). Teen girls’ experiences negotiating the 

ubiquitous dick pic: Sexual double standards and the normalization of image based sexual 

harassment. Sex Roles, 2011(0123456789). https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-021-01236-3 



 

 280 

Ringrose, J., Regehr, K., & Whitehead, S. (2021b). ‘Wanna trade?’: Cisheteronormative 

homosocial masculinity and the normalization of abuse in youth digital sexual image 

exchange. Journal of Gender Studies, 00(00), 1–19. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09589236.2021.1947206 

Ringrose, J., Mendes, K., Whitehead, S., & Jenkinson, A. (2021). Resisting rape culture 

online and at school: The pedagogy of digital defence and feminist activism lessons. In Y. 

Odenbring & T. Johansson (Eds.), Violence, victimisation and young people (pp. 129–

153). https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-75319-1_9 

Robards, B., Byron, P., Churchill, B., Hanckel, B., & Vivienne, S. (2020). Tumblr as a space 

of learning, connecting, and identity formation for LGBTIQ+ young people. In A. 

McCracken, A. Cho, L. Stein, & I. Neill Hoch (Eds.), a tumblr book: platform and 

cultures. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press. 

https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.11537055.35 

Robards, B., & Lincoln, S. (2016). Making It “Facebook Official”: Reflecting on romantic 

relationships through sustained Facebook use. Social Media and Society, 2(4), 1-10. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305116672890 

Roberts, S., & Ravn, S. (2020). Towards a Sociological Understanding of Sexting as a Social 

Practice: A case study of university undergraduate men. Sociology, 54(2), 258–274. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038519864239 

Roberts, S., Ravn, S., Maloney, M., & Ralph, B. (2021). Navigating the tensions of normative 

masculinity: Homosocial dynamics in Australian young men’s discussions of sexting 

practices. Cultural Sociology, 15(1), 22–43. https://doi.org/10.1177/1749975520925358 

Robinson, K. H. (2005). Reinforcing hegemonic masculinities through sexual harassment: 

issues of identity, power and popularity in secondary schools. Gender and Education, 

17(1), 19–37. 

https://ezp.lib.unimelb.edu.au/login?url=https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=tr

ue&db=eric&AN=EJ719150&site=eds-live&scope=site 

Robinson, K. H. (2012). Innocence, knowledge and the construction of childhood: the 

contradictory nature of sexuality and censorship in children’s contemporary lives. Taylor 

& Francis Group. 

http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/unimelb/detail.action?docID=1097855 

Robinson, K. H., Smith, E., & Davies, C. (2017). Responsibilities, tensions and ways 

forward: parents’ perspectives on children’s sexuality education. Sex Education, 17(3), 

333–347. https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2017.1301904 

Robinson, K. H., Bansel, P., Denson, N., Ovenden, G., & Davies, C. (2014). Growing up 

queer: issues facing young Australians who are gender variant and sexuality diverse, 

Young and Well Cooperative Research Centre, Melbourne. 

https://apo.org.au/sites/default/files/resource-files/2014-02/apo-nid37511.pdf 

 



 

 281 

Roseneil, S. (2000). Queer Frameworks and Queer Tendencies: Towards an Understanding of 

Postmodern Transformations of Sexuality. Sociological Research Online, 5(3), 58–70. 

https://doi.org/10.5153/sro.528 

Roseneil, S., & Budgeon, S. (2004). Cultures of Intimacy and Care beyond ‘the Family’: 

Personal Life and Social Change in the Early 21st Century. Current Sociology, 52(2), 

135–159. https://doi.org/10.1177/0011392104041798 

Rothman, E. F., Kaczmarsky, C., Burke, N., Jansen, E., & Baughman, A. (2014). “Without 

porn … I wouldn’t know half the things I know now”: A qualitative sudy of pornography 

use among a sample of urban, low-income, black and hispanic youth. Journal of Sex 

Research, 52(7), 736-746. https://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2014.960908 

Rubin, G. (1984). Thinking sex: notes for a radical theory of the politics of sexuality. In C. 

Vance (Ed.), Pleasure and danger: exploring female sexuality (pp. 267–319). Boston: 

Routledge. 

Rubin, H., & Rubin I. (1995). Qualitative interviewing: The art of hearing data. SAGE. 

Salter, M. (2016). Privates in the online public: Sex(ting) and reputation on social media. 

New Media and Society, 18(11), 2723–2739. https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444815604133 

Salter, M., & Crofts, T. (2015). Responding to revenge porn: challenges to online legal 

impunity. In L. Comella & S. Tarrant (Eds.), New Views on Pornography: Sexuality, 

Politics, and the Law (pp. 233–253). Prager. 

Sanjakdar, F. (2009). ‘Teacher talk’: the problems, perspectives and possibilities of 

developing a comprehensive sexual health education curriculum for Australian Muslim 

students. Sex Education, 9(3), 261–275. https://doi.org/10.1080/14681810903059086 

Sanjakdar, F., Allen, L., Rasmussen, M.L, Quinlivan, K., Brömdal, A., & Aspin, C. (2015). 

In search of critical pedagogy in sexuality education: Visions, imaginations, and 

paradoxes. Review of Education, Pedagogy & Cultural Studies, 37(1), 53–70. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10714413.2015.988537 

Sarigianides, S. T. (2014). Rampant teen sex: Teen sexuality and the promise of happiness as 

obstacles to re-thinking adolescence. Journal of Youth Studies, 17(8), 1061–1076. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13676261.2014.888406 

Scarcelli, C. M. (2015). ‘It is disgusting, but …’: adolescent girls’ relationship to internet 

pornography as gender performance. Porn Studies, 2(2–3), 237–249. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/23268743.2015.1051914 

Scrine, E. (2017). ‘Dear future husband’: young people’s critical exploration of gender and 

sexuality in pop music videos. Networking Knowledge: Journal of the MeCCSA 

Postgraduate Network, 10(3), 6–26. https://doi.org/10.31165/nk.2017.103.516 

Scrine, E. (2018). Music therapy as an anti-oppressive practice: Critically exploring gender 

and power with young people in school [Doctoral dissertation, University of Melbourne]. 

https://minerva-access.unimelb.edu.au/handle/11343/225677 



 

 282 

Scrine, E. (2019). “It’s like mixing paint”: songwriting alternative gender cultures with young 

people as an ‘after-queer’ methodology. Voices: A World Forum for Music Therapy, 

19(3), 1–18. 

Seaton, E. (2011). Biology/Nature. In N. Lesko & S. Talburt (Eds.), Keywords in Youth 

Studies: Tracing Affects, Movements, Knowledges (pp. 24–28). Taylor & Francis Group. 

Sedgewick, E. K. (2003). Touching feeling: affect, pedagogy, perfomativity. Duke University 

Press. 

Senior, K., Chenhall, R., & Helmer, J. (2020). ‘Boys mostly just want to have sex’: Young 

people talk about relationships and sexual intimacy in remote, rural and regional Australia. 

Sexualities, 23(8), 1457–1479. https://doi.org/10.1177/1363460720902018 

Senior, K., Helmer, J., & Chenhall, R. (2017). ‘As long as he’s coming home to me’: 

vulnerability, jealousy and violence in young people’s relationships in remote, rural and 

regional Australia. Health Sociology Review, 26(2), 204–218. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14461242.2016.1157697 

Setty, E. (2019). Meanings of bodily and sexual expression in youth sexting culture: young 

women’s negotiation of gendered risks and harms. Sex Roles, 80(9–10), 586–606. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-018-0957-x 

Setty, E. (2020). ‘Confident’ and ‘hot’ or ‘desperate’ and ‘cowardly’? Meanings of young 

men’s sexting practices in youth sexting culture. Journal of Youth Studies, 23(5), 561–577. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13676261.2019.1635681 

Setty, E. (2021). ‘Frexting’: exploring homosociality among girls who share intimate images. 

Journal of Youth Studies, 1–17. https://doi.org/10.1080/13676261.2021.1923675 

Shannon, B. (2016). Comprehensive for who? Neoliberal directives in Australian 

‘comprehensive’ sexuality education and the erasure of GLBTIQ identity. Sex Education, 

16(6), 573–585. https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2016.1141090 

Shannon, B., & Smith, S. J. (2017). Dogma before diversity: the contradictory rhetoric of 

controversy and diversity in the politicisation of Australian queer-affirming learning 

materials. Sex Education, 17(3), 242–255. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2017.1302325 

Shoveller, J. A., & Johnson, J. L. (2006). Risky groups, risky behaviour, and risky persons: 

Dominating discourses on youth sexual health. Critical Public Health, 16(1), 47–60. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09581590600680621 

Sim, J., & Waterfield, J. (2019). Focus group methodology: some ethical challenges. Quality 

and Quantity, 53(6), 3003–3022. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11135-019-00914-5 

Skeggs, B. (2004). Class, self, culture. London: Taylor & Francis Group. 

http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/unimelb/detail.action?docID=1543047 

Skelton, T. (2008). Research with children and young people: Exploring the tensions between 

ethics, competence and participation. Children’s Geographies, 6(1), 21–36. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14733280701791876 



 

 283 

Stewart, K. (2007). Ordinary affects. Duke University Press. 

Stubbs-Richardson, M., Rader, N. E., & Cosby, A. G. (2018). Tweeting rape culture: 

Examining portrayals of victim blaming in discussions of sexual assault cases on twitter. 

Feminism and Psychology, 28(1), 90–108. https://doi.org/10.1177/0959353517715874 

Spice Girls. (1996). Wannabe [Song]. On Spice. Virgin. 

Summit, A. K., Kalmuss, D., DeAtley, J., & Levack, A. (2016). Unravelling the slut 

narrative: gender constraints on adolescent girls’ sexual decision-making. American 

Journal of Sexuality Education, 11(2), 113–128. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/15546128.2016.1168755 

Sundaram, V. (2013). Violence as understandable, deserved or unacceptable? Listening for 

gender in teenagers’ talk about violence. Gender and Education, 25(7), 889–906. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09540253.2013.858110 

Sundaram, V. (2016). “You can try, but you won’t stop it. It’ll always be there”: Youth 

perspectives on violence and prevention in schools. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 

31(4), 652–676. https://doi.org/10.1177/0886260514556106 

Sundaram, V., & Sauntson, H. (2016). Discursive silences: using critical linguistic and 

qualitative analysis to explore the continued absence of pleasure in sex and relationships 

education in England. Sex Education, 16(3), 240–254. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2015.1058771 

Sundaram, V., Maxwell, C., & Ollis, D. (2016). Where does violence against women and 

girls work it in? Exploring spaces for challenging violence within a sex-positive 

framework in schools. In V. Sundaram & H. Saunston (Eds.), Global perspectives and key 

debates in sex and relationships education: addressing issues of gender, sexuality, 

plurality and power (pp. 68–83). Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan. 

https://doi.org/10.1057/9781137500229.0009 

Talburt, S. (2004). Intelligibility and narrating queer youth. In M.L. Rasmussen, E. Rofes, & 

S. Talburt (Eds.), Youth Sexualities (pp. 17–39). New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Talburt, S. (2009). Toys, pleasures, and the future. In R. DePalma & E. Atkinson (Eds.), 

Interrogating heteronormativity in primary schools: The no outsiders project (pp. 85–94). 

London: Trentham Books. 

Talburt, S. (2018). Introduction: Public feelings and youth sexualities. In S. Talburt (Ed.), 

Youth sexualities: public feelings and contemporary cultural politics (Volume One, pp. 

xi–xxxiv). Santa Barbara: Praegar. 

Talburt, S., & Lesko, N. (2011). An introduction to seven technologies of youth studies. In N. 

Lesko & S. Talburt (Eds.), Keywords in Youth Studies: Tracing Affects, Movements, 

Knowledges (pp. 1–10). Taylor & Francis Group. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203805909 

Talburt, S., & Rasmussen, M.L. (2010). “After-queer” tendencies in queer research. 

International Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education, 23(1), 1–14. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09518390903447184 



 

 284 

Taylor, Y., Hines, S., & Casey, M. E. (2011). Theorizing intersectionality and sexuality. 

Basingstoke, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011. 

https://ezp.lib.unimelb.edu.au/login?url=https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=tr

ue&db=cat00006a&AN=melb.b4053525&site=eds-live&scope=site 

Tharp, A. T., Carter, M., Fasula, A. M., Hatfield-Timajchy, K., Jayne, P. E., Latzman, N. E., 

& Kinsey, J. (2013). Advancing adolescent sexual and reproductive health by promoting 

healthy relationships. Journal of Women’s Health, 22(11), 911–914. 

https://doi.org/10.1089/jwh.2013.4534 

Thomas, A., McCann, H., & Fela, G. (2019). ‘In this house we believe in fairness and 

kindness’: Post-liberation politics in Australia’s same-sex marriage postal survey. 

Sexualities. https://doi.org/10.1177/1363460719830347 

Thomas, S. E. (2018). “What should I do?”: Young women’s reported dilemmas with nude 

photographs. Sexuality Research and Social Policy, 15(2), 192–207. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s13178-017-0310-0 

Thorburn, B., Gavey, N., Single, G., Wech, A., Calder-Dawe, O., & Benton-Greig, P. (2021). 

To send or not to send nudes: New Zealand girls critically discuss the contradictory 

gendered pressures of teenage sexting. Women’s Studies International Forum, 85, 1-9. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.wsif.2021.102448 

Thwaites, R. (2017). (Re)Examining the feminist interview: rapport, gender “matching,” and 

emotional labour. Frontiers in Sociology, 2(18), 1-9. 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2017.00018 

Timmerman, G. (2003). Sexual harassment of adolescents perpetrated by teachers and by 

peers: An exploration of the dynamics of power, culture, and gender in secondary schools. 

Sex Roles, 48(5–6), 231–244. https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1022821320739 

Tolman, D. (2002). Dilemmas of desire: teenage girls talk about sexuality. Cambridge: 

Harvard University Press, 2002. 

https://ezp.lib.unimelb.edu.au/login?url=https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=tr

ue&db=edshlc&AN=edshlc.008932359-9&site=eds-live&scope=site 

Tolman, D., & McClelland, S. I. (2011). Normative sexuality development in adolescence: A 

decade in review, 2000-2009. Journal of Research on Adolescence, 21(1), 242–255. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1532-7795.2010.00726.x 

Tolman, D., Davis, B. R., & Bowman, C. P. (2016). “That’s just how it is”: A gendered 

analysis of masculinity and femininity ideologies in adolescent girls and boys heterosexual 

relationships. Journal of Adolescent Research, 31(1), 3–31. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0743558415587325 

Turkle, S. (2012). Alone together: Why we expect more from technology and less from each 

other? Basic Books. https://doi.org/10.26422/aucom.2012.0102.fer 

Tziallas, E. (2015). Gamified eroticism: Gay male “social networking” applications and self-

pornography. Sexuality and Culture, 19(4), 759–775. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12119-015-

9288-z 



 

 285 

Ullman, J., & Ferfolja, T. (2015). Bureaucratic constructions of sexual diversity: ‘sensitive’, 

‘controversial’ and silencing. Teaching Education, 26(2), 145–159. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10476210.2014.959487 

van Doorn, N. (2011). Digital spaces, material traces: How matter comes to matter in online 

performances of gender, sexuality and embodiment. Media, Culture and Society, 33(4), 

531–547. https://doi.org/10.1177/0163443711398692 

van Royen, K., Poels, K., Vandebosch, H., & Walrave, M. (2018). Slut-Shaming 2.0. In M. 

Walrave, J. Van Ouytsel, K. Ponnet, & J.R. Tempple (Eds.), Sexting (pp. 81–98). Springer 

International Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-71882-8_6 

Vaughan, C. (2014). Participatory research with youth: Idealising safe social spaces or 

building transformative links in difficult environments? Journal of Health Psychology, 

19(1), 184. 

https://ezp.lib.unimelb.edu.au/login?url=https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=tr

ue&db=edb&AN=93317155&site=eds-live&scope=site 

Vera-Gray, F. (2017). Talk about a cunt with too much idle time’: Trolling feminist research. 

Feminist Review, 115(1), 61–78. https://doi.org/10.1057/s41305-017-0038-y 

Wadham, E., Green, C., Debattista, J., Somerset, S., & Sav, A. (2019). New digital media 

interventions for sexual health promotion among young people: A systematic review. In 

Sexual Health, 16(2), 101–123. CSIRO. https://doi.org/10.1071/SH18127 

Waling, A., & Pym, T. (2019). ‘C’mon, no one wants a dick pic’: exploring the cultural 

framings of the ‘Dick Pic’ in contemporary online publics. Journal of Gender Studies, 

28(1), 70–85. https://doi.org/10.1080/09589236.2017.1394821 

Waling, A., Bellamy, R., Ezer, P., Kerr, L., Lucke, J., & Fisher, C. (2020). ‘It’s kinda bad, 

honestly’: Australian students’ experiences of relationships and sexuality education. 

Health Education Research, 35(6), 538–552. https://doi.org/10.1093/her/cyaa032 

Ward, R. (2020). Destroying the family and civilization: Marxism, safe schools and sexuality 

education. In D. Leahy, K. Fitzpatrick, & J. Wright (Eds.), Social theory and health 

education: Forging new insights in research (pp. 218–229). London: Routledge. 

Weekes, D. (2002). Get your freak on: how black girls sexualise identity. Sex Education, 

2(3), 251–262. https://doi.org/10.1080/146818102200002580 

Weekes, D. (2004). Where my girls at? Black girls and the construction of the sexual. In A. 

Harris (Ed.), All about the girl: culture, power, and identity. Routledge.  

Weeks, J. (1998). The sexual citizen. Theory, Culture & Society, 15(3–4), 35–52. 

Whittington, E. (2019). Co-producing and navigating consent in participatory research with 

young people. Journal of Children’s Services, 14(3), 205–216. 

https://doi.org/10.1108/JCS-02-2019-0007 

Wyn, J., & Dwyer, P. (1999). New directions in research on youth in transition. Journal of 

Youth Studies, 2(1), 5–21. 



 

 286 

Wyn, J., & White, R. (1997). Rethinking Youth. Sage Publications. 

 

Yang, C., Brown, B. B., & Braun, M. T. (2014). From Facebook to cell calls: Layers of 

electronic intimacy in college students’ interpersonal relationships. New media and 

society, 16(1), 5–23. https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444812472486 

Yeung, T. H., Horyniak, D. R., Vella, A. M., Hellard, M. E., & Lim, M. S. C. (2014). 

Prevalence, correlates and attitudes towards sexting among young people in Melbourne, 

Australia. Sexual Health, 11(4), 332–339. https://doi.org/10.1071/SH14032 

Youdell, D. (2004). Wounds and reinscriptions: schools, sexualities and performative 

subjects. Discourse Studies In The Cultural Politics Of Education, 25(4), 477–493. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/0159630042000290973 

Youdell, D. (2005). School trouble: identity, power and politics in education. London and 

New York: Routledge. 

Youdell, D. (2010a). Queer outings: uncomfortable stories about the subjects of post-

structural school ethnography. International Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education, 

23(1), 87–100. https://doi.org/10.1080/09518390903447168 

Youdell, D. (2010b). Recognizing the subjects of education. In M.W. Apple, S.J. Ball, L.A. 

Gandin (Eds.), The Routledge International Handbook of the Sociology of Education. 

Yuval-Davis, N. (2006). Intersectionality and feminist politics. European Journal of 

Women’s Studies, 13(3), 193–209. https://doi.org/10.1177/1350506806065752 

  

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 287 

APPENDIX ONE: PARTICIPANT INFORMATION 
 

 

 
Name 

Age 

(March 2018) 
Gender 

1.  Amy 15 Female 

2.  Dan 16 Male 

3.  Bob 15 Female 

4.  Arnott 15 Female 

5.  Jeremiah 15 Male 

6.  Tim Tam 15 Male 

7.  Patrisha 16 Female 

8.  Keith McIntosh 16 Female 

9.  Starburst 15 Female 

10.  Alice 15 Female 

11.  Alex 15 Non-binary 

12.  Summer 16 Female 

13.  Dylan 15 Male 

14.  Stacey 16 Female 
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APPENDIX TWO: PARENT PLAIN LANGUAGE STATEMENT  
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APPENDIX THREE: STUDENT PLAIN LANGUAGE STATEMENT  
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APPENDIX FOUR: CONSENT FORM PARENTS 
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 294 

APPENDIX SIX: SCHOOL INVITATION LETTER  
 

 


	Abstract
	Declaration page
	Acknowledgements
	Acknowledgement of Country
	Table of Contents
	List of Tables
	List of Images
	Chapter One - Introduction
	Research questions
	Background and context
	Working with young people and the prevention of gender-based violence
	Relationships in the school curriculum
	Feeling the backlash
	Marriage Equality ‘Debate’
	Defining an ‘intimate relationship’

	Chapter overview

	Chapter Two: Reviewing the research
	Introduction
	Dominant discourses on young people’s intimacies
	Youth, risk, and public feelings
	Intersections between public health and education research

	Schooling and learning about relationships
	Non-normative curriculum silences
	Pleasure, desire, and the curriculum
	Relationships, gender, and sexuality beyond the classroom

	Socio-cultural constructions of youthful intimacies
	Gendered experiences and expectations in heterosexual relationships
	Queer Intimacies
	Postfeminism and intimacy

	Digitally mediated intimacies
	Digital Affordances
	Learning about relationships and identities online
	Sexting – concerns and anxieties

	Locating an understanding of intimacy
	Conclusion

	Chapter Three: theoretical and methodological approach
	Introduction
	Qualitative and feminist approaches
	Queer orientations
	Defining key terms and concepts
	Understanding genders and sexualities
	The affective dimensions of intimacy and relationships

	A youth-centred approach
	School-based feminist research with young people; challenges and resistances
	Engaging participatory and arts-based tools

	Methods
	The school setting: Waratah College
	Participants and recruitment
	Group Sessions
	Doing the fieldwork
	walking to my car: fieldnotes

	Interviews
	Ethics in practice
	Building an analysis

	Conclusion

	Chapter Four: Locating understandings of intimacy
	Introduction
	Intimacy and the future ‘good life’
	‘Puppy love’: hormones, popularity, and time?
	Youth intimacy is/as sex?
	Sexuality as a ‘phase’
	Intimacy as something ‘more than’
	Conclusion

	Chapter Five: Intimacy knowledge in the making
	Introduction
	Schools and schooling
	Limits of the formal school curriculum
	LGBTIQ+ students as ‘experts’ at school
	“Jokes” and understanding the limits of your acceptance

	Friends
	Community Online
	‘Queer culture’ as pedagogy
	‘Trial and error’ as pedagogy
	The ambivalence of trial-and-error learning

	Conclusion

	Chapter Six: (re)negotiating intimacy with and through mobile and social media
	Introduction
	‘You hear stories’: the good old days?
	‘A really good social media thing going on’
	Aesthetics of the ‘good life’
	Navigating the right mix of ‘cute’
	‘Cute’ and popularity
	They’re just doing it for attention: drama and negotiating publics
	The affective promises of ‘cute’
	‘Cute’, but is it real? Unpacking mobile and social media authenticity
	Conclusion

	Chapter Seven: care, shame, and fuckbois
	Introduction
	The ‘fuckboi’
	Boys asking for nudes: the value of bodies and (re)producing masculinities
	Sexting with/out consent
	Girls sending nudes: individualising risk and choice
	The moral economy and the ‘right’ kind of relationships
	The stigma of receiving unsolicited dick pics
	Attempting to make sense of the shame

	Emerging gendered ethics of care and solidarity
	Calling out bad behaviour, privately.
	Affective solidarity and care

	Conclusion

	Conclusion
	Introduction
	Making sense of intimate relationships
	Intimate relationships and attachments to the ‘good life’
	Youth-centred research: methodological possibilities
	Limitations of the research
	Possibilities for future research
	Implications for education and youth research

	References
	Appendix one: Participant information
	Appendix Two: Parent Plain Language Statement
	Appendix Three: Student Plain Language Statement
	Appendix Four: Consent form Parents
	Appendix Five: Consent Form Students
	Appendix Six: School Invitation Letter

