
   

 

Gay men, well-being, and sport participation: A phenomenological analysis 

 

 

 

Jake Quinton, BHK (Honours) 

 

 

 

Faculty of Applied Health Sciences (Leisure Studies) 

 

 

 

Submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of  

 

 

Master of Arts 

 

 

 

Faculty of Applied Health Sciences, Brock University 

St. Catharines, Ontario 

 

 

© Jake Quinton 2022 



   

 

Abstract 

 There is a growing interest among scholars and practitioners in LGBTQ+ experiences in 

sport and leisure. While much of this work has examined homophobia and negative experiences, 

few studies have examined positive sport experiences of LGBTQ+ athletes. To add to that 

growing body of literature, the purpose of this study was to explore how gay men navigate 

potentially stressful environments and derive experiences of well-being, and to gather 

phenomenological accounts of how gay men derive and experience well-being through sports 

participation despite the stressful environment they may represent for LGBTQ+ athletes. 

Specifically, I explored how minority stress theory can provide a deeper understanding of the 

role stressors play in how gay men derive experiences of well-being through sport participation. 

Using a phenomenological approach, data were collected through semi-structured interviews 

with nine gay men between the ages of 32 and 43. Themes that capture the overall phenomenon 

were constructed. These were Craving Community: Reconciling Past Experiences, Sports and 

Living Authentically, and Sports as an Escape. The data demonstrated the complexity of the gay 

men’s experiences of well-being and allowed me to explore participants’ similar and unique 

experiences in sport more deeply. The findings highlight the ways in which gay men derive well-

being from sports participation and the roles stressors play in how they derive that well-being. 

This study provides a deeper theoretical understanding of the experiences of gay men 

participating in sports, as well as highlighting how gay men derive positive outcomes from these 

experiences.1 
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Chapter 1: Introduction and Theoretical Framework 

Well-being is a concept that seems straightforward but is quite challenging to define. 

What constitutes well-being tends to change depending on who you ask or the community in 

which one finds oneself. In academia, studies surrounding the concepts of individual and 

community well-being draw attention to various important and unique issues faced by different 

individuals and communities. Individual well-being can be supported by anything that is 

intrinsically valuable relative to that person, be it relationships, objects, emotions, or activities 

(Crisp, 2017). Similarly, community well-being can be understood as a complex combination of 

social, economic, cultural, and political conditions identified by community members as essential 

to their flourishing (Wiseman & Brasher, 2008). This is especially important as understanding 

how specific communities experience well-being can lead to better physical and mental health 

outcomes (Hood & Carruthers, 2016; Mansfield et al., 2020). For example, research by Hood 

and Carruthers (2016) and Mansfield and colleagues (2020) found various positive links between 

leisure and well-being. Engaging in meaningful leisure, which is defined as individually 

fulfilling, can reduce symptoms of depression and anxiety, provide opportunities for better 

fitness and physical health, and increase opportunities for socialization (De-Juanas et al., 2020; 

Hood & Carruthers, 2016; Keyes, 2014; Mansfield et al., 2020). All these benefits are important 

components of both individual and community well-being.  

Research findings concerning the improvement of well-being for specific communities 

can inform changes in policy, which can lead to increased inclusion in leisure and, more 

specifically, sport environments. Sport participation is associated with a variety of outcomes 

related to improved physical and mental health, socialization, and physiological responses (Mills 

et al., 2019); however, little research has examined how gay men derive and experience well-
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being from sport participation. Oftentimes, sport environments are unwelcoming or hostile 

towards gay men who wish to participate (Hartmann-Tews et al., 2020), which prevents them 

from experiencing the benefits sport participation has to offer for their well-being, both on an 

individual level and as a community. The unwelcoming environment of sports can, and has, 

caused gay men and other sexual minorities to experience a phenomenon known as minority 

stress. This phenomenon represents unique stressors, both real (distal) and perceived (proximal), 

that racial and sexual minorities experience in life which compound over time and result in 

generally poorer health and wellness outcomes (Holman, 2018).  

This study aimed to examine the experiences of gay men who participate in sports during 

adulthood using existential phenomenology, supported by interpretative phenomenological 

analysis (IPA), and guided by minority stress theory. According to the literature, sport 

environments are reported as being hostile towards lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer 

(LGBTQ+) individuals. So, understanding the benefits they experience engaging in sports, and 

how those benefits mitigate the stressors involved in sports, provides a deeper insight into how 

well-being is experienced by gay men. Given that, the purpose of this research was two-fold: to 

explore how gay men navigate potentially stressful environments and derive experiences of well-

being and to gather phenomenological accounts of how gay men derive and experience well-

being through sports participation despite the stressful environment they may provide for 

LGBTQ+ athletes.  

Theoretical Framework  

For this study, I drew from minority stress theory (MST). MST posits that stress 

processes specific to sexual minorities can affect the psychological health and well-being of 

LGBTQ+ individuals (Holman, 2018). MST has a comprehensive history in discussions about 
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health and stress for marginalized groups since its emergence several decades ago. Social 

scientists found that those who were members of minority groups were experiencing mental and 

physical health disparities compared to those who were members of the majority group (Holman, 

2018). Early research pioneering MST focused on racial and sexual minorities and how their 

lived experiences might inform long-term health deficits. For example, it was found that Black 

Americans were experiencing higher rates of hypertension compared to their White peers, while 

lesbian, gay, and bisexual people experienced higher rates of suicide and substance abuse in 

relation to their heterosexual counterparts (Burgard et al., 2005; Cochran & Mays, 2000; 

McNeilly et al., 1996). Health disparities such as these tended to impact the everyday 

experiences of members within these minority groups. The focus of research with this theoretical 

lens became the reduction of health disparities through a deeper understanding of their root 

causes (Holman, 2018).  

MST posits that there are two separate stress processes: distal and proximal. The former 

includes external factors like prejudice, discrimination, and rejection. Simultaneously, the latter 

are typically by-products of distal stressors that work internally, like concealing one's sexual 

identity, anxiety about experiencing prejudice, and internalized homophobia (i.e., feeling as 

though non-heterosexuality is wrong, which can lead to feelings of self-hatred) and/or racism 

(Dohrenwend, 2000). Distal and proximal stressors build over time, leading to poorer health 

outcomes for members of minority groups. Put simply, MST posits those individuals with 

minority identities experience adverse health outcomes in three ways: increased exposure to 

discrimination, increased internalized homophobia/racism and anxiety, and experiencing distal 

and proximal stress processes (Dohrenwend, 2000).  
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MST provides a valuable lens through which to research gay men’s experiences and 

meaning-making processes. MST works towards a deeper understanding of what constitutes 

well-being for gay men by exploring how sport participation affects their experiences of well-

being in either a positive or negative fashion. Sport, specifically, provides a complex and 

interesting environment in which to research given that it has not been very welcoming to 

LGBTQ+ people (Cleland, 2018), so understanding how gay men experience well-being in a 

potentially stressful environment provides valuable perspectives. MST allows researchers to 

examine how homophobia and everyday microaggressions impact how gay men experience and 

construct meaning about various facets of life and what subsequent impact that has on their 

overall health (Holman, 2018). Approaching research into the well-being of gay men via sport 

participation through the lens of MST allowed me to contribute to the literature surrounding 

inclusive sport and leisure.  

Minority Stress Theory and Well-Being 

 For the most part, research focuses on health disparities between gay men and their 

heterosexual peers (Dentato, 2013; Holman, 2018). Since well-being research generally focuses 

on leveraging individual and community strengths while MST focuses on deficits, it may seem 

incompatible; however, there is a complimentary nature between the concept of well-being and 

MST. As there is a long-term nature to MST and an outcome focus in well-being studies, there 

was an opportunity to gain a deep, rich understanding of the processes involved in deriving well-

being and the role stressors play in these processes. For that reason, conducting a study about gay 

men in sport contexts provided an excellent conduit through which both MST and well-being 

studies could be utilized together.  
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Conclusion 

By examining both stress processes and well-being, there are opportunities to gain deep 

and rich understandings of the experiences involved in deriving well-being and the role stressors 

play in these experiences. By taking this perspective, the lived experiences of gay men that allow 

them to reconcile potentially stressful experiences related to their sexual identities and derive 

well-being can be acknowledged and discussed. The relationship between LGBTQ+ people and 

sports is a complicated one, and to fully understand it, both the potential stressors and the 

potential opportunities need to be acknowledged, discussed, and understood. 

Research Purpose and Research Questions 

The purpose of this study is twofold. The first purpose of this study was to explore how 

gay men navigate potentially stressful environments and derive experiences of well-being. The 

second purpose of the study was to gather phenomenological accounts of how gay men derive 

and experience well-being through sports participation despite the stressful environment they 

may provide for LGBTQ+ athletes. Gaining a more in-depth understanding of how gay men 

experience well-being was accomplished by answering two research questions:  

1. How do gay men derive experiences of well-being while navigating potentially 

stressful environments?  

2. What role does participation in sports play in how gay men derive and experience 

well-being? 
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Chapter 2: Overview of Current Literature 

 Conducting a literature review for a phenomenological study prior to beginning research 

aids in situating the researcher in the phenomenological topic (van Manen, 2014) and helps to 

provide a deeper understanding of factors surrounding the phenomenon of study. For this study, 

the literature review was conducted with the intent of providing an overview of the current state 

of leisure and well-being studies, identify principles of MST present in the current literature on 

gay men and sport, and to problematize the current state of LGBTQ+ sport, with the 

pervasiveness of homophobia in sporting environments, despite some notable advancements.  

Well-being and Leisure 

Well-being can broadly be understood as a set of conditions stipulated by the individual 

or community that enhances their quality of life and contributes to their growth and flourishing 

(Crisp, 2017; Wiseman & Brasher, 2008). Importantly, Mansfield and colleagues (2020) 

distinguished between eudaimonic and hedonic perspectives of well-being, both of which are 

important to understand when discussing holistic well-being. The former focuses on “positive 

psychological functioning and human flourishing” (Mansfield et al., 2020, p. 1) while the latter 

emphasizes “happiness, positive affect and satisfaction with life” (Mansfield et al., 2020, p. 1). 

While the current trend in research is to attribute positive well-being with the eudaimonic 

perspective, Mansfield and colleagues (2020) discussed how both forms of well-being are 

necessary to experience holistic well-being depending on the situation. In fact, the eudaimonic 

and hedonic perspectives can often overlap in the real world. For instance, De-Juanas and 

colleagues (2020) described how physical leisure activities, like sports, for youth seem to fit 

within both categories. The objective is to have fun, socialize, and maintain a healthy image of 

oneself; however, it also fulfills the eudaimonic perspective by developing skills (e.g., 
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teamwork) as well as characteristics (e.g., resilience) in youths to facilitate their psychological 

functioning and position them to flourish (De-Juanas et al., 2020).  

Mansfield and colleagues (2020) also discussed the current lack of attention paid to in-

depth qualitative and mixed-methods studies into the interconnections between leisure and well-

being. Most of the current research and debates on the benefits of leisure for well-being come 

from a behavioural science background (Mansfield et al., 2020), which fails to consider how 

different groups of people can experience leisure in a variety of ways. Instead, it is assumed that 

meeting the needs of the group majority will enable current leisure programming to be accessible 

for all (Mansfield et al., 2020; Wiger, 2015). These assumptions do not recognize the differences 

in lived experiences among members of minority groups, like gay men, which can impact how 

they experience leisure.  

 Leisure is often discussed as a means of achieving and/or improving both individual and 

community well-being. Participation in physical leisure activities, like sports, has many positive 

effects like increased opportunities for socialization and better outcomes for mental and physical 

health (De-Juanas et al., 2020; Hood & Carruthers, 2016; Keyes, 2014; Mansfield et al., 2020). 

However, leisure is difficult to define, but can broadly be considered as time away from work 

and free from obligation (Neulinger, 1981). For leisure to have the greatest positive impact, it is 

important that people engage in leisure pursuits that they find meaningful (Hood & Carruthers, 

2016). For example, Shin and You (2013) found that active leisure (e.g., sports) had a positive 

effect on leisure satisfaction for boys while more passive leisure, like reading and watching TV, 

had no effect. In contrast, active leisure had a positive, though less pronounced, impact on leisure 

satisfaction for girls while passive leisure had a negative effect, which suggests that active and 

passive leisure is implicated in gender (Shin & You, 2013). These findings illustrate the need to 
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consider what individuals from different groups find meaningful to maximize the benefits when 

making policy decisions for leisure programming and sport environments.  

Gay Men’s Leisure and Sport Experiences 

 Much of the current literature surrounding the specific experiences of gay men is focused 

on sexual health practices (Adams et al., 2017; Ahrens et al., 2006; McDaid et al., 2019). As a 

leisure pursuit, the links between sexual activity and well-being are not well-established or 

agreed upon by experts (Berdychevsky & Carr, 2020). However, there is a growing interest 

among scholars and practitioners in LGBTQ+ experiences in sport and leisure. Research in this 

area has generally focused on stressors encountered by LGBTQ+ people regarding coming out 

(i.e., publicly revealing one’s identity as a member of the LGBTQ+ community) in sport 

contexts (Cavalier, 2011; Hekma, 2008; Kian et al., 2013), the implications of LGBTQ+ leagues 

that are separate from mainstream sports leagues (Elling et al., 2003), or attitudes of the general 

population in sport settings regarding the presence of LGBTQ+ players (Anderson, 2017). 

Research indicates that, historically, LGBTQ+ people experience few, if any, negative 

encounters when their status as a sexual minority is unknown; however, when they come out, the 

attitudes of their heterosexual peers become more negative (Hekma, 2008; Kian et al., 2013). 

While previous research in LGBTQ+ sport participation may not explicitly use minority stress as 

a lens to examine findings, the stressors associated with participation in sports, such as having to 

keep one’s sexual minority status to oneself, are indicative of minority stress experiences, 

specifically distal, or real, stressors brought on by others. Yet, the discussions surrounding 

LGBTQ+ participation in sport are nuanced and there are several factors influencing whether an 

LGBTQ+ person will continue to engage with sports.  
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Cavalier (2011) interviewed gay men about their experiences working in different levels 

of organized sport, focusing on their experiences with coming out in sport environments and the 

disconnects between their experiences and perceptions. Cavalier (2011) focused on gay men who 

work in the sports field rather than athletes, but their research provides valuable context to 

illustrate the pervasiveness of stressors in sporting environments faced by LGBTQ+ individuals 

in different contexts. The findings of this study indicated that, despite the public ‘story’ of gay 

men in sporting environments being either horrendous or totally blissful, gay men’s experiences 

with sport were complicated and nuanced with both positive and negative aspects (Cavalier, 

2011). This suggests that there is some benefit for gay men to participate in sports despite the 

historically negative attitudes in sporting environments surrounding LGBTQ+ athletes (Cleland, 

2018). The complexities of gay male experiences in sporting environments described by Cavalier 

(2011)  provide a foundation for further research into the motivations for gay men to remain 

engaged in sport environments.  

 Furthermore, Zamboni (2008) conducted a study on gay men's motivations to participate 

in sports. The findings suggested that sport participation among gay men was largely motivated 

by a desire to express their masculinity and maintain positive body image (Zamboni, 2008). 

Moreover, the study suggested that gay men are more likely to participate in sport if they receive 

positive reinforcement from others (Zamboni, 2008), suggesting that the attitudes of fellow 

participants heavily influence the rate at which gay men participate in sport. Positive 

reinforcement likely provides further opportunities to experience the social benefits of leisure 

through sport, contributing to their well-being (Mansfield et al., 2020). The findings of Zamboni 

(2008) suggest that if the perceived personal benefits of participating in sports are deemed 
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greater than the distal stressors associated with the attitudes of others, gay men will continue to 

participate in sports.  

Homophobia in Sports 

The attitudes of the public are also a determining factor in whether gay men will 

participate in sports (Anderson, 2017; Hekma, 2008; Kian et al., 2013). Experiencing 

homophobia in a variety of contexts, including sports, will make it less likely that gay men will 

continue to participate (Anderson, 2017). Homophobia can be understood as a range of negative 

attitudes towards homosexuality, which can manifest in many ways including physical, verbal, 

and emotional abuse (Adams et al., 2007). There have been several studies that specifically 

discuss the stressors that LGBTQ+ people face when it comes to participating in physical leisure 

activities like sports (Cleland, 2018; Frederick et al., 2020; Hartmann-Tews et al., 2020; Wiger, 

2015). Cleland (2018) conducted a longitudinal study surrounding the trends and attitudes among 

football fans and players. In this analysis, homophobia was much more prevalent in the 1990s, to 

the point where many players felt unsafe coming out because it could potentially risk their career 

(Cleland, 2018). While there has been a shift in public attitudes, homophobia is still present as a 

distal stressor in men’s sport environments, which is a major challenge for gay men who wish to 

engage in organized sports (Anderson, 2017; Cleland, 2018).  

Hartmann-Tews and colleagues (2020) and Frederick and colleagues (2020) found that 

many LGBTQ+ adolescents and college students, regardless of how they identify themselves, 

felt unable to partake in sports due to the pervasiveness of homophobia in the culture of many 

organized sports. It is important to note that homophobia is more than overt verbal and/or 

physical abuse towards LGBTQ+ individuals. Underlying attitudes and practices of the broader 

society can subtly signal that LGBTQ+ people are not wanted in certain spaces (Hartmann-Tews 
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et al., 2020; Frederick et al., 2020). Examples of this can include heterosexual peers changing 

and exiting the change room before their LGBTQ+ classmates come or waiting until they have 

left before changing, separating gym classes based on the sex of the students, and solely focusing 

on sports like football and hockey, which have a reputation of disrespecting LGBTQ+ people 

(Cleland, 2020). In these ways, homophobia can function as both distal and proximal stressors 

for LGBTQ+ people looking to participate in sports. Therefore, inclusive environments are vital 

for increasing participation in sport among gay men and subsequently allowing them to 

experience the benefits that come with sport participation.  

Summary 

The literature presented demonstrates that leisure is positively linked with well-being, 

sports can provide an avenue to develop important outcomes related to health and well-being, 

and LGBTQ+ people may face stressors, like pervasive homophobia, that uniquely impact them 

and their ability to participate in sports as a leisure pursuit. Additionally, while the studies 

outlined may not have explicitly used MST, the various stressors and challenges outlined are 

indicative of minority stress experiences, which suggests that how gay men experience and react 

to these stressors plays a role in informing how they experience well-being and can influence 

their experiences when participating in sports. Despite this, many of the studies discussing the 

benefits of leisure and sport participation do not include the perspectives of gay men. Therefore, 

my research focused on these perspectives to better understand how gay men derive experiences 

of well-being through sport participation despite the hostility that may be present towards 

LGBTQ+ athletes. Despite notable progress towards more accepting sport cultures (Cleland, 

2018), LGBTQ+ people still face many stressors when trying to participate in sports (Hartmann-

Tews et al., 2020). 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

 I used existential phenomenology as my primary methodology and supported it with IPA 

as an analysis tool to examine gay men’s experiences is sport. This chapter goes into detail about 

the study’s methodology, starting with my positionality statement which situates myself within 

the study. I included a positionality statement to provide greater understanding as to how I 

interpreted the data and how my intersecting identities situated me as an insider, in some ways, 

with the participants of the study. I then briefly describe the important distinctions between 

descriptive, interpretive, and existential phenomenology to illustrate why the latter was best 

suited to this study. Lastly, the sampling, recruitment, and data collection processes are described 

followed by an outline of how I analyzed the data.  

Positionality Statement 

 When conducting qualitative research, it is important to consider one’s positionality in 

relation to the study and how that factored into the research process (Berger, 2013; Sword, 

1999). Positionality refers to how different social positions and power shape access and identities 

in society (Misawa, 2010). As a white, gay, cisgender male who has been involved in organized 

sports for my entire life, I was an insider, in some ways, with the people I engaged with over the 

course of this study. There is much debate about the benefits and detriments to research with 

regards to insider versus outsider status (Innes, 2009). Being an insider influenced my 

understanding of personal, systemic, and intersectional challenges that participants described 

when discussing their well-being and their participation in sport environments (Berger, 2013; 

Sword, 1999). It was imperative to continually reflect on my positionality throughout the 

research process because there were some concepts brought up in data collection that I implicitly 

understood but would not be obvious to an outsider (Berger, 2013). Similarly, as an insider I had 
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my own ideas and conceptualizations that I have formulated surrounding leisure, sport, and well-

being, which possibly affected how I interpreted the understandings of others, which is a 

phenomenon that some have referred to as over-rapport (Innes, 2009). To avoid over-rapport, 

there is a contingent of researchers who believe that approaching research from an outsider 

perspective allows researchers to view research situations in a more critical manner (Innes, 

2009). To combat any biases I may have had, conscious or unconscious, it was important to 

employ reflexive strategies to help acknowledge my prior beliefs in favour of allowing the 

intended meaning of what participants are saying to shine forth (Eatough & Smith, 2017).  

Reflexivity is “not just about the ability to think about our actions… but an examination 

of the foundations of frameworks of thought themselves” (May & Perry, 2017, p. 3). Put more 

simply, reflexivity involves recognizing patterns of thoughts and questioning why we think that 

way or why we make certain assumptions. It was necessary to regularly employ reflexive 

strategies through the entirety of the research process to ensure I was clarifying meanings as they 

are introduced to avoid assuming what a participant may have meant (Sword, 1999; Wint, 2011). 

For this reason, I kept a journal that I used to record my feelings and reflections during data 

collection. The entries in this journal were used to help acknowledge any assumptions I had and 

to analyze how they possibly impacted the research (Wint, 2011). These entries provided a 

record of my immediate thoughts, feelings, and interpretations about the collected data from each 

participant. I then re-evaluated the information after data collection from every participant was 

completed to see if there are any differences in what I found compared to my initial written 

reflections (Wint, 2011). Ultimately, the reflexive insights from the journal were fed back into 

the data collection process for subsequent participants through an iterative reflective process to 

ensure that I was collecting relevant information and identifying areas of interest that could have 
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needed further investigation (Wint, 2011). Having a record of my own thoughts, feelings, and 

interpretations also made it easier for me to acknowledge my prior beliefs to try to understand, as 

fully as possible, the experiential world of the participant (Spiers et al., 2020; Larkin et al., 2006; 

Eatough & Smith, 2017).   

Research Methodology  

 The term phenomenology refers, broadly, to both a philosophical movement and a 

research approach (Jones et al., 2013). As an approach to research, phenomenology focuses on 

how participants perceive and experience the world around them, often referred to as a life 

world, and what that means to them (Jones et al., 2013). More specifically, phenomenology can 

be divided into three main categories: descriptive, interpretive, and existential (Allen-Collinson, 

2009). For this study, I employed existential phenomenology, supported by IPA as my method of 

analysis.  

Descriptive phenomenology, also referred to as transcendental phenomenology and 

pioneered by Husserl, seeks to ‘transcend’ presuppositions about a phenomenon to describe its 

essence, and this is accomplished through bracketing (e.g., suspending one’s prior beliefs and 

understandings to gain an ‘objective’ perspective) (Allen-Collinson, 2009; Shaw & Connelly, 

2012). Conversely, interpretive phenomenology emphasizes the analysis and interpretation of 

contexts and meanings surrounding a phenomenon rather than simply describing what is 

happening, rejecting ‘objectivity’ and the efficacy of bracketing in the process (Allen-Collinson, 

2009; Shaw & Connelly, 2012).  

Existential phenomenology, which was used in this study, seeks to understand what it 

means to be human (Allen-Collinson, 2009; Shaw & Connelly, 2012). Functionally, this means 

that studies employing existential phenomenology seek to gain rich, deep understandings of 
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specific phenomena that effect an individual’s personhood through first-person accounts 

(Langdridge, 2007). This study, specifically, used existential phenomenology to understand how 

gay men navigate sport environments, how they deal with stressors related to their participation 

in sport, and how it impacts their well-being. Importantly, existential phenomenology posits that 

the reality in which we live is experiential, and it is experienced through engagements with 

things and others in the world (Eatough & Smith, 2006), as opposed to an objective, static 

reality. It is also important to recognize that the accounts collected by conducting research 

through existential phenomenology are subjective. For this reason, many phenomenologists tend 

to describe their work as ‘understanding the life world’ rather than collecting data, as the latter 

insinuates a level of objectivity (Jones et al., 2013). While the experiences of participants 

represent their truths, they are part of a bigger picture, so it is impossible to get the ‘whole truth’ 

when dealing with individual experiences. Given the subjective nature of the research, the use of 

reflexive strategies, such as a reflective journal, were essential to keep track of how I interpreted 

the data (Sword, 1999; Wint, 2011) and for ensuring I allowed the perspectives of the 

participants to “shine forth” (Eatough & Smith, 2017, p. 7).  

IPA is a methodological approach developed from phenomenology, and it differs from 

traditional phenomenological approaches because it recognizes the pivotal role analysis plays in 

making sense of individual experiences (Smith, 2004). IPA can be described as a dual 

interpretivist approach because the participant is trying to make meaning of their life world while 

the researcher is trying to make sense of the participant’s meaning making (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 

2014). To accomplish this, IPA has recommendations for the construction of interview questions, 

which is described as funneling. Funneling is a technique where the researcher opens the 

interview with a few very broad questions before moving into more specific probes (Smith & 
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Osborn, 2007). Further, IPA was very useful as an analysis tool for this study because the 

analysis of each individual account is discussed in relation to both the existing literature on the 

topic and the other interviews rather than acting as their own case studies (Smith, 2004). 

Through this approach, how individuals experience the life world can be positioned in relation to 

wider social and cultural contexts (Larkin et al., 2006).  

IPA’s funneling technique combined with its focus on deeply understanding individual 

accounts and relating them to the larger body of research make it useful as a tool to use in 

conjunction with existential phenomenology. By constructing the interview guide so questions 

become increasingly specific relative to what the participant is sharing, the recommendations of 

IPA provide a means to understand the essence of what is being shared, which aligns with the 

goal of research employing existential phenomenology.  

Sampling Strategy 

 Existential phenomenology is typically used to discuss very specific phenomena within a 

specific group of people (Langdridge, 2007). Therefore, for phenomenological research to be 

effective, the sample needs to consist of individuals who can give first-person examples of 

relevant experience rather than those who simply have opinions on the matter. Therefore, I 

recruited cisgender, gay men between the ages of 30 and 45 who are currently involved in 

organized sports and can speak to the benefits and stressors they experience. The age range of 30 

to 45 was also chosen because many LGBTQ+ studies tend to focus on high school and college 

students (Hartmann-Tews et al., 2020; Frederick et al., 2020) or those who are of an age to be 

retired (Betts, in press; Boggs et al., 2017). To address a gap in the literature regarding LGBTQ+ 

people between puberty and retirement, I focused on the experiences of gay men who are 

generally not in a transitional period of life. There were nine total participants in the study, all of 
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which self-identified as cisgender, gay men, and interviews were conducted between February 

28th, 2022, and April 14th, 2022. Participants were spread across a wide geographical area 

around North America and had been participating in organized sports for at least a year prior to 

the interview. There were seven sports represented across all nine participants: rowing, ultimate 

frisbee, curling, soccer, hockey, dragon boating, and volleyball. 

Recruitment 

 Participants of the study were cisgender gay men between the ages of 30 and 45 who 

were currently involved in organized sports. Because of the COVID-19 pandemic, recruitment 

was conducted through a combination of email and social media, and gay men who were 

involved in organized sports were sought out. The sport league database OUTSport Toronto was 

used to identify both inclusive leagues and LGBTQ+ leagues with athletes who could act as 

potential participants. Through OUTSport Toronto, I was able to find pertinent contact 

information for individuals within these leagues who could circulate my recruitment poster (see 

Appendix C) to the appropriate people.  

Beyond emailing, I also used Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, and LinkedIn. Posts were 

made every other week on Instagram and Facebook, and Twitter and LinkedIn were used 

towards the end of the recruitment period to broaden the pool of potential participants. Facebook 

was particularly useful for targeted recruitment. King et al. (2014) highlighted that “social media 

present unique opportunities for rapid, cost-effective data collection from populations with very 

specific demographics or interests” (p. 242). The groups function on Facebook made it very easy 

to advertise directly to individuals with shared interests and characteristics – in this case, gay 

men who participate in sports. Recruitment information was shared through three Facebook 

groups dedicated to LGBTQ+ athletes, and I either became a member of the group or shared the 
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information through group administrators. Once an interested participant sent me an email, I 

shared the Information and Consent form (see Appendix B) with them. Verbal consent to be 

recorded was acquired at the beginning of each interview, both before and after recording had 

started. 

 The goal of recruitment was to obtain between eight and ten participants and interview 

each of them once over the course of two hours with an in-depth interview guide. Guidelines for 

phenomenology and IPA recommend having smaller sample sizes (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014; 

Smith, 2004). Specifically, Smith (2004) recommends samples between five and ten participants. 

Pietkiewicz and Smith (2014) also suggested that sample sizes should be determined based on 

the expected depth of analysis for each participant’s experience, the richness of these 

experiences, how the researcher wants to go about comparing the experiences of different 

participants, and practical constraints such as time restrictions.  

 In total, the recruitment poster (see Appendix C) was shared in three separate Facebook 

groups, one of which had a follow-up post made. I also posted four times on my personal 

Facebook page, once on my Instagram profile, once on Twitter, and twice on LinkedIn. On top 

of regular posting, I also created three Instagram and Facebook stories encouraging people to 

share the poster with their circles. The posts included my recruitment poster (see Appendix C) as 

well as a brief description of what the study was and what I was hoping to accomplish. Some 

interested participants sent me direct messages on the social media platform where they saw my 

poster, but I redirected them to my email for further correspondence. Any participants who were 

still interested after reading through the information and consent form (see Appendix B) would 

schedule an interview with me for a time that worked best within their personal schedules. 

Ultimately, nine participants were recruited through a combination of emails, Facebook, 
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Instagram, LinkedIn, and Twitter, and they were all between the ages of 32 and 43 with the 

average participant age being 38.5 years old.  

Data Collection 

 For this study, I collected data through semi-structured interviews. Given the 

phenomenological stance that reality is subjective and constructed through the experiences and 

understandings of individuals, the exploration of individual perspectives through interviews is an 

effective method of collecting data (Jones et al., 2013). Furthermore, Smith and Osborn (2007) 

described why they believed semi-structured interviews, specifically, were an effective method 

of data collection for studies that use IPA. They said “[semi-structured interviews allow] the 

researcher and participant to engage in dialogue… and the investigator is able to probe 

interesting and important areas which arise” (Smith & Osborn, 2007, p. 57). The use of semi-

structured interviews was also recommended by Pietkiewicz and Smith (2014) to gain rich, 

detailed first person accounts of a participant’s experience with the phenomenon being studied, 

which is in line with the goals of existential phenomenology. Interviews that are semi-structured 

allow for the participants to lead the discussion in directions they deem pertinent while ensuring 

the topic of the study was addressed, and the research purpose remained central in guiding the 

flow of the interview (Edwards & Skinners, 2009). Conversational, semi-structured interviews 

give participants the chance to describe their life world in a way that is meaningful to them while 

also allowing the interviewer the opportunity to better understand the participant and where they 

are coming from (Smith & Osborn, 2007; Eatough & Smith, 2017). Interviews were conducted 

online, through Microsoft Teams, and they were transcribed verbatim prior to analysis.  

 To allow the participants freedom in how they answered, I developed an interview guide 

(see Appendix A) consisting of 10 broad questions focused on the topic of study with more 
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specific probes associated with each of them (Smith & Osborne, 2007; Edwards & Skinner, 

2009; Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). The questions on the interview guide are informed by the two 

research questions for this study. In keeping with the principles of existential phenomenology, 

the questions were designed to elicit rich, deep first-person accounts of how the participants 

experienced the phenomenon of study (Langdridge, 2007). Given that this study employed IPA 

as a method of analysis, I used the funneling technique (Smith & Osborn, 2007). For example, 

question eight reads as “What are your experiences of belonging on the team?” (see Appendix 

A). It is a broad question, so to get more specific, the follow-up question I included was “What 

has your experience with relationship-building among teammates been? (Gay and straight)” (see 

Appendix A) to gain a better understanding of possible social dynamics at play.  

I also designed questions to be somewhat related to one another, so participants could 

easily follow the flow of the interview (see Appendix A). In doing so, I was able to encourage 

the participants to go into further detail about their experiences related to each question. My goal 

with the design of the interview questions was to make it feel as much like a natural conversation 

as possible (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014) to facilitate a feeling of comfort for the participants. 

Given that a goal of existential phenomenology is to elicit those rich, deep first-person accounts 

of an experience (Langdridge, 2007), the interview guide was made with specific questions 

pertaining to the participants’ experiences with leisure and sports, how they understood their 

sexuality and its impact on how they moved through the world, and how they understood well-

being both generally and related to their sexual identity. Therefore, designing effective probing 

questions was essential to increasing the likelihood that I was able to elicit a response that was 

deeper than surface level thoughts. For this study, the probes acted to ensure both the researcher 
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and participant were fully understanding questions that were more broad or abstract in nature 

(see Appendix A), thus keeping everyone on the same page regarding what was being asked.  

At the time of data collection – and while I am writing this thesis– restrictions on 

gatherings were put in place in response to the global COVID-19 pandemic. These restrictions 

meant that conducting interviews in person was not possible; however, this presented an 

opportunity. I used Microsoft Teams to conduct all interviews virtually. Furthermore, my 

recruitment was not hindered by geographical considerations, so I had the opportunity to recruit 

participants from a much larger geographical space. Online interviews conducted with audio and 

video have very few negative impacts on building rapport compared to in person interviews 

(Glesne, 2016; Lo iancono, et al., 2016). Additionally, participants were able to interview from 

their homes and at a time that was most convenient to them, which likely contributed to their 

ability to participate as well as their comfort during the interview.  

A total of nine semi-structured interviews were conducted. Each interview was conducted 

through Microsoft Teams and was scheduled for times that worked best for the participants, with 

most of the interviews happening later in the evenings or on weekends to facilitate their work 

schedules. The interviews ranged between 78 minutes and 129 minutes with an average length of 

105 minutes. Interviews included audio and video recording with participants having the option 

to turn off the video at any point during the interview. Following the recording, interviews were 

then transcribed verbatim for analysis.  

After the interviews, notes were taken in a reflexive journal, which provided a space to be 

reflexive, take note of additional questions as they came up in the interviews, and record 

preliminary thoughts, ideas, and connections, which is recommended as a strategy for ensuring 

reflexivity in phenomenological studies (Spiers et al., 2020). The notes taken during interviews 
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included recurring themes between interviews, follow-up questions related to the answers given 

to other questions, as well as individual participant’s definitions of concepts including 

heteronormativity, homoeroticism, well-being, and queerness. Notes taken during an interview 

also informed how I approached the probes in subsequent interviews and where to probe deeper.  

Data Analysis 

 As a method of analysis, IPA involves the researcher reflecting upon their preconceptions 

about the collected data and attempting to suspend them, as much as possible, to focus on fully 

grasping the experiential world (i.e., life world) of the participants (Spiers et al., 2020; Larkin et 

al., 2006; Eatough & Smith, 2017). IPA can be further understood through its three main 

characteristics: experience, idiography, and interpretation. The experience aspect of IPA is 

concerned primarily with attending to aspects of a given experience that matter to people and 

give rise to specific actions in response (Eatough & Smith, 2017). The experience aspect of IPA 

was primarily attended to through the descriptions provided in the interviews themselves, and I 

supplemented my listening by making notes about trends within each individual interview while 

they were happening. These notes were later translated into concise codes, generated from 

specific quotes, which were used to identify elements of the experiences individual participants 

had with the phenomenon of study. Because IPA emphasizes acknowledging prior beliefs, codes 

were generated from the data itself rather than applying pre-existing codes based on my own 

understanding of the phenomenon. As described by Spiers and Smith (2020, p. 9) “[t]here is 

license to be creative here whilst always staying firmly grounded in the data. The aim is to create 

themes that allow the reader … to step inside the experiences of the participant.”  In this way, 

IPA allowed for more creative coding to gain a deeper, more individualized understanding of the 

participants’ experiences.  
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The second characteristic, idiography, primarily concerns itself with deeply 

understanding all concrete (i.e., shared understandings of reality) and particular (i.e., individual 

experiences of reality) aspects of a given phenomenon that make it unique while maintaining the 

integrity of the participants’ viewpoints (Eatough & Smith, 2017), which is a key component of 

IPA (Spiers et al., 2020). The aim of idiography is to identify areas of both convergence and 

divergence, through identification of concrete and particular aspects, to garner a global 

understanding of the phenomenon (Spiers et al., 2020). Within IPA, specifically, idiography is 

essential since analysis always begins with the particular and ensures any generalizations are 

grounded in the specifics. Functionally, what this means is that everyone is attended to, and their 

perspectives are understood and accounted for as fully as possible before beginning comparative 

analyses between participants. The key is a commitment to the diversity and variability of the 

human experience while also demonstrating any shared experiences among the group (Eatough 

& Smith, 2017). Because my codes reflected the language used by participants, each individual 

perspective impacted the construction of themes even after their interviews. In this project, the 

codes generated from each account were then organized into larger clusters comprised of codes 

from multiple interviews to identify common trends and themes as well as points of divergence 

between individual experiences.  

Interpretation is the third major pillar of IPA. Interpretation introduces the concepts of 

developing, and navigating between, various layers of interpretation as well as the concept of a 

‘gem’ (Eatough & Smith, 2017). The main idea underpinning these concepts is the hermeneutic 

circle, which refers to the idea that one’s understanding of a text, as a whole, is established by 

reference to individual parts, and one’s understandings of these parts is established through 

reference to the whole (Spiers et al., 2020). The dynamic between the part and the whole can be 
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viewed as a set of relationships that can be used to interpret the data more effectively. Within 

IPA, the process of interpretation is like detection or ‘mining,’ hence the idea of finding a gem, 

which in IPA would refer to possible meanings that allow the phenomenon of interest to “shine 

forth” (Eatough & Smith, 2017, p. 7). In the case of this research, I attempted to identify possible 

meanings that would ‘illuminate’ the relationship between participation in sport and gay men’s 

experiences of well-being.  

Throughout the analysis process, I used multiple read through and audio playbacks to 

immerse myself in the data (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014; Smith & Osborn, 2007). While listening 

and re-reading, I made notes about my observations and thoughts, or feelings expressed by 

participants that may have been of significance (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). I followed this 

practice for each individual interview before moving on to the next one to ensure each 

perspective was fully attended to. The initial notes were primarily concerned with the language 

choice of participants and early, preliminary interpretations of the data. For example, preliminary 

codes included ‘social experience,’ ‘community building,’ and ‘competitive,’ which would later 

become some of the foundations for the first theme: Craving Community: Reconciling Past 

Experiences.  

Additionally, I made reflexive notes regarding how I am situated in the world in relation 

to the participants (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014) as I attempted to make sense of the participants’ 

experiences. My reflexive notes primarily discussed my status as an insider, in some ways, with 

the population being studied and how that may have been impacting rapport or what was being 

shared. For instance, I re-read the transcript and drew connections between various ideas 

discussed in the interview, like previous bad experiences in youth resulting in suspicion and a 

general dislike of sport environments as an adult. Once a connection like this was made, I 
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reflected on whether a connection like this would be clear to the average researcher, or if my 

status as an insider had given me some insight into how certain experiences influence later 

perceptions. Finally, the notes I took also related what the participants expressed as their 

experiences and how it related to the literature I had reviewed. This helped to leverage my 

position as a researcher with the theoretical knowledge of the phenomenon to go beyond the 

surface meaning and explore deeper meanings that may be associated with the data (Smith et al., 

2009).  

 Once the codes were generated and compiled into clusters, several themes were then 

constructed to communicate the overarching aspects of how the participants experienced the 

phenomenon of study. These themes were constructed with several subthemes to illuminate the 

essence of the participants’ experiences in greater detail.  
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Chapter 4: Findings 

 Studies that use existential phenomenology seek to gain rich, deep understandings of 

specific phenomena that effect an individual’s personhood through first-person accounts 

(Langdridge, 2007), and IPA serves to position these individual experiences in relation to wider 

social and cultural contexts (Larkin et al., 2006). Given this, the key themes that were interpreted 

from the data were constructed from the deep, rich accounts of each participant’s individual 

experience and provide an overall understanding of the embodied experiences of the participants 

in the phenomenon of study.  

The Lived Experience of Gay Men in Organized Sports  

 The main themes across the participants’ accounts of their lived experiences work to 

further illuminate the phenomenon in question and were derived from the data of each 

participant. The three themes identified were: Craving Community: Reconciling Past 

Experiences, Sports and Living Authentically, and Sports as an Escape. The meaning each of 

these themes held for participants reflected participants’ experiences being cisgender, gay men 

who are involved in organized sports. Subthemes that embody the essence of each main theme 

are supported by direct quotations from participant interviews before being expanded on to 

provide greater context to the study.  

The first theme, Craving Community: Reconciling Past Experiences, reflects how 

participants desire to be perceived as skilled, form communities based in competition, and 

attempt to embody positive LGBTQ+ representation in sports for younger generations. The 

second theme, Sports and Living Authentically, describes the past experiences the participants 

had with sports, how these experiences shaped the perception the participants had of sports, and 

the level of importance participants placed in sports participation. The third theme, Sports as an 
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Escape, reflects the variety of stressors many participants face in other areas of life because of 

their sexual identities and the role sports plays in relieving these stresses. This subtheme also 

explores the importance gay men placed on the social dynamics of surrounding themselves with 

diverse teammates, which lessened how different they felt in sport environments because of their 

sexual identities. To gain a better understanding of the perspectives involved in the construction 

of these themes, participant profiles are included to provide insight into the lived experiences of 

each participant.  

Participant Profiles 

 To better understand the life world of each unique participant, profiles of each participant 

are provided. These profiles will detail each participant, the major themes identified in their 

interview in relation to their experiences with sports participation, and how they derive well-

being from their sport of choice. The participants’ involvement with sports was categorized 

based on what type of league they were involved in: mainstream leagues (i.e., those aimed at the 

general population, not specific to a particular group), inclusive leagues (i.e., leagues that openly 

advertise acceptance of LGBTQ+ athletes), and LGBTQ+ leagues (i.e., leagues organized for 

members of the LGBTQ+ community to come together and play a sport).  

 While recruitment requirements were used to maintain a purposive sample, participants 

expanded to discuss aspects of their lives they deemed pertinent to understanding their 

experiences deriving well-being from sports. The average age of participants was 38.5, and all 

participants were Canadian citizens, but one participant currently lives in the United States. Eight 

participants self-identified as Caucasian, and one self-identified as Chinese. Four participants 

grew up in areas they described as rural while the remaining five were brought up in urban 

centers in Canada. The participants discussed both the organized competition of their sport 
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experiences and other social activities outside of their structured sport participation. Many 

participants also discussed sport activities outside of the organized structure of their league, 

which were described as recreation or simply physical activity. Recreational activities brought up 

in discussions included running, swimming, and going to the gym, among other activities. The 

following paragraphs outline a profile for each participant involved in the study.  

David 

David is currently on a rowing team in an inclusive league. He started his athletic career 

with swimming before transitioning to rowing in the 10th grade. Despite enjoying organized 

sports, he described his experience with sport environments in his youth as uncomfortable and 

stressful, preferring to partake in sports outside of the school system. While he greatly enjoyed 

rowing, he felt he had to take a hiatus from the sport while he attended aviation school because 

he viewed sports as a distraction from academics. As he worked his way through school, David 

started dancing to get back in touch with his love of physical activity and learn to feel more 

confident expressing himself. Ultimately, he returned to rowing in his late twenties, and 

developed a strong sense of belonging with the other rowers. He describes the experience of 

rowing to get in touch with nature and get out of his head and back into his body for a time. 

Tanner 

Tanner is a government worker, and his primary interest outside of work is rowing. He 

primarily rows doubles with a partner, and he participates through an inclusive league. He 

described himself as having an innate desire for challenges, which has an influence on his 

preference in other leisure pursuits, which include baking and learning languages. Tanner is 

always striving for improvement in all areas of his life, with a particular focus on his physical 

health, one of Tanner’s biggest motivations to participate in sports from a young age is to make 
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sure he is aging well. He described feeling pained seeing some of his peers developing physical 

limitations since they weren’t exercising their bodies regularly; however, while aging well was 

an initial motivation, he decided to stick with rowing when he found a community of people he 

could relate to, based on a shared interest and where his sexual identity didn’t seem to impact 

how people viewed him, contrasting with his experiences in the real world.  

Peter 

Peter is a teacher who had very little interest in sports as a child, only playing soccer for a 

couple years before his disinterest caused his parents to stop signing him up. He was first re-

introduced to sports by his brother asking him to join his ultimate frisbee team at the age of 25. 

Peter described how he was instantly ‘hooked’ by the competitiveness of the sport and ultimately 

stayed because of the social aspect. While his preferred sport is ultimate frisbee, he also regularly 

partakes in dodgeball, but describes that as less of a competition and more of a social gathering. 

Given that, Peter’s main motivation to keep participating in sports is to connect with other 

LGBTQ+ people through his participation in LGBTQ+ leagues. Currently, he plays ultimate 

frisbee and dodgeball through local LGBTQ+ sport leagues. 

Josh 

Josh works in education in the southern United States. Over the past six years, he and his 

husband have moved around the country following various academic and professional 

opportunities offered to them both. Because of this, Josh described how it was hard to form a 

lasting sense of community and belonging with the people he met through his schooling; 

however, once they arrived at their current home, Josh decided start looking into curling leagues 

in the area. What drew him to curling, specifically, was the smaller team rosters and the 

opportunity to form deeper connections with a smaller group of people. Josh also described how 
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the smaller teams alleviated some of the intensity he felt in other sports, like hockey. The mixed 

gender teams were also a draw for Josh because it made him feel freer to be himself, and 

everyone was more concerned with learning the sport than how their teammates identified. Josh 

currently plays curling through a mainstream league at a nearby arena. 

Kevin 

Kevin is a sessional instructor at two universities, a swim coach, and was previously the 

manager of a gym for over seven years. He has been involved in sports from a very young age, 

along with the rest of his family; however, many negative experiences in his youth lead to Kevin 

repressing his sexual identity for many years in both his sporting and professional lives, and he 

even left sports for a time during his graduate degree. Kevin eventually met a mentor in his 

professional life who was not afraid to be himself, even in the gym and sport environments in 

which he had previously had negative encounters. Having a positive role model empowered 

Kevin to move through these spaces as his authentic self. When he was working at the gym, he 

embodied the qualities he saw as necessary to being a positive role model for younger LGBTQ+ 

people, becoming an advocate for his own cause and leading a more authentic life. Kevin 

currently plays on a soccer team in a mainstream league and works every day to bring 

representation to the spaces he moves through.  

Devin 

Devin is a sales representative in southern Ontario and a father of two. He has been 

involved in sports from a very young age, but he grew up in an area that was very unsupportive 

of LGBTQ+ people. He described his time growing up as constantly monitoring his behaviour to 

make sure no mistakes were made. The pressure he felt to perform a certain way was what lead 

him away from sports initially because he was worried that being in the locker room would be 
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too much, and he might make a ‘mistake’ in his behaviour, consciously or not. Devin remained 

in the closet until around the age of 30 and described the need to reintroduce physical activity as 

a means of preventing his mind of spiralling into regret over having waited so long. Participating 

in marathons were described as a way of getting out of his head and back into his body, like a 

form of meditation; however, once he had established these habits of exercise, he yearned for 

something more, and he began looking for sport leagues in which to get involved. Positive 

memories associated with his time playing hockey as a young child inspired him to seek out 

leagues in the area until he found a league for LGBTQ+ athletes, specifically. Devin described 

this as an opportunity to participate in a sport he enjoyed without all of the stressors that came 

with his previous experiences being the only gay person on the team. Being on this team was a 

means to connect with others over a shared passion, where he could freely participate without 

any judgement or harassment over his sexual identity.  

Austin  

Austin was born in Hong Kong and moved to Canada at the age of six, where he 

currently works as a biostatistician. Austin did not have many experiences with sports growing 

up, describing himself as being unable to hide his sexual identity because of his effeminate 

mannerisms. He described his time growing up as generally positive, which made it very easy to 

come to terms with his identity as a gay man at an early age. Unfortunately, this kept him away 

from sport environments because of a combination of stereotypes and a lack of athletic 

proficiency. Austin described feeling as though sports simply were not for gay people, and he 

accepted that since his hobbies did not involve sports at the time. Eventually, his partner 

introduced him to dragon boat racing, which he had picked up as a form of physical activity 

while they were in a long-distance relationship. While hesitant at first, dragon boat racing 



32 
 

   

 

quickly became Austin’s passion, and he has been heavily involved in the sport for the better part 

of 10 years now. He currently rows on two boats, one of which is a competitive men’s boat, and 

the other is an intermediate mixed boat. Through the men’s boat, Austin is able to hone his skills, 

work hard, and satisfy his competitive spirit while the intermediate boat provides an opportunity 

for fun and socialization. Both of these act as major motivators that keep Austin coming back to 

the sport time and again, and they are why he feels so passionately about the sport.  

Tom  

Tom was born and raised in a very small town in northern Ontario and has been curling 

since he was a very young child. Curling was described as his passion, and he is currently a 

competitive athlete on both a mixed team and a men’s team, having placed on the podium in 

several big bonspiels. Tom described curling as his escape from the pressures of the rest of the 

world, where nothing else mattered except his skill and ability to contribute to the team. When 

asked what kept him coming back after so many years, he described the deep interpersonal bonds 

he has formed with his teammates and others involved in curling, describing them as some of the 

best people on the planet. While he loves playing the sport, and excels at it, the people and the 

social environment around the game are what is truly important to him.  

Mike 

Mike grew up in a small community in New Brunswick before moving to Ontario for 

school and later work in the public service. Growing up, Mike was very involved in both hockey 

and volleyball. While he did not personally identify as gay until he was in his twenties, Mike was 

still the target of a lot of homophobic bullying in his youth. Because of the negative experiences 

and a desire to focus on academics, Mike left sports altogether for a time, but he described 

feeling depressed and being unsure why. It was in this hiatus that Mike realized and came to 
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accept that he was gay, and he also realized that sports, volleyball specifically, brought him a 

sense of joy that he could not recall feeling since he left sports in his teens. Mike eventually 

signed up for an LGBTQ+ volleyball league where he felt safe and accepted while doing a sport 

he liked. He became so involved in the league that he was on the board at one point, making 

decisions for the league. The social connections, sense of community, and feelings of belonging 

are what motivate Mike to keep coming back, and he described that every aspect of his social life 

is in some way tied to his involvement with volleyball.  

 The participant profiles provide insight into who each participant is. They provide some 

background information on the past experiences of each participant, and how they shaped the 

trajectory of their involvement in sports, along with the sports they are involved in, their personal 

background with sports, and how they came to be involved with the sports they partake in at 

present. This allows for a better understanding of who each participant is when their lived 

experiences are discussed in the upcoming main themes.  

Craving Community: Reconciling Past Experiences  

Finding community was a consistent theme across every interview, and it reflects the 

essence of why the participants continued to participate in sports despite various proximal and 

distal stressors they previously experienced in sport environments. In finding community, these 

men were able to experience a sense of belonging. The essence of their continued participation in 

sports can be further understood through several factors including: a desire to feed their 

competitive spirits, creating a strong sense of community, and occupying space where they could 

embody the role models they themselves did not have in sports growing up. These three factors 

inform the following subthemes related to their continued participation in sports: Getting Good: 

Forging a Competitive Community and Embodying Positive Representation.  
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Getting Good: Forging a Competitive Community 

 The participants in this study described enjoying the competitive aspects of sports in 

which they felt they were skilled. A desire to be perceived as skilled was instilled in them from a 

young age after experiencing ridicule from peers and mentors in sport environments. David 

described the impact constant negative feedback regarding one’s performance can have:  

I was… always picked last when it came to sports. I didn't seem to have very good hand 

eye coordination, which is funny because I fly airplanes now, but I seemingly had no 

good coordination for things like baseball. [I] would get up to the plate, and… I did not 

want to be at the bat. You'd see everyone in the field move in when I came up to the 

plate. So, these are like little micro aggressions… that are happening that that indicate 

you're not good at this. And I remember the gym teacher saying, “are you even going to 

hit one ball this year, [David]?”  

David described how his experiences being taunted about his skill-level as a child had a lasting 

impact on his understanding of sports and how he viewed himself. To this day, he still feels 

hesitant to enter certain sport spaces where he feels he lacks the skills required to participate. 

Like David, Tanner also felt unwelcome in certain sport circles, which was due in part to 

his skill level and perception of the challenges being presented, but it was also due to the 

outward presentation of some people involved on different sports teams: 

I think certain sports attract certain types of people. So, you know, to me like typically a 

certain type of guy was attracted to playing like football or hockey. And I just wasn't that 

type of guy… [so] I just didn't really like those sports. 

Tanner described not fitting the role of an athlete for many of the sports he was exposed to, so 

for him, it was important to find a sport that he was not only good at but felt a kinship with the 
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other athletes who shared his competitive spirit. The desire to be seen as skilled, while 

originating from previous negative experiences, manifested as a love for friendly competition. 

Creating a community based on friendly competition is a major motivating factor for why 

the participants kept returning to sports because of a drive to be the best they could be while 

growing closer with their teammates. The desire to be skilled at a sport also speaks to the 

competitive nature many of the participants expressed. Austin described the emergence of 

competition among his dragon boat team even outside of the structure of their sport:  

Most of the time… we're ranked against other like other people in our paddling club… 

and so, there are elements of competition… like yesterday, we say we're going to go for a 

casual run… like six-minute kilometer… [a]nd then I look at the split time we're at five. 

Right? I'm like, “I thought we said we would do this casually.” But I knew what was 

happening because one person would get ahead and we're like, oh, we can't let this person 

leave us in the dust. We'd start moving faster. They'd be like, oh my god, they've caught 

up like, I'm going too slowly. Just kind of like cycles up. 

For Austin’s team, bonding with one another is facilitated through friendly contests like pushing 

each other in their training, which Austin described greatly enjoying. The competitive nature of 

the training also led to better outcomes in competition and helped to strengthen team bonds, 

improve training outcomes, and inspired teammates to encourage one another to keep up with 

training. It was through competition that community was forged.  

Creating a strong community inspired many participants to keep coming back, and that 

was found both within the structure of the sport and in social activities surrounding the sport 

itself. Sport is seen as something that is essential to the social well-being of the participants, 
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many stating that without sports they would have a much less vibrant social life. Mike described 

how community-building happened in volleyball: 

[T]here's definitely social components built into it in terms of like, going to the pub after. 

We have a designated pub for the entire league. Or, you know, we just played in a 

tournament a couple of weeks ago and normally there would be like an entire Saturday 

evening Gala incorporated to sort of add to it, or they do have like special social events or 

fundraisers or what have you. So, there's definitely like a sense of community and 

socializing is a part of it but at the same time, it is still competitive. There is a drop-in 

where it's a little more mellow, people are just there to hang out. But the league part of it 

is very competitive. But yeah, it does build in a sense of socialization and community. 

Mike described how the league is a competitive and social space, and the draw of the sport is a 

shared passion for competition and a desire to connect with others with whom they could share 

their hobby. In Mike’s case, the competition aspect is somewhat separate from the social aspect 

of the sport, such as separate Gala’s or after-game pub visits as he described. The two aspects of 

his volleyball league coexist and form the foundation of individual desires for participating in the 

sports among the participants. Tom felt similarly to Mike, and provided his perspective on the 

relationship between competition and socializing in his sport:  

I love what happens on the curling ice, and I think it's incredible. I'm very passionate 

about the sport on the ice, but I think the stuff that happens off the ice, the interpersonal 

connections, and you know, what curling has given me, is more than I could ever give 

back. So, I think that stuff is the reason I play. 

For Tom, the interpersonal connections he formed over the course of his curling career 

superseded his love for the sport itself. Tom elaborated by saying the entire reason he keeps 
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coming back is the people. Much like Tanner, if Tom had not felt a kinship with the others on the 

curling rink, he would have been much less likely to continue engaging with the sport, regardless 

of his personal skill-level.  

 The importance of the social aspect cannot be overstated. For some participants, sports 

provided a vital means of connecting with others through a shared love of competition, and by 

extension improving their sense of social well-being. Josh spent a lot of time moving around the 

United States over the past six years. While he was with his partner that whole time, he 

expressed the struggle of constantly having to leave social circles a few short years after forming 

them. Since moving to his current home in the southern United States, Josh explained that “the 

main reason for joining the curling club was that we're new to this area, it's a way to potentially 

meet some people.” Through his involvement with the curling league, he was able to form a new 

network of social connections based on a shared love of curling, and he has been on the same 

team with the same people for a few years now. The social aspect of these sports work in tandem 

with the competitive appeal to encourage the participants to come back, and, for many, the social 

piece was more important to them than whether they were good at the game/enjoyed the game 

itself.  

Embodying Positive Representation 

While sports provided the participants with opportunities to form a community, the 

participants also described the positive impact they wished to have on the LGBTQ+ athletic 

community through their continued participation in sports. Positive representation is something 

participants craved when they were coming of age and deciding whether to be involved in sports. 

Tom explained that “you didn't see outwardly as many openly successful gay athletes… So, I 

think that perception, not being visible, you perceive that.” The lack of positive representation 
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for gay men in sports is an example of a distal stressor, which impacted how many participants 

viewed sports and their relationships with it. By not seeing themselves represented in sport 

spaces, the idea that gay men were not welcome or did not do sports was internalized. As a 

result, many participants felt a personal responsibility to take up space in sport environments as 

openly gay men to refute those ideas. For many participants, this was meant to provide a younger 

generation of gay athletes with the representation they themselves did not have, which would 

then limit the impact of this specific stressor in the future. To accomplish this, Kevin took up the 

role of coaching, and he described his motivations: 

I've stopped hiding my sexual identity as a coach, and I think it's important that my kids, 

as well as their parents, know that I'm gay. I don't make it a point of conversation that 

needs to revolve around me, but when conversations come up, I express [that] I'm gay. Or 

when they asked me, you know, how my wife's doing, or… my partner… [I say] he's 

doing well. And so, I'm trying to create just a better framing of what it means to be gay 

within the sporting communities. 

Kevin described how his desire to change how gay men are viewed in sport environments drives 

him to keep coming back and being that representation for the younger generation. His 

motivations for participating in his own sport experiences, such as his role as a player on his 

soccer team, are similar in that he hopes to “advocate for sport opportunities [for gay athletes] 

moving forward.” Being an advocate for representation is ultimately a key motivator for Kevin’s 

continued involvement in sports.  

 Embodying positive representation even impacted other participants who came, or 

returned, to sports later in life. When Devin was younger, he described that “this isn't going to 

work for [me]. [I] have no support. There's nothing that [I] can do. So, you're kind of stuck. So, 
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this is what you're going to have to deal with.” Not having any positive representation growing 

up manifested as a proximal stressor within Devin, which caused feelings of hopelessness and 

ultimately led Devin away from hockey, despite how much he enjoyed the sport, because he felt 

unable to fully express himself; however, once he was able to come to terms with his sexual 

identity, he realized that hockey was something he wanted to reincorporate into his life. Devin 

described his experience finding a hockey team: 

I remember just being on Facebook one day, and an ad popped up for [a local LGBTQ+ 

hockey league], and I kind of read through it and then checked out their website, went 

through all their material. And in my case, maybe this is a place where I can actually go 

back and play and then not have to worry about all those stressors that existed in the first 

round of playing hockey when I was a teenager. 

For Devin, seeing that there was a league dedicated to providing a space where LGBTQ+ 

athletes could go and participate in a sport they enjoyed was the first time he had seen positive 

representation in the sports world for LGBTQ+ people, and it reinvigorated his love for the sport.  

 For many of the participants, the reasons for their continued participation in sports went 

beyond their individual needs and incorporated those of the broader LGBTQ+ community. 

Several participants described feeling a sense of responsibility to openly engage with sport 

environments as gay men and embody positive representation for the younger generation of 

LGBTQ+ athletes, so they would not internalize stressors related to limited representation. There 

was an intrinsic drive described by many participants to prove that sports are a space for 

LGBTQ+ people and challenge the popular narrative from their youth that LGBTQ+ people did 

not play sports.  
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Sports and Living Authentically 

 Living authentically was a recurring theme throughout the interviews with participants. 

Authenticity was a major factor in how the participants experienced and came to understand 

well-being for themselves. Living authentically, while being a recurring theme, looked different 

from one participant to the next. The point of divergence stemmed from the chronological order 

in which they understood their identities (i.e., whether they identified as an athlete first or as a 

gay man). Several participants, who identified as an athlete first, described their experiences with 

sports growing up as positive overall. Many found solace in participating in sports outside of 

their school settings. Conversely, several participants, who identified as a gay man first, 

described having more stressful experiences with sports growing up, which delayed their 

eventual involvement in the sport of their choice for fear of experiencing negative reactions for 

their sexual identity. These two diverging narratives persist through this section and are 

represented by the two subthemes: (Un)stable Identities and (Re)Discovering Sport.  

(Un)Stable Identities 

 The participants who described having positive experiences with sports growing up 

described sport participation as an intrinsic part of their lives. For many, sports were a major part 

of the dynamics they formed with their friends and family, weaving itself into every aspect of 

their lives. Kevin described his early experiences growing up surrounded by sports:  

[I]t was just kind of part and parcel of our family growing up. Surrounded by all of that 

all the time. Yeah, like we were on skis before we learned how to walk for the most part 

and stuff like that. So, it was just really good. 

Kevin described how sports was ingrained into his family and his life from a very young age, so 

sports play a key role in how he understands his identity. The positive memories, social bonds, 
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and experiences associated with sports left many participants with the desire to play; however, 

while these participants had more positive experiences with sports when they were younger, they 

also described experiencing distal stressors in the form of homophobic rhetoric and actions from 

their teammates. Kevin described the moment he decided to hide his sexuality due to the 

behaviours around him:  

[T]his is the point that I decided to hide my sexual orientation. So, when I was in 

Australia, a really good friend of mine was openly gay, and he was a rugby player, and he 

was actually qualifying for the junior national team. And those two individuals I talked 

about jumped him and put him in the hospital for three weeks. 

Kevin described how homophobic behaviours were so normalized in sports that some athletes 

felt safe physically assaulting a teammate for their sexual identity. While not aimed directly at 

them, the general acceptance of this behaviour caused participants to hide their sexual identity 

long after they realized they were gay, making it harder to accept their sexual identity later in 

life.  

Every participant who identified as an athlete first left sports at one point in their lives 

due to school, work, or other life changes outside of their control, which they often described as 

losing a piece of themselves. Devin described the years he wasn’t engaging with hockey as 

follows: “I was just going with the flow, doing what had to be done and not really living, just 

fulfilling my minimum requirements to get by.” By the time these participants were entering 

adulthood, being an athlete was a core part of their identity, so many found themselves lost or 

unsure of what to do in their free time. Missing this vital piece of themselves was destabilizing 

for many. Kevin described his experience without sport as follows:  
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[B]y taking a step away from [sport], I realized how important it was to me at that point 

in time. It also made me kind of feel, I guess, unhealthy, in many ways… and it was just 

missing, and I just felt off kilter for about three or four months trying to figure out what 

was going on… And I think that's what the deepest or destabilizing component was it just 

it was missing. 

Kevin described how he lost a part of his routine and way of life when he took a step back from 

sports. In his time away from sports, Kevin described feeling lost, trying to find something else 

to fill the spare time and the void he now found himself trying to navigate. For many 

participants, it was like a source of joy in their lives was suddenly out of reach. 

Without the outlet of sports, many men experienced declining mental health due to 

proximal stressors such as still being closeted into their adulthood. The stressor of still being in 

the closet was linked to their experiences with increased depression, anxiety, and feelings of 

isolation, and it was compounded by the fact that a core piece of their identity (i.e., sports) was 

missing from their lives at the time. There was fear about coming out because many were still 

under the impression that being gay and being an athlete were mutually exclusive. So, for them, 

to come out was to potentially lose their ability to engage in their preferred sports, and many 

chose sports in these instances; however, David described the eventual process of coming out as 

“feeling like this weight is lifted [off my shoulders].” Many returned to sports shortly after 

coming out, which was made easier because of the positive sport experiences they had in their 

youth, and the experience was described as better than ever. Tom said, “Once I was able to come 

out, everything kind of started clicking, like career became better, curling became better, social 

life was better.” He went on to describe that coming out improved his performance in the sport 
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because he wasn’t carrying around the mental weight of hiding a part of himself and he could 

fully enjoy the sport as his authentic self.  

(Re)Discovering Sport 

 A few participants described having negative, stressful experiences with sports growing 

up. Those who experienced sports negatively in their formative years were the ones who 

described being unable to hide their queer identities. Distal stressors rooted in stereotypes about 

gay men coupled with the proximal stressor of internalized homophobia kept them from 

engaging in sports almost entirely. Austin expressed this when he said, “Growing up as a fairly 

effeminate guy, I didn’t do well in sports.” Despite having more negative experiences related to 

sports, the participants who embodied these effeminate qualities also described identifying as 

gay earlier in life and coming out sooner. Austin described his experience coming out to his 

peers at a young age: 

[I]t meant that me coming out to people was more like, “yeah, we know… don't worry 

about it… you don't have to tell us anything we can tell.” And, and to a certain degree, I 

think that that made my coming out experience a lot easier compared to someone who 

was, you know, more straight acting. 

For Austin, the process of coming out and living authentically was not this big build-up of stress 

and release. Rather, many people seemed to already ‘know’ and accept him as himself as early as 

high school; however, for the participants who understood themselves as a gay man first, living 

authentically from an earlier age also kept many of them away from sports out of fear rooted in 

either their own personal experiences with homophobia or the prevailing notion that gay men 

were not welcome in sport environments. Many of the participants who identified as gay first did 

not seek to participate in sports until later in their twenties.  
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For some participants, living authentically meant overcoming self-imposed proximal 

stressors related to their sexual identities and realizing that stereotypes did not have to define 

them if their authentic selves deviated from societal expectations. This was the case for those 

participants who were open about their sexual identity at a younger age. For them, there was no 

closet, so they did not experience negative impacts on their mental health in that regard. While 

these participants were not regularly involved in sports from a young age, they did eventually 

find their way to sports through their connections with people who were already involved in 

sports. Peter described being encouraged to play ultimate frisbee by someone close to him: 

As an adult, my brother joined an ultimate frisbee team, and he invited me to participate, 

and I said, “sure, why not?” I learned how to play the game and really enjoyed it. Really 

enjoyed the social aspect of it, and then continued from there. 

Despite having very little interest in sports when he was younger, Peter agreed to play to do 

something fun with his brother. While his initial reason for joining was because his brother 

expressed interest, he eventually found that he really enjoyed playing ultimate frisbee and got 

more involved from there. Peter eventually kept playing on his own team even when his brother 

stopped playing. Austin described a similar experience involving his partner:  

My fiancé’s like, “oh, you should definitely try this.” And I'm like, “absolutely, 

completely not.” Historically, [I have] never been good at sports, you know, picked last 

on a team, didn't try, you know, like everything. Like, you can think of that whole 

stereotypical [notion that] gay guys [are] not good at sports, or do not like sports. [My 

thoughts were] very much in line with that, playing up that stereotype. But I joined the 

team on a trial basis. But what was interesting was that I was immediately welcomed in a 

way that had never happened to me in a sports team before. That's the thing that I've 
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always enjoyed about dragon boat paddling is that when you meet your teammates, they 

really try to turn up that the Kool Aid. They like make you seem like the most important 

person. They’re just so happy you're here… And especially if you're someone who's 

never had a positive experience in team sports. That was a big changing point for me. 

Austin described his experience joining dragon boating at his partner’s urging and how surprised 

he was at how welcoming they were to him. Being welcomed with open arms to a sport changed 

how he viewed sports and what they represented in his head. Austin went on to describe his 

involvement with dragon boat racing as a “second job” for himself and his teammates because of 

the amount of time they chose to dedicate to the sport.  

 Despite having no prior enjoyment or desire to play sports, these men described the 

experience as exhilarating, some said that their sport was something they didn’t know they were 

needing in their life until they experienced it. Experiencing the welcoming environments for the 

first time completely altered the way they understood sports.  

Sports as an Escape 

The next major theme in the findings was the understanding of sports as an escape. 

Participants expressed a notable shift in perspective from sports being a distraction, as mentioned 

earlier, to sport being a necessary and desirable escape from stressors in their everyday lives. 

Rather than taking away from the ‘important’ things in life, sport became one of the important 

things in life. As the participants entered adulthood, many experienced distal stressors related to 

homophobia and discrimination in other areas of life, and sports provided a means of escaping 

that for a time. The following subthemes reflect the experiences described by the participants in 

relation to escapism through sports: Relief Through Escapism and Building Diverse 

Communities.  



46 
 

   

 

Relief Through Escapism 

While notable progress has been made with respect to LGBTQ+ acceptance in Canada, 

many still experience distal stressors related to their sexual identities and, in more extreme cases, 

outright discrimination. Participants expressed the fact that they experienced a lot of hardship, 

both indirectly and directly related to their sexual identities. Tanner described an experience with 

discrimination by saying “[he and his partner] looked for apartments together in 2005. There 

were numerous times we’d answer an ad for like a one-bedroom apartment, they would see two 

men and wouldn’t even let us look at the apartments.” David described experiencing similar 

instances of homophobia through his school and workplace:  

I heard so many homophobic remarks and terrible things while being involved in that 

industry and learning how to fly… that was hard for me to reconcile, like, how can you 

be gay and be a pilot? I didn't know any gay pilots. Now I'm actually on the board of a 

huge gay pilot organization. But at the time, I was like, I don't know any gay pilots. And 

obviously, you can't be gay. So, I have to pick one. I want to be a pilot, so I'll be a pilot 

and I'll suppress the gay thing. 

David described feeling as though he had to choose between his sexual identity and his 

profession, and he opted to choose the latter because it was something he had wanted to do since 

he was a child. The real world was constantly discriminating against many of the participants 

based on their sexual identity, which manifested in many participants as a proximal stressor, 

feeling as though they needed to make a choice, like David’s, between their sexual identity and 

another part of their lives. 

The distal stressors in the other parts of their lives often led participants to turn to sports 

in search of a means of escaping the negativity. The experience of participating in their sport 
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after a long day was described as an exhale, relaxation, or a release of tension. When asked to 

elaborate further on the relaxing aspect of sports, David described his experience: 

It's in nature. Same thing with skiing, it's outdoors… and so that by itself is… super 

relaxing, you could even say tranquil: the sun rising in the morning, the calm water, all 

that stuff really helps me be in the moment. Now that being said, some of our workouts 

are not very relaxing. So, they can get intense on the water. But… I just love that part of 

the sport. 

David expressed how being on the water gives him a sense of calm while doing something that is 

physically taxing helped him get out of his head and into his body to work out the stresses from 

the day. Similarly, Peter described his enjoyment of frisbee’s physicality and how strenuous it 

was to be an ultimate frisbee player: 

[A] frisbee game is like doing an hour of super intense cardio. So, I enjoyed that aspect of 

just feeling completely exhausted at the end of a game, but also kind of energized from it. 

Because your adrenaline's pumping, so you still feel really great, but you're just like, “I 

don't want to walk.” 

Peter expressed how the intense, physical nature of ultimate frisbee helped him to work out his 

stress and frustration and channel it into something productive. He embodied the physical nature 

of sports by “leaving it all on the field” and giving everything to try and win the game.  

Aside from providing a means of escaping from the mind and into the body, sports also 

acted as an environment in which the participants felt welcomed and safe. Josh described his 

experience on the ice as follows: “I was using it as a space where I felt comfortable, a space 

where I felt safe. It was a space where I felt successful.” For the participants, participating in 
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their sport was empowering themselves to live authentically even on the most stressful days. 

Mike described the sense of comfort he felt in sport environments: 

[I]t almost creates this like weird bubble of acceptance or safe space. People are more 

relaxed to be themselves and maybe when you're meeting somebody for the first time, 

outside of an environment [where you are doing something fun and enjoyable]… you're 

not as open immediately, and you're not, may not start off the most comfortable because 

you’re like, getting to know somebody you wouldn't interact with regularly.  

Mike described how sports is a safe space for him to express his authentic self without having to 

be afraid of someone reacting negatively to that. He described how sports, starting from a place 

of enjoyment and camaraderie, provide an extra level of perceived safety as opposed to other 

areas of life, such as the workplace where everyone is simply there to get paid and leave.  

 The physical nature of sports provided the participants with an effective outlet to work 

out the stresses from their daily lives, escaping from their heads into their bodies. Moreover, 

being in a space like sports where groups of people come together to have fun and accomplish a 

goal means that everyone is likely coming in with a positive and open disposition, according to 

the participants. The openness of the other athletes helped the participants feel at ease when 

participating in sports and empowered them to be their authentic selves while participating in a 

sport they love.  

Building Diverse Communities 

The second subtheme, Building Diverse Communities, reflects the value participants 

placed on being able to interact with different people where their sexual identities were not the 

only form of difference among their teammates. Participants expressed how sports gave them the 

chance to meet and connect with people from different demographics, whom they may not have 
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otherwise interacted with. The participants described sports as being an environment where their 

sexual identities did not make them stand out in an uncomfortable way from their teammates, 

which provided relief from distal and proximal stressors experienced in their everyday lives. 

When asked what goes into his decision to engage with someone on the topic of his sexual 

identity, Tom explained his thought process: 

It depends on the person that you're talking with. If it's someone that you can have a 

rational conversation with, or an intellectual conversation with him, I might be more 

willing to do it. But if you can’t, you can gauge [a person’s disposition] and whether you 

should tell him everything. So, it's all circumstantial and go from there… but that's 

reading people. And I think it's something that we do every day. 

Tom described the importance of being able to read people as a member of the LGBTQ+ 

community to avoid potentially dangerous distal stressors. The real world has caused many of 

the participants to be hyper-aware of the disposition of others when talking about LGBTQ+ 

topics to avoid unwanted stress, so being in a space with a diverse group who knew about the 

participants’ sexual identities and were supportive was a relief. Additionally, some participants 

preferred mixed gender leagues to all male leagues because their differing sexual identities 

would not be the sole, most obvious difference among the team. Tanner described the value he 

places on diversity in the people he rowed with and the opportunities for relationship building 

that come with that:  

[M]e and my partner are like 40. A lot of the guys we're going with are in their 20s. They 

don't actually realize we’re as old as we are, or they say they don't. And that's kind of 

nice, too, because then these are people who are in their late 20s or early 20s are rowing 

with us. And, you know, in most other arenas of life, you maybe wouldn't be able to 
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come across people with that kind of age difference. And like I say to this other guy who 

is like the de facto coach, but he leads a lot of the sessions, and we hang out. He's in his 

60s. So, there's nice representation of age, so you get to meet people from different walks 

of life that way. 

Tanner described the large age-range represented through his rowing and explained how one 

would be hard-pressed to find that sort of intermingling between age groups in other areas of life. 

In this way, sporting environments were described as a space where new relationships could be 

formed on the basis of a shared athlete identity, regardless of other demographic factors. In 

creating these social connections, their sexual identities did not make them stand out as much 

when contrasted with the identities of their fellow athletes. Additionally, several participants felt 

that playing with a team of diverse individuals improved their athletic performance. For 

example, Tom described how he thought playing with both men and women made him a better 

curler:  

I had more, I think, empathy and more talent and more time, and I got better at curling 

because I became a better mixed curler. I got to go to a lot more events and play in a 

National Championship and on the international scene a bit. And having those 

experiences has made me an all around veteran. [Playing with both men and women] 

helped me understand who I am and how I am as a skip. So, I became very forthcoming 

and forthright with my men's teammates. [I am able to more clearly express] why I need 

x and what I expect, and most of them are really good with that. 

Tom described how playing with both men and women gave him greater perspective about how 

different people approach the same sport, which, in his estimation, made him a better player even 
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when he went back to playing on the men’s team. Further, it also gave him more insight to 

understand himself better and who he was as a player.  

Overall, participants described how the other athletes on their teams cared more about 

how they fit with the rest of the team and what they brought to the table with their skillset rather 

than their sexual identities outside of sport. For many participants, the lack of emphasis placed 

on their sexual identities was a relief from the distal and proximal stressors they experienced in 

the real world. In this way, sport acted as a bubble where everyone engaged with this shared 

identity of being an athlete, first and foremost, which creates a strong foundation on which to 

build further bonds. Through minimizing the emphasis on their sexual identity, so too were the 

stresses of life associated with this identity. That is not to say they had to hide themselves but 

simply that it did not matter in the context of their sport participation. By not stressing about 

their identity all the time, they were able to form stronger, more valuable bonds with their 

teammates rooted in genuine connection over a shared passion. Having an environment where 

different people can come together and work towards a shared goal also provides greater 

perspective and insight to improve the abilities of everyone on the team.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

The aim of this phenomenological study was to understand the lived experiences of gay 

men who actively participate in organized sports. Specifically, the research purpose for this study 

was twofold: exploring how gay men navigate potentially stressful environments and derive 

experiences of well-being and gathering phenomenological accounts of how gay men derive and 

experience well-being through sports participation despite the stressful environment they may 

provide for LGBTQ+ athletes. More specifically, the study’s research questions were:  

1. How do gay men derive experiences of well-being while navigating potentially 

stressful environments? 

2. What role does participation in sports play in how gay men derive and experience 

well-being?   

In attempting to answer these research questions, three themes were constructed, which allowed 

for a deeper understanding of the participants’ experiences with the phenomenon of study: 

Craving Community: Reconciling Past Experiences, Sports and Living Authentically, and Sports 

as an Escape. The following chapter connects the constructed themes to the study’s research 

questions to provide insight into the lived experiences of gay men in sporting environments. 

Navigating Potentially Stressful Environments 

In this study, the findings demonstrated that the relationships the participants created with 

sport were a complicated mix of relief, enjoyment, anxiety, and stress. Distal and proximal 

stressors played a role in how the participants understood their experiences in sports, both in 

their youth and in the present day. For example, the lack of gay men seen in sports led to 

participants believing that being gay and being an athlete were mutually exclusive and feeling as 

though they needed to pick one or the other. When put in positions where they viewed these 
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choices as necessary, many chose to suppress their sexual identities for fear of experiencing a 

negative reception and consequences while others left sports entirely for a time, thus 

compounding the effects of the proximal stressors that led to this decision in the first place. 

Previous research on LGBTQ+ athletes has also found that the social environment plays a large 

role in how LGBTQ+ athletes perceive sport environments (Anderson, 2017; Cleland, 2018; 

Hartmann-Tews et al., In press), and the importance of the social environment is echoed in the 

findings of this study. Positive social environments are one of the main requirements expressed 

by the participants of this study when asked why they continued to participate in their sport of 

choice. Without a positive environment, the participants were much less likely to continue 

participating in sports, even if they possessed the skill to do so because of the distal stressors that 

would come with their potential interactions with teammates.  

For many of the participants, the biggest factor that kept them from sports were distal 

stressors present in their environment. While many participants were not the targeted subject of 

homophobic bullying, it was still present in their vicinity in the form of locker-room teasing and 

the language used by coaches and authority figures to describe poor performance in their 

formative years. In these instances, the distal stressors in the environment discouraged the 

participants from seeing sports as something that could positively impact their lives and 

reinforced the idea that being a gay man was mutually exclusive to being an athlete. However, 

the positive experiences expressed by the participants in their adulthood supports the findings of 

Cleland (2018), which described sport environments as shifting towards greater inclusivity for 

LGBTQ+ athletes. Wiger (2015) further described how more sport leagues are becoming 

increasingly explicit in advertising their support for the LGBTQ+ community, and several 

participants described looking for inclusive leagues when engaging in sports in their adulthood. 
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Although, even in cases outside of LGBTQ+ league involvement, every participant described the 

environment of their chosen sport as welcoming, which contrasted with the negative assumptions 

some participants had about the nature of sporting environments for LGBTQ+ people. 

Despite the previously experienced stresses surrounding sports, every participant 

described quickly falling in love with their sport of choice, describing it as their passion. For 

many participants, sports provided an escape from stressors related to homophobia in their 

everyday lives. Sports acted as a bubble where participants could interact with others on the basis 

of a shared athlete identity rather than differing sexual identities. The findings illustrate that 

diverse groups (on the basis of age and gender) create a space where the participants’ sexual 

identities were not the focus, singling them out among their team. Many participants participated 

in mixed gender sports where they could create diverse teams of people, meaning they were no 

longer the odd one out as many felt would be the case if they participated in men’s only leagues. 

Therefore, differences were viewed as a resource, which may challenge assumptions about the 

nature of inclusive leagues, and the organizational cultures of many sport leagues who are 

starting to leverage diversity as a resource to attract more participants (Cleland, 2018; Wiger, 

2015). Additionally, being perceived as skilled was important for many of the participants, and 

this was associated with the experiences they had as youth. Many participants also described the 

value their teammates placed on their performance, so having the skills to enhance the team and 

be perceived as skilled became one of the central foci for their continued participation in sports. 

This desire for skill coupled with that of a community of like-minded people were both satisfied 

by the social and competitive nature of sports.  
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Sport Participation and Well-being 

Previous research on LGBTQ+ athletes has explored the role social environments play in 

creating barriers to sport participation (Anderson, 2017; Cleland, 2018; Hartmann-Tews et al., In 

press). While other studies are not ignorant of the fact that leisure provides valuable means of 

connecting with others (De-Juanas et al., 2020; Hood & Carruthers, 2020; Mansfield et al., 

2020), this study specifically sought to understand the processes of deriving experiences of well-

being through sport participation. 

Similar to the findings of Hood and Carruthers (2016), participating in sport, which is a 

leisure pursuit the participants found meaningful, was described as having a positive impact on 

the well-being of the participants. While many participants emphasized the social aspect of 

participation when describing why they continued to participate in sports, many also greatly 

enjoyed the opportunity to get out of their thoughts and be present in their bodies while they 

played their sport. This focus on their physicality was described as being a great stress reliever 

for many, and it provided a means to work out, in the most literal sense, stresses from their 

everyday lives and gain a sense of clarity. Zamboni (2008) described something similar in their 

findings when they discussed the physical and psychosocial benefits of sports for gay men. The 

accounts in this study support the findings of Zamboni (2008) as gay men can be understood to 

derive well-being by releasing stress through the physical act of exercising their bodies and 

focusing on the goals of their sport. The clarity gained from working out their stresses in an 

intense, physical activity allowed many of the participants the opportunity to think through issues 

or challenges facing them at the time, be it professional or personal. In this way, sports were able 

to ease the mental burden presented in other areas of their lives by acting as a means of intense 

stress relief.  
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The clarity many participants found through sports also had the added benefit of 

improving the emotional state of the participants. MST posits that members of sexual minority 

groups tend to experience higher rates of mental illness compared to their heterosexual 

counterparts (Cochran, 2000; Holman, 2018), and that was corroborated by the accounts of the 

participants. The clarity brought about by sport participation was also described by the 

participants as being a means of stopping internalized proximal stressors from compounding or 

exaggerating the scale of the issues they were faced with in their lives. Based on the findings, 

this provides insight into how sport participation can improve the mental health and stress 

management of those who choose to participate, which is especially important for members of 

the LGBTQ+ community (Cochran, 2000; Holman, 2018).  

Lastly, the social aspect of sports was described by many participants as being the most 

important factor in their continued participation. Sports provided a valuable means of forming a 

community based in shared passions for the participants. Several participants also described how 

their social lives became intertwined with their participation in sports through the friends they 

made, participant-led social gatherings, and events hosted by their sport league. Many 

participants described the necessity of sport in their lives, stating that without sports, their social 

lives would deteriorate, and they would feel much more isolated. For instance, many participants 

described attending social events organized by their chosen league and how these events allowed 

them to form new social connections and strengthen existing ones. From these findings, it can be 

concluded that gay men derive well-being from sports through the social connections they form 

and the communities they build in their sport circles, which further highlights the importance of 

welcoming environments in sports for LGBTQ+ inclusion.  
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Implications 

 A study that employs existential phenomenology allows researchers to gain deep, rich 

understandings of a given phenomenon through first person accounts. Within the context of this 

study, my goal was to explore the lived experiences of gay men within the phenomenon of sport 

participation and explore how these men derive well-being from their participation in sports. By 

using MST as the theoretical framework, the research questions that were developed allowed for 

a rich understanding of the phenomenon by considering each participant’s perspective and 

identifying points of convergence and divergence in their experiences. The literature that was 

used to inform this study explored the roles leisure can play in experiencing well-being and the 

current trends in sport environments in regard to LGBTQ+ acceptance. The study sought to add 

to this literature by incorporating the viewpoints of gay men between the ages of 30 and 45. 

Participants confirmed a notable improvement in sport environments related to LGBTQ+ 

acceptance but noted that there was still much room for improvement. Furthermore, chronology 

(i.e., when participants came to understand their sexual identity) and social contexts (i.e., where 

the participants grew up and their current environments) are both implicated in how the 

participants understand and engage with sports. The findings serve to reinforce the impact social 

environments have on how gay men come to understand themselves and how they interact with 

various environments such as sports.  

 The importance of challenge, stressed by the participants, supports previous research that 

has highlighted meaningful leisure as something that is moderately challenging and engaging for 

the individual (Hood & Carruthers, 2016; Keyes, 2014); however, the findings emphasize that 

challenge should be accompanied with the opportunity to form meaningful social bonds with 

teammates to experience the positive effects sports can have on well-being. From the findings, 
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those involved in organizing sport leagues can better understand how gay men may benefit from 

their sport participation, which can inform their future policy planning to maximize the benefits 

their league is able to provide people. These findings can also serve to encourage mainstream 

and inclusive leagues to examine what they could be doing to ensure LGBTQ+ athletes feel safe 

and welcome in their environments. Additionally, the benefits of sport participation described by 

participants can inform LGBTQ+ health organizations and encourage them to focus on recreation 

and leisure as part of the health and wellness promotion activities for LGBTQ+ people. Sport 

participation is implicated in the well-being of the participants of this study, specifically in its 

ability to form social connections and improve mental health by mitigating proximal and distal 

stressors. Given this, it would be valuable for LGBTQ+ health organizations to understand the 

potential benefits sport participation can have for the mental and physical health of LGBTQ+ 

people.  

 These findings imply that the ability for gay men to form social connections in a given 

sport context will affect their ability to derive experiences of well-being from sport participation. 

Social connections are key in gay men’s ability to navigate the potentially stressful environment 

of sport participation as an LGBTQ+ athlete. It is apparent that societal expectations and the 

attitudes of peers affect the lived experiences of gay men and how they have come to understand 

their relationship with sports. Those who organize and run sport leagues can use the findings 

from this study to better understand what gay men are able to derive from their leagues, how to 

make their environments more welcoming, and what gay men value in a sport experience. 

Overall, the experiences of gay men in sport contexts are complex, and MST demonstrates just 

how the influence of societal expectations, past experiences, and proximal and distal stressors all 

factor into the ability for gay men to derive experiences of well-being from sport participation.  
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Limitations 

 Limitations to a study present themselves as factors beyond the control of the researcher 

that may impact the data or analysis. One such limitation that was present in the study was a lack 

of racial diversity. Of the nine participants, eight self-identified as Caucasian. While the focus of 

the study was cisgender gay men, the lack of perspectives from people of colour means that the 

perspectives of racialized gay men, and their lived experiences, are underrepresented in this 

study. Considering racially diverse perspectives is important for exploring how racial identities 

intersect with queer identities and impact gay men’s experiences with sport participation. A 

second limitation of the study was the lack of diversity in the sample with regard to their 

socioeconomic status. The participants in this study described being employed and having 

enough disposable income to regularly participate in their sport of choice. As a result, the results 

of this study do not reflect the perspectives of those gay men who may not have the financial 

means of participating in their preferred sports. It is important to consider the perspectives of 

those who may not be able to easily access sports to explore how social class and financial 

stability affect gay men’s experiences related to sport and well-being. Similarly, the differences 

in how gay men engage with sporting environments in urban settings compared to rural settings 

was not specifically addressed within the scope of this study. Therefore, factors such as 

convenient access to facilities, demographic differences, and the resources in a given region 

(such as facilities to host sports and supports for LGBTQ+ people) were not discussed in depth. 

These are important factors to consider when exploring how gay men engage with sports. 

Moreover, the number of LGBTQ+ people is generally smaller in rural areas than urban areas, so 

how that influences the ways gay men engage with sport and their comfort level in sport 

environments were not addressed. Lastly, the differences in experiences between those who 
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participated in LGBTQ+ leagues, inclusive leagues, and mainstream leagues were not 

specifically engaged. Though the topic did come up in interviews where participants were 

involved in both, there were not enough data to make meaningful observations about the 

differences and similarities between these different participation contexts. 

Future Research Directions 

Findings from this research provide an important foundation for several future directions. 

The first one would be specifically looking at the differences in experiences in mainstream 

leagues, inclusive leagues, and LGBTQ+ leagues. With the importance that was placed on the 

environment by many participants, building relationships with different demographics was also 

highlighted. Therefore, it would be valuable to explore how the degree of emphasis on LGBTQ+ 

athletes in a league influences how LGBTQ+ athletes engage with sports and derive outcomes 

from participation. Exploring how mainstream leagues are working towards creating inclusive 

and welcoming environments in a similar way to inclusive and LGBTQ+ leagues would be a 

valuable step towards understanding what aspects of sport environments should be the focus for 

efforts to decrease stressors and increase positive experiences and inclusive sport environments. 

Conducting a study comparing the experiences of gay men in mainstream leagues and LGBTQ+ 

leagues would also provide greater understanding of the nuances to segregated sport participation 

(i.e., gay only vs. integrated). The participants also emphasized the importance of messaging and 

normalized behaviours in their surroundings. Of particular interest is how messaging changes 

over time, with one participant specifically discussing in detail how messaging about being gay 

shifted very quickly coming out of the HIV/AIDS epidemic, and his reactions to those changes. 

While not pertinent to the current study, it would be an interesting future direction to explore 
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how gay men who came of age during the HIV/AIDS epidemic understand their sexual identities 

and interact with traditionally heteronormative environments such as sports. 

Conclusion 

 Sport environments have historically been unwelcoming to LGBTQ+ athletes. Using 

existential phenomenology and IPA, this study aimed to understand the experiences of gay men 

who participate in sports during adulthood despite the potentially hostile environments sport 

affords. The findings illustrate that while there is still much room for improvement, sport 

environments offer gay men a context in which they can derive experiences of well-being. In 

general, gay men choose to continue participating in sports because of the communities they can 

form on the basis of a shared passion for their sports. Social environments are key to determining 

how gay men will continue to participate in sports. This research provides an important first step 

in understanding the complexity of positive sport experiences for gay, adult men.  

  



62 
 

   

 

References 

Adams, J., Neville, S., Parker, K., & Huckle, T. (2017). Influencing condom use by gay and  

bisexual men for anal sex through social marketing: A program evaluation of  

Get it On! Social Marketing Quarterly, 23(1), 3-17.  

DOI: 10.1177%2F1524500416654897 

Ahrens, K., Kent, C. K., Montoya, J. A., Rotblatt, H., McCright, J., Kerndt, P., & Klausner, J. D.  

(2006). Healthy penis: San Francisco's social marketing campaign to increase  

syphilis testing among gay and bisexual men. PLoS Medicine, 3(12), 2199-2203.  

DOI: 10.1371/journal.pmed.0030474.g001 

Allen-Collinson, J. (2009). Sporting embodiment: Sports studies and the (continuing) promise of 

 phenomenology. Qualitative Research in Sport and Exercise, 1(3), 279-296. DOI: 

 10.1080/19398440903192340 

Anderson, A. R. (2017). Recreational sport participant attitudes toward lesbian and gay men: An  

 exploratory study of participation, religion, socioeconomic status, and sexual identity. 

 Recreational Sports Journal, 41(1), 27-41. DOI: 10.1123/rsj.2016-0002 

Berdychevsky, L., & Carr, N. (2020). Innovation and impact of sex as leisure in research and  

 practice: Introduction to the special issue. Leisure Sciences, 42(3-4), 255-274. DOI:  

 10.1080/01490400.2020.1714519 

Berger, R. (2013). Now I see it, now I don’t: researcher’s position and reflexivity in qualitative  

research. Qualitative Research, 15(2), 219–234. DOI: 10.1177/1468794112468475 

Betts, D. (In press). Excluding the queer unwanted: Perspectives from older LGBTQ+ adults in  

 New Zealand. Journal of Gay & Lesbian Social Services, 1-21. DOI: 

 10.1080/10538720.2021.1898513 



63 
 

   

 

Boggs, J. M., Dickman Portz, J., King, D. K., Wright, L. A., Helander, K., Retrum, J. H., &  

 Gozansky, W. S. (2017). Perspectives on LGBTQ older adults on aging in place: A  

 qualitative investigation. Journal of Homosexuality, 64(11), 1539-1560. DOI: 

 10.1080/00918369.2016.1247539 

Burgard, S. A., Cochran, S. D., & Mays, V. M. (2005). Alcohol and tobacco use patterns among  

 heterosexually and homosexually experienced California women. Drug and Alcohol  

 Dependence, 77(1), 61-70. DOI: 10.1016/j.drugalcdep.2004.07.007 

Cavalier, E. S. (2011). Men at sport: Gay men’s experiences in the sport workplace. Journal of  

 Homosexuality, 58(5), 626-646. DOI: 10.1080/00918369.2011.563662 

Cleland, J. (2018). Sexuality, masculinity and homophobia in association football: An empirical  

 overview of a changing cultural context. International Review for the Sociology of Sport,  

 53(4), 411–423. DOI: 10.1177/1012690216663189 

Cochran, S. D., & Mays, V. M. (2000). Lifetime prevalence of suicide symptoms and affective 

 disorders among men reporting same-sex sexual partners: Results from NHANES III.  

 American Journal of Public Health, 90(4), 573-578. DOI: 10.2105/AJPH.90.4.573 

Crisp, R. (2017). Well-being. The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. Retrieved from  

 https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2017/entries/well-being/ 

De-Juanas, a, Garca-a-Castilla, F., & Rodra-guez-Bravo, A. (2020). Effect of physical-sports  

 leisure activities on young people’s psychological wellbeing. Frontiers in Psychology,  

 11, 543951–543951. DOI: 10.3389/fpsyg.2020.543951 

Dentato, M. P., Halkitis, P. N., & Orwat, J. (2013). Minority stress theory: An examination of  

 factors surrounding sexual risk behaviour among gay and bisexual men who use club  

 drugs. Journal of Gay & Lesbian Social Services, 25(4), 509-525.  



64 
 

   

 

 DOI: 10.1080/10538720.2013.829395 

Dohrenwend, B. P. (2000). The role of adversity and stress in psychopathology: Some evidence 

 and its implications for theory and research. Journal of Health and Social Behaviour, 41 

 (1), 1-19. DOI: 10.2307/2676357  

Eatough, V. & Smith, J. (2006). I was like a wild wild person: Understanding feelings of anger  

 using interpretative phenomenological analysis. British Journal of  

 Psychology, 97(4), 483–498. DOI: 10.1348/000712606X97831 

Eatough, V., & Smith, J. A. (2017). Interpretative phenomenological analysis. In C. Willig &  

 W. S. Rogers (Eds.), The SAGE handbook of qualitative research in psychology 

 (pp. 193-209). SAGE Publications Ltd. DOI: 10.4135/9781526405555.n12 

Edwards, A., & Skinner, J. (2009). Qualitative research in sport management (1st ed.). 

 Butterworth-Heinemann. 

Ellig, A., de Knop, P., & Knoppers, A. (2003). Gay/lesbian sport clubs and events: Places of  

 homo-social bonding and cultural resistance? International Review for the Sociology of 

 Sport, 38(4), 441-456. DOI: 10.1177/1012690203384005 

Frederick, G. M., Castillo-Hernandez, I. M., Williams, E. R., Singh, A. A., Evans, E. M. (In  

press). Differences in physical activity and perceived benefits and barriers to physical  

 activity between LGBTQ + and non-LGBTQ + college students. Journal of American  

 College Health, 1–6. DOI: 10.1080/07448481.2020.1842426 

Hartmann-Tews, I., Menzel, T., & Braumüller, B. (In press). Homo- and transnegativity in sport  

 in Europe: Experiences of LGBT+ individuals in various sport settings. International  

 Review for the Sociology of Sport, 1-20. DOI: 10.1177%2F1012690220968108 

Hekma, G. (2008). “As long as they don’t make an issue of it…”: Gay men and lesbians in  



65 
 

   

 

 organized sports in the Netherlands. Journal of Homosexuality, 35(1), 1-23. 

 DOI: 10.1300/J082v35n01_01 

Holman, E. G. (2018). Theoretical extensions of minority stress theory for sexual minority  

 individuals in the workplace: A cross-contextual understanding of minority stress 

 processes. Journal of Family Theory & Review, 10(2018), 165-180. 

 DOI: 10.1111/jftr.12246"  

Hood, C., & Carruthers, C. (2016). Strengths-based TR program development using the leisure  

 and well-being model. Therapeutic Recreation Journal, 50(1), 4-20.  

 DOI: 10.18666/TRJ-2016-V50-I1-6780 

Innes, R. A. (2009). “Wait a second. Who are you anyways?” The insider/outsider debate and 

 American Indian studies. American Indian Quarterly, 33(4), 440-461.  

Jones, I., Brown, L., & Holloway, I. (2013). Phenomenology, In Metzler, K. (Ed.), Qualitative  

 research in sport and physical activity (pp. 113-128). SAGE. DOI:  

 10.4135/9781473914995.n11 

Keyes, C. L. (2014). Mental health as a complete state: How the salutogenic perspective  

 completes the picture. In, G. F. Bauer & O. Hämmig (Eds.), Bridging occupational,  

 organizational and public health (pp. 179-192). Springer.  

 DOI: 10.1007/978-94-007-5640-3_11  

Kian, E. M., Anderson, E., Vincent, J., & Murray, R. (2013). Sport journalists’ views on gay 

 Men in sport, society and within sport media. International Review for the Sociology of 

 Sport, 50(8), 895-911. DOI: 10.1177/1012690213504101 

King, D., O’Rourke, N., & DeLongis, A. (2014). Social media recruitment and online data 



66 
 

   

 

collection: A beginner’s guide and best practices for accessing low-prevalence and hard- 

 to-reach populations. Canadian Psychology = Psychologie Canadienne, 55(4), 240–249. 

 https://doi.org/10.1037/a0038087 

Langdridge, D. (2007). Phenomenological Psychology. Pearson Education. 

Larkin, M., Watts, S., & Clifton, E. (2006). Giving voice and making sense in interpretative  

 phenomenological analysis. Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3(2), 102-120. DOI: 

 10.1191/1478088706qp062oa 

Mansfield, L., Daykin, N., & Kay, T. (2020). Leisure and wellbeing. Leisure Studies, 39(1), 1- 

 10. DOI: 10.1080/02614367.2020.1713195 

May, T., & Perry, B. (2017). Reflexivity: The essential guide. SAGE.  

McDaid, L., Riddell, J., Teal, G., Boydell, N., Coia, N., & Flowers, P. (2019). The effectiveness  

of social marketing interventions to improve HIV testing among gay, bisexual and other  

men who have sex with men: A systematic review. AIDS and Behaviour, 23(9), 2273-

2303. DOI: 10.1007/s10461-019-02507-7  

McNeilly, M., Anderson, N. B., Robinson, E. F., McManus, C. F., Armstead, C. A., Clark, R.,  

 Pieper, C. F., Simons, C., & Saulter, T. D. (1996). The convergent, discriminant, and 

concurrent criterion validity of the perceived racism scale: A multidimensional  

assessment of White racism among African Americans. In, R. L. Jones (Ed.), Handbook 

of tests and measurements for Black populations (pp. 359-374). Cobb and Henry.  

Mills, K., Dudley, D., & Collins, N. J. (2019). Do the benefits of participation in sport and 

 exercise outweigh the negatives? An academic review. Best Practice & Clinical  

 Rheumatology, 33(1), 172-187. DOI: 10.1016/j.berh.2019.01.015 

Misawa, M. (2010). Queer race pedagogy for educators in higher education: Dealing with  



67 
 

   

 

 power dynamics and positionality of LGBTQ students of color. International Journal of  

 Critical Pedagogy, 3(1), 26-35. 

Neulinger, J. (1981). To leisure: An introduction. Allyn and Bacon.  

Pietkiewicz, I. & Smith, J.A. (2014). A practical guide to using Interpretative Phenomenological 

 Analysis in qualitative research psychology. Czasopismo Psychologiczne (Psychological 

 Journal), 18(2), 361-369. DOI: 10.14691/CPPJ.20.1.7  

Reid, K., Flowers, P., & Larkin, M. (2005). Exploring lived experience. The Psychologist. 18(1). 

 18-23. 

Shaw, J. A., & Connelly, D. M. (2012). Phenomenology and physiotherapy: Meaning in research 

 and practice. Physical Therapy Reviews, 17(6), 398-408. DOI:  

 10.1179/1743288X12Y.0000000043 

Shin, K., & You, S. (2013). Leisure type, leisure satisfaction and adolescents’ psychological  

 wellbeing. Journal of Pacific Rim Psychology, 7(2), 53–62. DOI: 

 https://doi.org/10.1017/prp.2013.6 

Smith, J. A. (2004). Reflecting on the development of interpretative phenomenological analysis 

 and its contribution to qualitative research in psychology. Qualitative Research in 

 Psychology, 1, 39-54. 

Smith, J. A., Flowers, P., & Larkin, M. (2009). Interpretative phenomenological analysis: 

 Theory, method and research. SAGE. 

Smith, J. A., & Osborn, M. (2007). Interpretative phenomenological analysis. In E. Lyons, & A. 

 Coyle (eds.) Analysing qualitative data in psychology (pp. 53-80). SAGE. 

Spiers, J., & Smith, J. A., Atkinson, P., Delamont, S., Cernat, A., Sakshaug, J. W., &  

Williams, R. A. (2020). Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis. SAGE Publications  



68 
 

   

 

 Ltd. 

Sword, W. (1999). Accounting for presence of self: Reflections on doing qualitative research.  

 Qualitative Health Research, 9(2), 270-278. DOI: 10.1177/104973299129121839 

van Manen, M. (2014). Phenomenology of practice: Meaning-giving methods in  

 phenomenological research and writing. Left Coast Press, Inc.  

Wiger, R. (2015). LGBTQ teens in recreation programs. Parks & Recreation, 50(7), 26-27. 

Wint, E. (2011). Reflexivity in practice: Developing a new attitude as part of teaching and  

 engaging in participatory research and development. Journal of Progressive Human  

 Services, 22(1), 68-83. DOI: 10.1080/10428232.2010.523678 

Wiseman, J., & Brasher, K. (2008). Community wellbeing in an unwell world: Trends,  

 challenges, and possibilities. Journal of Public Health Policy, 29, 353-366. DOI: 

 10.1057/jphp.2008.16 

Zamboni, B. D. (2008). Predictors of sport motivation among gay and bisexual men. Journal of 

 Homosexuality, 54(4), 449-468. DOI: 10.1080/00918360801991539 

  



69 
 

   

 

Appendix A: Interview Guide 

Pre-Interview Questions/Reminders: 

• Have you had a chance to review the Information and Consent Form? 

• Your participation is completely voluntary. 

• If you feel uncomfortable answering a question at any point, we can skip it. 

• We can end the interview at any time if you no longer feel comfortable. 

• Do you consent to having audio and visual recording? 

• You may continue with your camera off or opt to turn it off at any point during the 

interview 

• Do you have any questions about anything before we begin? 

Topic Reminder 

• This interview is to explore how gay men derive and experience well-being through sport 

participation, and how they navigate the potentially stressful sport environments to derive 

these experiences. 

Main Questions 

1. Tell me about yourself. (Age, ethnicity, profession/work, general interests) 

2. How do you define well-being for yourself?  

3. In your experience, what role does your sexual identity play in how you have come to 

understand well-being? 

4. What do you generally do in your leisure time? 

PROBE: What does that look like? (How often, how long, etc.) 

PROBE: How much of this time is taken up by your sport participation? 
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- What kind of sports do you play (currently, in the past)? 

5. How would you relate sport to your own sense of well-being? 

6. What is your experience as an athlete? 

PROBE: How/when did you start 

PROBE: What motivates you to continue participating? 

PROBE: In your experience, does your sexual identity have an impact on how 

you conduct yourself in sport contexts? 

- Can you give me some specific examples? 

- How do you reconcile these experiences with your 

participation? 

7. Have you ever/do you experience homophobia in sports? 

PROBE: Do you have a specific example you’d be willing to share? 

8. What are your experiences of belonging on the team? 

PROBE: What has your experience with relationship-building among teammates 

been? (Gay and straight) 

- How is relationship building helped or hindered as a gay man? 

Does it make a difference how the other person identifies? 

9. Have you noticed any unwritten rules to your participation in sports as a gay man?  

PROBE: Do you have any examples? 

PROBE: If you were suddenly unable to participate in your preferred sport, how 

would that impact your sense of well-being? 
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PROBE: Under what conditions would you willingly stop? 

PROBE: What is it about sport, specifically, that keeps you coming back? 

10. (Optional – dependent on previous responses) Are there any negatives you have 

experienced to participating in sports in the context of your general well-being? 

General Probing Questions (Response-Dependent) 

• Tell me more about that experience. 

• How did experiencing x influence your understanding of y? 

• What is an example of x? 

• You used the word “x” to describe that, can you tell me more about why? 

Extra Notes 

• Let the participant know when we are nearing the end of the allotted interview time (120 

minutes). Allow the participant to decide whether to continue the interview.  

• At the end of the interview, be sure to ask if there is anything else you should know that 

may not have been covered in the interview questions.  

• Thank the participant and ask if it would be okay to follow-up with them, should a 

second, shorter interview be necessary for clarity of concepts already discussed. 

General Reminders 

• Keep questions open-ended 

• Do not ask questions about what the participant thinks other people think about the topic. 

Focus on the participant’s experience.  
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Appendix B: Information and Consent Form 

Information and Consent Form  

Date: January 10, 2022 

Project Title: Gay men, well-being, and sport participation: A phenomenological analysis 

 

Principal Student Investigator: Jake Quinton  

Department of Recreation and Leisure Studies, Brock University  

jq19si@brocku.ca 

613-818-0495 

Faculty Supervisor: Kyle Rich 

Assistant Professor, Recreation and Leisure Studies, Brock University 

krich@brocku.ca 

613-857-6462 

 

INVITATION  

You are invited to participate in a research project. The focus of this project is to explore how 

gay men derive and experience well-being through sport participation. This research will attempt 

to gain a better understanding of the experiences of gay men in sport contexts. Specifically, the 

research questions that will be explored are:  

How do gay men experience living through minority stress in sport? 

How do gay men derive psychological and/or social well-being through sport experiences? 

 

WHAT’S INVOLVED  

As a participant, you will be asked to participate in an interview about your experience 

participating in sports, and how that participation influences your experience of well-being. The 

interview will last approximately two hours and will include audio and visual recording on 

Microsoft Teams (https://privacy.microsoft.com/en-ca/privacystatement); however, you may 

choose to turn off your camera at any time should you feel uncomfortable. There will be 

potential for a follow-up interview should more information be needed. 

 

POTENTIAL BENEFITS AND RISKS  

The potential benefits of involvement in the project include developing a better understanding of 

how gay men experience well-being. The information contributed by the participants can be 

useful to understand how gay men navigate through sport contexts and how that impacts their 

well-being. This information can be used to inform policies to create more inclusive sport 

environments. 

There are possible social risks involved with participation in this project. During the interview 

questions will be asked regarding your personal experiences, both positive and negative, with 

sport participation. The answers given may reflect the reputation of certain organizations, 

about:blank
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however, you are not required to identify specific organizations, or answer all questions, and you 

are able to withdraw some or all their participation at any time. Participants will be identified 

only based on a pseudonym and their preferred sport (e.g., John, Hockey). Additionally, there are 

possible health risks involved in discussing personal past experiences. There are several 

free/low-cost mental health services included below, should you feel the need to talk with 

someone after the interview.  

• Toronto Distress Centre (24/7): 416-408-4357 

• Sherbourne Health Walk-In Counselling: 416-324-4109 

• Family Service Toronto Open Door Walk-in Counselling: 416-595-9230 

• Family Services York Region LGBTQ2S Counselling: 1-888-967-5542 

• MAX Ottawa: 613-701-6555 

• Family Services Ottawa – LGBTTQ+ Around the Rainbow Counselling: 613-725-3601 

 

CONFIDENTIALITY  

The information you provide will be kept confidential. Your name will not appear in any thesis 

or report resulting from this study; however, with your permission, anonymous quotations may 

be used. The identifiers that will be included in the results are solely a pseudonym and sport. 

Participants names within the sport league will not be disclosed and the league will only be 

described using the sport being played. Data collected during this study will be stored solely on 

Brock University’s technology (MS Teams) and will be password protected. Data will be kept 

for five years. After that time, all files will be deleted. Access to this data will be restricted to the 

faculty supervisor as well as the student principal investigator.  

 

VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION  

Participation in this study is voluntary. If you wish, you may decline to answer any questions or 

participate in any component of the study. Further, you may decide to withdraw from this study 

at any time and may do so without any penalty. Should you decide to withdraw all or part of your 

data following the interview, you can do so by contacting Jake at the email address or phone 

number listed above, and we will remove all data to the extent possible.  

 

PUBLICATION OF RESULTS  

Results of this study may be published in professional journals and presented at conferences. 

Should you wish to receive or learn about the results and findings of the study please contact the 

faculty supervisor (Kyle).  

 

CONTACT INFORMATION AND ETHICS CLEARANCE  

If you have any questions about this study or require further information, please feel free to 

contact the faculty supervisor using the contact information above. This study has been reviewed 

and received ethics clearance through the Research Ethics Board at Brock University (21-200-

RICH). If you have any comments or concerns about your rights as a research participant, please 

contact the Research Ethics Office at (905) 688-5550 Ext. 3035, reb@brocku.ca.  
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Thank you for your assistance in this project. Please keep a copy of this form for your records.  

 

CONSENT STATEMENT  

I agree to participate in this study described above. I have made this decision based on the 

information I have read in the Information and Consent Letter. I have had the opportunity to 

receive any additional details I wanted about the study and understand that I may ask questions 

in the future. I understand that I may withdraw this consent at any time.  

 

Please note you will be asked to confirm you consent to participate at the beginning of our 

interview.  
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Appendix C: Recruitment Poster 

 

 

 


