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ABSTRACT
Rainbow research tends to prioritise gender and sexuality experi-
ences over the racialised experiences of Asian rainbow young peo-
ple. Informed by an intersectional lens, we employed a hope-based 
ecological framework to examine how multiple overlapping axes of 
oppression (e.g. cisgenderism, heterosexism and racism) shape the 
aspirations of these youth. We drew on the voices of Asian partic-
ipants from the 2021 Aotearoa New Zealand Identify Survey, who 
had responded to an open-text question on their hopes for rain-
bow young people (n = 217; age range = 14 to 26). The content 
analysis identified seven prominent categories of hope across three 
ecological levels (macro exo and meso). These categories were 
societies: 1) break away from cisheterosexist expectations; 2) con-
front racism and intersection with cisheterosexism; 3) promote 
rainbow-inclusive education; 4) ban sexual orientation and gender 
identity change efforts; 5) improve access to culturally safe health 
care; 6) dismantle white-dominated rainbow spaces; and 7) provide 
more rainbow-inclusive family support. These hopes were con-
structed amidst the desire to challenge unacceptance and exclu-
sion by the wider society for not adhering to white cisheterosexist 
expectations. The study provides critical insights for community 
organisations, education settings, and government to consider in 
addressing the diverse needs of Asian rainbow young people.

Introduction

The most recent population-based Household Economic Survey conducted in 2020 
found that 4.2% of adults in Aotearoa New Zealand are ‘rainbow’1 (Statistics New 
Zealand 2021). The proportion of rainbow young people may be higher as the Aotearoa 
Youth’19 survey estimated that 12% of secondary school students had a rainbow 
identity (Roy et  al. 2020). This proportion includes people whose gender identity 
differs from their sex assigned at birth or who are unsure of their gender identity; 
attracted to the same sex or were attracted to both men and women, or multiple 
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sexes; although, it is unclear how many of them identified with an Asian2 ethnicity. 
Our use of the term rainbow also includes people with culturally specific identities 
such as Chinese tongzhi and Indian hijra. In this paper, the objective of using the 
term ‘Asian rainbow young people’ is to mobilise political solidarity amongst minori-
tised young people who experience multiple forms of marginalisation and oppression 
such as cisheterosexism, racism, ageism and the pressures of acculturation.

Background

Internationally, while there is a growing research on rainbow youth in Asia (e.g. Tan 
and Saw 2022; Wandrekar and Nigudkar 2020), few studies are available on Asian 
rainbow young people living as a minoritised group in a non-Asian country. The 
unique colonial history and religious influence that can be found in Asia, as well as 
Asian cultural values, are often dismissed in the mainstream rainbow literature (Tan 
and Saw 2022). Asian collectivist values emphasise avoiding confrontation with others 
(especially with the elderly) to preserve a harmonious interpersonal relationship and 
fulfil familial commitments, marriage roles, and the duty to carry on the family blood-
line (Ching et  al. 2018; Mao, Mccormick, and Van de Ven 2002). Identifying as a 
rainbow person can be seen as diminishing one’s public reputation, described as ‘face’ 
in East Asian contexts (Dam 2023), and ‘honour’ in South Asian contexts (Bal and 
Divakalala 2022), as well as tarnishing the reputation of the family, for deviating from 
the cisheteronormative expectations present in broader Asian communities.

The experiences of Asian rainbow young people continue to be subsumed within 
studies that have predominantly recruited European participants, despite Asian scholars 
(Hahm and Adkins 2009; Mao, Mccormick, and Van de Ven 2002; Tan and Weisbart 
2022) alluding to the peril of viewing Asian rainbow experiences through a ‘western’ 
lens. One such example is the deficit-based assumption that ‘coming out’ or disclosing 
one’s rainbow identity is the normative end-goal for all rainbow youth to live their 
authentic selves. Such a perspective takes away the agency that Asian rainbow young 
people have and undermines the importance of collectivist values in influencing their 
decisions whether or not to openly disclose their rainbow identity (Amerasinghe 2018; 
Nakhid, Yachinta, et  al. 2022). The decision to not come out is ‘an act of selflessness 
and care, a considered decision’ (Nakhid, Yachinta, et  al. 2022, 300) which constitutes 
a more common (as well as strengths-based) narrative for young people who prioritise 
the maintenance of harmonious familial relationships and kinship.

Studies from Aotearoa provide evidence of mental health inequities for those who 
live at the intersection of being Asian and rainbow. The representative Youth’12 study 
in Aotearoa found higher rates of depression and suicide attempts for ARYP relative 
to their Asian cisgender and heterosexual counterparts (Chiang et  al. 2017). The dis-
parities in depression and suicidal rates become more prominent compared to Pākehā 
cisgender and heterosexual students (Chiang et  al. 2017). Heightened rates of mental 
health issues may be related to the cisheterosexism which exposes rainbow young 
people to minority stressors such as societal discrimination and family rejection (Tan 
and Saw 2022). Cisheterosexism is underpinned by the assumption that there are 
only two valid genders (man and woman) and that people only engage in 
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heterosexual relationships. Cisheterosexism privileges those who conform to the nor-
mative gender and sexual identities and marginalises others, with negative repercus-
sions (e.g. discrimination, misgendering and pathologisation) (Fenaughty et  al. 2022; 
Ellis, Riggs, and Peel 2019).

Although not specifically centred on youth, two studies have dexamine the discrim-
inatory experiences faced by Asian rainbow individuals in Aotearoa. The 2018 Aotearoa 
Counting Ourselves study found that of Asian transgender people (n = 49), two-fifths of 
Asian participants had experienced discrimination due to their transgender or nonbinary 
identity (42%) or race or ethnicity (39%) (Tan, Yee, and Veale 2022). Asian transgender 
participants were approximately six times more likely to feel discriminated against for 
their ethnicity relative to the overall survey cohort (39% vs. 7%) (Tan, Yee, and Veale 
2022). Apart from the respective minority stressors associated with being rainbow, as 
well as Asian, Asian rainbow young people encounter specific stressors as a function 
of their intersectional identities that vary in different contexts (Tan and Weisbart 2022). 
The Adhikaar project that undertook community consultations with 43 South Asian 
rainbow individuals illustrated the impact of cisheteronormative white-centric norms 
that create a dissonance between South Asian rainbow individuals and their sense of 
grounding in a ‘world that was not made for them’ (Bal and Divakalala 2022, 13). Despite 
the systemic struggles that Asian rainbow young people experience, there are pockets 
of small (but powerful) hopes as this group engages in advocacy, build community 
solidarity, and take on responsibility to make lived realities visible (Bal and Divakalala 2022).

Theoretical framework

Hope theory defines ‘hope’ as a positive motivational state in pursuing goals (Snyder 
2002). Goals may reflect aspiration envisioned, the desire to further a goal in progress 
that has been made, or the wish to forestall negative outcomes (Snyder 2002). 
Grounded in future-oriented thinking, research with rainbow participants points to 
the benefits of hopefulness in healthy rainbow identity development (Moe, Dupuy, 
and Laux 2008) and the prevention of mental ill-health and suicidality (Moe et  al. 
2023). However, research on hope largely focuses on individual cognitive and psy-
chological contexts with less attention paid to the contextual aspects of hope (Moe 
et  al. 2023; Yohani 2008). Informed by a socioecological model, a few studies have 
explored hope as an ecological phenomenon formed and influenced over time by 
the complex interaction of inter- and intra-individual factors (Institute of Medicine 
2011; Yohani 2008). In this study, we employ a hope ecological framework to examine 
the formation of hope across three system levels: interpersonal (meso), contextual or 
community (exo), and structural (macro) (Clark and Stubbeman 2021; Yohani 2008).

Where research focuses on the experiences of multiple important aspects of one’s 
identity, an intersectional theory is often used to explain the nuances of oppression 
and privilege (Wesp et  al. 2019). Intersectionality is a critical methodology originally 
conceptualised to consider Black women’s unique experiences of sexist and racist 
oppression (Crenshaw 1989). Intersectionality research is informed by a social justice 
agenda to uncover the operation of oppression and how minoritised groups such as 
Asian rainbow young people resist unjust social processes (Rice, Harrison, and Friedman 
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2019; Wesp et  al. 2019). The Intersectionality Research for Health Justice framework 
(Wesp et  al. 2019) outlines three actions that could be used to advance a rainbow 
justice agenda for research: naming the intersecting power relations that produce 
inequities; identifying the structural production of inequities to disrupt the status 
quo; and centring embodied knowledge of those at the margins of society. By insert-
ing an intersectionality analysis within a hope ecology framework we hoped to identify 
the role of multiple (interconnected) systems that facilitate the developmental trajec-
tory of hope for Asian rainbow young people alongside structures that sustain the 
effects of intersectional oppression (Institute of Medicine 2011).

A scant amount of intersectionality-guided literature exists to examine the con-
struction of hope for Asian rainbow young people in Aotearoa. To address this liter-
ature gap, as well as concern that psychological framings of hope may inadvertently 
obscure broader oppressive structures, we used an ecological lens to explore the 
hopes of Asian participants as revealed in the Identify Survey (the largest study of 
rainbow youth in Aotearoa to date). The analysis was designed to understand how 
the futures that Asian rainbow young people imagine are shaped by processes of 
differentiation (e.g. racialisation and gendering) across the ecology of their lives, with 
a focus on centring their experiences.

Methods

The data were derived from the Identify Survey, a nationwide study in Aotearoa that 
collected comprehensive data on the strengths and challenges reported by rainbow 
young people across key domains of their lives. The survey was developed as a collab-
oration between rainbow community researchers and organisations and recruited 4,784 
rainbow participants aged 14 to 26 between February and August 2021 (Fenaughty 
et  al. 2022). Participants were recruited in the political context of the New Zealand 
Government debating the Conversion Practices Prohibition Legislation Bill (banning of 
sexual orientation and gender identity change efforts) and the Births, Deaths, Marriages 
and Relationships Registration Act (the removal of proof of medical transition to change 
the gender marker on one’s birth certificate); both Bills were passed in 2022.

Purposive sampling strategies were used both in-person (e.g. at community events 
and meetings) and online (e.g. via advertisements and posts on Facebook and 
Instagram). Some of the online advertisements specifically invited racialised rainbow 
youth, whose voices are often under-represented. Overall, 526 participants identified 
with an Asian ethnicity (including Chinese, Indian, Filipino, Japanese, Korean, Vietnamese 
and others); of these, 217 provided a response to the open-text question: ‘What are 
your hopes for rainbow young people in Aotearoa New Zealand in the future?’. 
Appendix 1 presents the demographic characteristics of the analytic sample (n = 217; 
Mage = 18.54). The Identify Survey received ethical approval from the New Zealand 
Health and Disability Ethics Committee (20/NTB/276).

Data analysis

Open-text responses were analysed using conventional content analysis, an inductive 
approach to identifying patterned categories (Hsieh and Shannon 2005). The analytic 
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process began with the lead researcher (KT), with lived experiences as an Asian rain-
bow young person, familiarising himself with the content to achieve immersion. Next, 
each quote was carefully read and labelled with code(s) to capture the essence of 
the text. An individual response could contribute to more than one code if the quote 
touched on several issues. The coding phase was recursive rather than linear, as KT 
regularly consulted with other authors to check the evolving analysis against the 
dataset. The codes were then organised into categories and subcategories based on 
similar contents and meanings. All the authors were then involved in the selection 
of participant quotes that best exemplified each category to put into the narrative 
summary of the results. Information on ethnicity was provided for each exemplar but 
not the other details as it could risk leading to deductive disclosure. Although some 
participants only wrote short phrases or sentences that lacked context and conceptual 
richness, many participants provided sufficient details of their experiences and 
perspectives.

Using IBM SPSS v28, we conducted Chi-square goodness-of-fit (χ2) tests to deter-
mine whether there were any associations between the observed and expected 
frequency distributions for demographic variables (age, ethnicity, gender, sexuality 
and region) amongst participants who chose to leave a qualitative comment (see 
Appendix 1). No statistically significant differences were detected across age groups, 
ethnicities, gender groups and regions, except that we found participants who iden-
tified their sexual identity as ‘queer’ were more likely to provide a response.

Findings

Findings were organised under seven overarching categories to identify the different 
aspects of Asian rainbow young peoples’ experiences and aspirations for other rainbow 
young people (see Figure 1). Asian rainbow young people identified factors across 
three distinct and interconnected ecological systems as relevant to their construction 
of hope: the macrosystem, the exosystem, and the mesosystem.

Macrosystem

The macrosystem refers to the broader social structures and norms that structure and 
police the social environments Asian rainbow young people live in.

Societies break away from cisheterosexist expectations
Cisheterosexism alienates Asian rainbow young people by disrupting their sense of 
belonging in a society that privileges cisgender and heterosexual people, exposes 
them to minority stressors (e.g. discrimination and rejection) and may compel some 
to live a ‘closeted’ life.

Societal acceptance and normalisation of rainbow identity.  One participant (Samoan, 
Chinese and Indian) spoke about the experience of being at the margins of society, 
which hindered their sense of belonging: ‘My hope is that everyone in the rainbow 
whanau feel like they belong’. It was apparent that participants felt ‘othered’ through 
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the pressure to conform to cisgender and heterosexual norms alongside the need to 
constantly justify their rainbow identities:

I hope that we can recognise how society at large is and has been shaped against rain-
bow people, and I hope that we can change things to be more welcoming and accepting 
at all levels of society. I would like a world in which our identities aren’t a debate, but are 
understood simply as a fact of life. (Indian and Pākehā)

I hope that young people can be able freely express themselves and be proud of their 
sexualities without having to face the negativities of homophobia that come from their 
elders/parents/religion. (Filipino)

However, this is not to suggest that the participants all wanted to dismiss the 
uniqueness of Asian rainbow identity; as one participant (Japanese and Pākehā) put 
it, ‘I just want it to be more normal. Like special, but more normal’. For some partici-
pants, the aspect of normalisation entails the validation and affirmation of their identity.

Freedom from discrimination.  In addition to the normalisation of their rainbow 
identities, for some participants just being free from active cisheterosexist discrimination 
represented a key hope for them. For some, this discrimination included judgement 
and harassment concerning their identity:

I just hope that we can all express ourselves without judgement and harassment. I don’t 
want to hide anymore, and I am sure that many others are having the same feeling as I 
am. I hope there will be more and more progressive and inclusive change for all rainbow 
young people in Aotearoa NZ, so our future generation can grow up in a more accepting 
community! (Vietnamese)

Other participants described being distressed by the prospect of publicly dis-
closing their rainbow identity and jeopardising their own physical safety. Some 

Figure 1.  Categories of hope for Asian rainbow young people in Aotearoa.
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chose not to disclose their Asian rainbow identity to evade discrimination, prejudice 
and harassment:

I would like to be able to display affection towards a partner or friend without being 
publicly berated, or attacked for being who I am. Because this is a little bit of a fear of 
mine, being put down for something I cannot change. (Korean)

I hope that people in same sex relationships are able to freely show their love without 
people staring and making rude comments, as well as those of the transgender commu-
nity being able to freely express their identity. (Chinese and Māori)

No more pressure to ‘come out’.  Participants challenged the notion of not having to ‘come 
out’ as a form of privilege that cisgender and heterosexual people possess. The need to 
‘come out’ in order to challenge cisheterosexist assumptions (i.e. that everyone is cisgender 
and heterosexual) was a disempowering process as it continued to buttress the power 
inequity between rainbow and non-rainbow populations. For example, one participant 
(Pakistani and Pākehā) shared, ‘I hope that in general, diverse sexualities and genders will 
be normalised so we won’t have to ‘come out’ the same way cishet people don’t.’ Coming 
out was described as an intimidating process as one participant (Filipino) hoped, ‘That 
coming out doesn’t have to be so scary and everyone gets along with us’. Others similarly 
wished that there were no expectations to ‘come out’, as one participant (Chinese) hoped 
‘that one day, the concept of closeting and coming out won’t apply to us anymore’.

Confront racism and its intersection with cisheterosexism
Creating an inclusive society for Asian rainbow young people requires recognising 
intersecting systems of oppression and acknowledging that individuals may experience 
discrimination on multiple fronts. One participant (Indian) desired, ‘that we can be 
safe, be proud, be seen as “norma”. That no rainbow young person is ever discrimi-
nated against (for sexuality, gender, disability, race, etc)’.

The two quotations below demonstrate some of the additional challenges ARYP 
are more likely to experience (compared to their Pākehā counterparts); these include 
racism and discrimination from society and pressure to forgo one’s cultural identity 
so as to fulfil ‘western’ expectations.

To be able to express rainbow identities without fear of being discriminated. Ethnic-minority 
rainbow young people experience additional discriminations due to their ethnicity and 
there’s a strong need to acknowledge this! (Southeast Asian Chinese)

There will be better representation for queer BIPOC [Black, Indigenous, People of Colour] 
because although we face discrimination and oppression based on our sexuality and/or 
gender identity, it is easier for society as a whole to accept you if you fit into ‘western’ 
ideals. (Cambodian Chinese)

Participants faced specific barriers that are often overlooked in conversations about 
strengthening support for rainbow communities. One participant (Indian) hoped that 
there could be ‘Ethnic LGBT+ support especially for migrants.’ Support services for 
Asian rainbow young people ought to account for issues commonly affecting migrants 
such as low English language proficiency, lack of awareness of services, difficulty 
accessing culturally appropriate healthcare, and housing instability (Wong 2021).
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Exosystem

Within the exosystem, organisations and social systems impact individuals without 
their active participation, as the relevance of legal structures, education systems and 
health care delineates below.

Ban sexual orientation and gender identity change efforts (SOGICE)
Participants called for Government intervention to criminalise practices that seek to 
change or suppress sexual orientation and gender identity. Participants expressed 
fear of living in a country where cisheterosexism can be disguised as a form of ther-
apy to ‘treat’ rainbow identities.

Conversion therapy, in all its forms, [should be] banned. (Punjabi and Pākehā)

I want every queer kid who’s like me to be assured that they won’t be sent to conversion 
therapy, that if their environment becomes dangerous they’ve got somewhere to go. 
(Southeast Asian Chinese)

Change efforts that attempt to alter or suppress rainbow identity have detrimental 
mental health consequences for young rainbow people (Fenaughty et  al. 2023), and 
such practices were outlawed by the New Zealand Government in February 2022.

Promote Rainbow-Inclusive education
The pervasive culture of cisheterosexism within educational environments as reflected 
in policies, curricula and staff members’ attitudes, can contribute to social exclusion. 
Participants suggested that education should be the starting point to normalise 
rainbow identities and address cisheterosexism in society, and schools have an essen-
tial role to play in instigating change.

Expand knowledge on rainbow issues.  The expansion of education about rainbow 
identities, relationships and issues (e.g. minority stressors) was deemed by participants 
as key to the inclusion of rainbow people in the general society. However, comments 
demonstrated that such contents are often not meaningfully included in the school 
curriculum (and maybe silo-ed into sexuality education) or are offered on an optional 
basis.

I hope that we mandate rainbow education in schools to further a society that truly 
embraces rainbow people. (Japanese and Pākehā)

I hope that in-school education about LGBTQIA + identities and issues will be as compul-
sory/as comprehensive as heterosexual sex education. (Chinese)

Increased knowledge of rainbow issues was not confined to students but was seen 
as also relevant to educators. Participants in the study described sometimes being 
tasked with the additional labour of having to educate someone else about rainbow 
experiences. For example, one participant (Chinese) wished there could be ‘further 
education on LGBT + people so cisgender and heterosexual people can be more edu-
cated without needing to put young rainbow people in the sole position of educating 
another when they don’t want to.’
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Make education settings safe spaces.  Schools, polytechnics and universities can also 
serve as institutions that perpetuate cisheterosexism. Participants provided examples 
of the discriminatory language used by schools’ leadership teams, barriers to filing 
complaints about bullying, and lack of genuine follow-up for victimised rainbow 
students. One participant (Cambodian Chinese) hoped that:

Schools will have more education on the rainbow community and being able to celebrate 
our culture and success without anyone feeling unsafe because of their gender identity 
and/or sexuality, as well as the hope for a better understanding of our community within 
a heteronormative society. I also wish for schools to get rid of gendered language because 
it’s unnecessary and just causes rifts.

The commitment made by schools towards rainbow inclusivity was seen as some-
thing of a tick-box exercise by some participants. Initiatives to enhance safety and 
protect Asian rainbow young people from discrimination and bullying need to go 
beyond ‘talking the talk’ but actually ‘walking the walk’.

Schools actually doing something for queer/trans kids that get bullied, child abuse being 
taken seriously. (Indian)

I hope that we can make schools safer and better. Actually better, not just doing things 
to look like they’re doing something. Putting in the hard yards to protect queer kids. 
Informing teachers of what to do and say. Actually educating us students about queer 
history, for a change. I just want us to feel like we belong. (Southeast Asian Chinese)

Improve access to culturally safe healthcare
Despite the high mental health needs due to distress resulting from minority stressors 
(Le et  al. 2022), participants reported difficulties in accessing healthcare that was 
timely, culturally safe, low cost, and convenient to their location.

I also hope mental health services will be better and more accessible, especially for rain-
bow people as I’ve seen so many of my friends struggle with mental health due to 
homophobic and transphobic people. (Indian and Pākehā)

Participants also experienced high levels of unmet need for gender-affirming car. 
This type of care can be difficult to access via the public health system in Aotearoa 
due to long wait times and inconsistent pathways (Fraser et  al. 2019). Privately funded 
access to local and overseas gender-affirming care may be a less viable option for 
Asian transgender youth, particularly those with limited finance.

I hope the support that we need can become more genuine and less tokenistic. I am 
talking about mental health providers learning and respecting diverse sexualities, a dedi-
cated service for rainbow youth estranged from families and easier and cheaper access to 
gender affirming health care. (Indian)

I hope people can transition without medical gatekeeping, and that trans surgeries are all 
covered under healthcare. (Vietnamese)

Mesosystem

The mesosystem comprises settings or contexts that an individual is a part of. 
Participants identified families and rainbow communities as networks of relationships 
that are crucial to formation of hope.
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Have more Rainbow-Inclusive family support
Family acceptance of rainbow identity was not something to be taken for granted. 
Participants described the complicated situation that they often had with family 
members, including family rejection, family refusal to acknowledge rainbow identity, 
and limited understanding of gender and sexuality diversity.

I hope that in the future, rainbow youth will not have to experience the pain and trauma 
of simply expressing their identity that my friends and I myself have experienced. It frus-
trates me to know that I have to hide to keep my parents happy, that I have to lie to 
them about my relationship with my partner just to keep them happy. (Chinese)

I hope my parents don’t push me so much to get married fast as I find it hard to establish 
romantic relationships due to not feeling sexual and romantic desire. I hope they respect 
asexuality as an identity and allow me to just live how I would like. I would love a pla-
tonic partner to be a companion throughout life though, so it’s not like I want to be 
single forever. (Chinese)

One participant (Southeast Asian Chinese) shared ‘I want people like me to feel 
loved, to feel accepted, if not by their [birth] family, then by their found family [family 
of choice].’ The Youth’12 study showed that non-Pākehā (including Māori, Pacific, 
Chinese, and Indian) rainbow young people did not report higher rates of depression 
and suicide attempts compared to their Pākehā counterparts (Chiang et  al. 2017). The 
findings implied that there may be culturally-specific support networks that Asian 
rainbow young people seek out to mitigate the effects of minority stressors on the 
mental health.

Dismantling white-dominated rainbow spaces
Participants raised concerns about the predominantly white, cisgender rainbow 
spaces that present themselves as seemingly inclusive. As one participant (Sri 
Lankan) shared,

We can be accepting and loving of one another. I feel as if the rainbow community still 
holds traits of racism, misogyny and transphobia (ironically). As a POC [Person of Colour] 
who is part of the younger generation of rainbow group in NZ, I find that there is bias 
towards white members of the community. I’ve found it incredibly hard to voice my opin-
ions and experiences growing up queer in NZ as a POC - often being diminished by white 
rainbow members themselves at times. (Sri Lankan)

White-centric rainbow spaces provide exemplars of institutional racism, especially 
when Indigenous and minoritised ethnic groups (e.g. Asian) are frequently disempow-
ered from taking up leadership positions (Meyer 2015). The lack of non-Pākehā rep-
resentation in rainbow organisations and community events signals the limited 
consideration given to the voices of diverse ethnic groups. Ethnic identity was 
described by participants as an aspect of themselves they had to suppress due to 
the culturally unsafe nature of white rainbow spaces.

To be more racially inclusive and more trans and nonbinary inclusive. It [The rainbow 
space] is still predominantly cis and white dominated for me to feel entirely comfortable 
because currently it doesn’t feel like it’s a space I go to feel represented and loved. 
(Chinese)
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I find living in Wellington there is a lot of pride in being queer and nonbinary/trans which 
is great but a lot of it feels gatekept by Pākehā people. I hope to find more spaces where 
POC [People of Colour] can feel valid and represented and for me to feel comfortable. 
(Chinese)

Discussion

The hope ecology framework presented in this paper offers insight into futurity, 
agency and the expectations of Asian rainbow young people as shaped by the various 
systems that they are embedded in. A systems-level analysis of their experience is 
germane for stakeholders at family, community and policy levels to generate solutions 
that address barriers to participation in different social spheres.

An intersectionality analysis at the macro-level reveals the dominant discourses 
that reinforce cisgender and heterosexual prejudices and Pākehā (Whiteness) as the 
unquestioned norm of rainbow representation. Cisheterosexism puts Asian rainbow 
young people at risk of social exclusion in different spheres of life including unem-
ployment, poverty and limited social connection (Ching et  al. 2018). Participants 
discussed the challenges in gaining acceptance from the wider society and coming 
out to an environment where both ‘rainbow’ and ‘Asian’ identities are minoritised. In 
a context where assimilation into ‘Western’ society is seen as an indicator of success 
by some Asian communities, being rainbow was a barrier to this (Nakhid, Tuwe, et  al. 
2022). Thus, most Asian rainbow young people were careful in deciding to whom 
they could disclose their rainbow identity so that the ties with family, relatives and 
communities could continue to be maintained (Adams et  al. 2022; Mao, Mccormick, 
and Van de Ven 2002; Nakhid, Yachinta, et  al. 2022).

Cisheterosexism was evident in participants’ descriptions of the erasure of their 
experiences and needs in legal structures, education systems and health care. Different 
priorities for change were outlined: a ban on change efforts through legislation; the 
more meaningful integration of rainbow issues into the educational curriculum; the 
creation of safe spaces at educational institutions (including the establishment of 
anti-bullying policies); and improved accessibility and degree of cultural safety of 
general and gender-affirming healthcare. Instead of treating everyone equally regard-
less of their cultural differences and social backgrounds, service providers working 
within a culturally safe framework should engage in reflexivity to identify their own 
biases and blinds spots that may interfere the provider-patient relationship. It is critical 
for service providers and organisations to create a space in which Asian rainbow 
young people can articulate their experiences safely (Curtis et  al. 2019). For Asian 
families and communities to better understand rainbow cultures, participants recom-
mended more education and resources be provided on destigmatising rainbow iden-
tities and supporting Asian rainbow communities. The Rainbow Support Collective 
(2023) has listed a number of resources about supporting young people who are 
trans, nonbinary, intersex or rainbow in Aotearoa; however, we are not aware of any 
specific guidelines for families that consider for the diverse and complex needs of 
Asian rainbow communities.

Although non-Asian rainbow young people have also shared similar hopes when 
it comes to enhanced rainbow inclusivity across exosystems (Fenaughty et  al. 2022), 
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participants specifically urged for increased visibility of Asian rainbow representation 
as well as better understanding of their needs in settings where they are often ren-
dered invisible. In Aotearoa, Asian communities are subjected to specific forms of 
racialisation, exemplified by the perpetuation of the ‘model minority myth’ and the 
‘perpetual foreigner’ narratives that seek to exclude them from the perceived privileges 
of ‘white membership’ (Dam 2023; Tan 2023). The intersection between Asian racial-
isation experiences and cisheterosexist marginalisation and Asian cultural expectations 
presents unique challenges for this group, distinguishing them from other minoritised 
ethnic groups in Aotearoa such as Māori, Pasifika and African communities. In this 
instance, hope was uttered as an anticipation for more Asian rainbow voices to be 
heard and more Asian rainbow leadership who participants could relate to, as mem-
bers of this group navigate a unique terrain of racialisation, cisheterosexist margin-
alisation, and cultural expectation not shared by others.

The pressure to conform to normative (white cisheterosexist) expectations has a 
flow on effect for how Asian rainbow young people form interpersonal relationships 
with families and rainbow communities. Several participants described mainstream 
rainbow spaces as unwelcoming and alienating and some had to hide certain aspects 
of their identity to fit into the white cisgender ‘script’ evident in these monocultural 
environments. Racism towards Asian rainbow communities is often not acknowledged 
or is actively denied, by some members of rainbow communities who also claim 
marginality in Aotearoa.

Asian rainbow young people are often left to themselves to handle the additional 
challenges that cisheterosexism presents, as they may be estranged from other social 
networks and social support from family members. While family and Asian commu-
nities can provide a buffer against the damages caused by racism (Wong 2021), 
receiving support from the family or wider community remained out-of-reach for 
some participants, and was only something that they could yearn for. While some 
family members have embraced rainbow cultures following migration and acculturation 
to Aotearoa, the aforementioned Asian values and colonial histories continue to shape 
traditional gender and sexual role expectations within Asian communities.

Strengths and limitations

As an online survey, the Identify Survey may have over-recruited ARYP with convenient 
access to online resources and support. The recruitment may also have benefited from 
assistance by rainbow community networks so those with fewer connections to rainbow 
communities were less likely to find out about the survey (Fenaughty et  al. 2022). The 
anonymous nature and online delivery of the survey, however, constituted appealing 
features of research participation for some Asian rainbow young people who may not 
yet have ‘come out’ or did not wish to disclose their identity to researchers.

Despite often being placed in a single category for the purposes of political soli-
darity (Dam 2023), within-group differences exist for the Asian population (Adams 
and Neville 2020). The risk of bias for participants who chose to provide a qualitative 
comment is likely to be minimal and we did not detect significant differences between 
most demographic groups (i.e. age, gender, ethnicity, and region) except for those 
participants who identified their sexuality as ‘queer’. Queer is increasingly used as a 
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political identity to disrupt hegemonic and dominant discourses of gender and sex-
uality and queer identifying participants may be particularly motivated to share their 
stories and experiences to help produce change (Fenaughty et  al. 2022).

However, the Identify study falls short when considering the diverse backgrounds 
of different Asian groups in terms of gender, nationality, length of residence, migration 
status, and religion. Those with limited literacy or English language abilities, or with 
a background as recent migrants or refugees, have been identified as having the 
highest need for health and support services (Wong 2021). Future research can con-
sider ways to reach out to diverse Asian groups such as partnering with local Asian 
community organisations and providing options to complete the survey in multiple 
languages. It is important to note that the low frequency of participants speaking 
directly about their personal experience of racism and intersectional identities, does 
not imply that these experiences are less substantial for Asian rainbow young people. 
The nature of the survey (as a rainbow-specific study) and the questions asked meant 
that participants received few prompts to share their intersectional identity experiences.

Conclusion

This study draws on a hope ecology framework to explore how Asian rainbow young 
people’s hopes and aspirations for rainbow young people are regulated by macro-level 
norms and agents within their exo- and meso-level systems. Findings highlight common 
hopes, including the strong desire for their identities to be normalised, to live without fear 
of discrimination, to gain familial acceptance, and for more education on gender and 
sexuality diversity. In identifying the impacts of whiteness on how Asian rainbow young 
people hold on to intersecting identities, participants challenged the dominant narrative 
of there being a homogenous experience of being a rainbow young person as well as 
racialised narratives that have been forced upon them. Importantly, participants’ hopes for 
the future imply that several key social domains are culturally unsafe to access due to the 
pervasive character of whiteness and cisheterosexism, which prevent this group from feeling 
safe and finding connection. Eliminating barriers to achieve equity for Asian rainbow young 
people requires engaging with and welcoming Asian rainbow young people as their whole 
selves, while at the same time being aware of the relationships between Asian values, 
cisheterosexuality and the impacts of racialisation in modern day Aotearoa New Zealand.

Notes

	 1.	 In Aotearoa, the use of ‘rainbow’ as an umbrella term encompasses people born with 
intersex variations (e.g. people with genitals, gonads or chromosomal patterns that do 
not fit typical binary notions of male or female bodies). It is important to not conflate 
the categories of sex characteristics, gender and sexuality that may lead to the erasure 
of specific intersex experiences.

	 2.	 Te Tiriti o Waitangi has granted the (im)migration of non-Māori (including New Zealand 
European/Pākehā, Pacific peoples, Asians and other ethnic groups) to settle in Aotearoa 
since 1840 (Dam 2023). Our usage of the term ‘Asian’ follows the Statistics New Zealand 
(2019) classification that includes diverse populations with genealogical links to East Asia 
(e.g. Chinese and Japanese), South Asia (e.g. Indian and Bangladeshi) and Southeast Asia 
(e.g. Filipino and Malaysian).
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Appendix 1.  Demographic details of Identify Asian participants who 
provided a response.

Responded Adjusted residual Chi-square statistics

Age group
14–18 (n = 309) 122 (39.5) −1.0 χ2 (1) = 0.80, p = .371
19–26 (n = 217) 95 (43.8) 1.0

Ethnicitya

Chinese (n = 194) 85 (43.8) 0.9 χ2 (1) = 0.67, p = .362
New Zealand European/Pākehā (n = 147) 55 (37.4) −1.1 χ2 (1) = 1.03, p = .310
Indian (n = 128) 54 (42.2) 0.2 χ2 (1) = 0.02, p = .886
Filipino (n = 80) 37 (46.3) 1.0 χ2 (1) = 0.74, p = .389
Māori (n = 27) 12 (44.4) 0.3 χ2 (1) = 0.21, p = .885
Japanese (n = 23) 10 (43.5) 0.2 χ2 (1) = 0.00, p = .996

Gender groupb

Cisgender women (n = 221) 86 (38.9) −0.9 χ2 (5) = 5.23, p = .388
Transgender women (n = 11) 6 (54.5) 0.9
Cisgender men (n = 103) 42 (40.8) −0.1
Transgender men (n = 32) 17 (53.1) 1.4
Nonbinary (n = 140) 61 (43.6) 0.6
Unsure and out of scope (n = 19) 5 (26.3) −1.3

Sexualityc

Queer (n = 231) 113 (48.9) 3.2 χ2 (1) = 9.42, p = .002
Gay (n = 119) 54 (45.4) 1.0 χ2 (1) = 9.42, p = .002
Lesbian (n = 92) 39 (42.4) 0.2 χ2 (1) = 0.02, p = .899
Bisexual (n = 234) 87 (37.2) −1.7 χ2 (1) = 2.59, p = .107
Pansexual (n = 105) 49 (46.7) 1.3 χ2 (1) = 1.32, p = .251
Asexual (n = 70) 31 (44.3) 0.6 χ2 (1) = 0.18, p = .672
Fluid (n = 85) 41 (48.2) 1.4 χ2 (1) = 1.71, p = .191
Unsure (n = 55) 26 (47.3) 1.0 χ2 (1) = 0.66, p = .416

Region
Auckland (n = 276) 115 (41.7) 0.3 χ2 (3) = 0.50, p = .919
Wellington (n = 90) 38 (42.2) 0.2
Other north island (n = 48) 20 (41.7) 0.1
South island (n = 90) 34 (37.8) −0.7
aParticipants were allowed to select multiple ethnic groups that they belonged to. Only ethnic group with more 

than 20 participants were analysed with chi-square tests using continuity correction for 2 x 2 groups.
bParticipants were categorised into seven gender groups based on their responses to three different measures on 

gender: quantitative measures on sex assigned at birth and gender and a qualitative measure on gender.
cParticipants were allowed to select multiple sexualities that they identified with. Continuity correction was applied 

for chi-square tests for 2 x 2 groups.
Residual value that exceeds ± 1.96 indicate the proportion of participants who left a comment versus those who 

did not, to differ significantly for a demographic group
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