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Introduction: Leisure time, as a realm for meaning-mak-
ing and identity reconstruction, holds particular qualita-
tive significance in the context of transitional societies.
This study aimed to explore the lived experiences and
subjective meanings of leisure time among youth in
Semnan Province and to analyze how they interact with
structural constraints.

Method: This qualitative study employed thematic analy-
sis. Data were collected through 35 in-depth, semi-struc-
tured interviews with youths aged 18 to 36 residing in
urban and rural areas of Semnan Province and were ana-
lyzed following Braun and Clarke’s six-phase framework.

Findings: Data analysis led to the extraction of seven main
themes: Indigenous and conflict-ridden semantics of lei-
sure, Activity patterns influenced by gender and class,
Leisure as a psychological compensation mechanism,
Limiting economic and geographic structures, Fundamen-
tal gender differences involving surveillance and resis-
tance, The paradoxical role of digital space, and Multilay-
ered economic, cultural, and infrastructural barriers. The
findings revealed that for the youth of Semnan, leisure is
not merely free time but a realm for “negotiation,” «ev-
eryday resistance,” and identity redefinition in the face of
constraining structures.

Discussion: The present study demonstrates that the lei-
sure experience is a complex reflection of the intersection
of gender, class, and geography and, in the intermediary
context of Semnan Province, has become a field for ex-
ercising creative agency. This understanding underscores
the necessity of shifting from centralized, top-down poli-
cymaking to facilitating and empowering youth’s sponta-
neous initiatives in developing fair and effective leisure
programs.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Leisure is increasingly understood as a multidimensional construct shaped by cul-
tural, social, economic, and political forces. In transitional societies such as Iran,
it transcends the notion of “free time” and becomes a critical space for identity ne-
gotiation, symbolic resistance, and the redefinition of social roles. Among youth,
leisure functions as a platform for self-expression, social bonding, and subtle con-
testation of structural constraints. This study explores how young people in Sem-
nan Province, Iran, experience and navigate leisure amid intersecting dynamics
of urbanization, cultural diversity, and infrastructural limitations. It conceptual-
izes leisure as a “field of negotiation” where structural inequalities and personal
agency continuously interact, making it a critical lens for understanding youth
well-being in a transitioning society.

Method

This qualitative study utilized thematic analysis. Data were collected through 35
in-depth, semi-structured interviews with youth aged 18-36 from both rural and
urban areas of Semnan Province. Participants were purposively selected for maxi-
mum diversity in gender, socio-economic background, education, and location.
Data collection focused on leisure practices, meanings, emotional responses, and
perceived barriers. The analysis followed Braun and Clarke’s six-phase frame-
work with inductive theme generation, ensuring contextual sensitivity and captur-
ing nuanced variations across personal narratives.

Findings
The analysis identified seven core themes that structure the complex leisure expe-
rience of youth in Semnan (See Table 1).
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Table 1. Main Themes and Subthemes of Youth Leisure Experience in Semnan Prov-

ince Based on Thematic Analysis

Main Theme

Extracted Subthemes

Cultural
Semantics of

Indigenous and conflicting definitions of leisure (individual solitude vs.
collective duty)

The influence of religious, familial, and local discourses

The gap between the formal discourse of “productive leisure” and lived

economic &

Leisure .
experience
Leisure as a realm for meaning-making and symbolic resistance
. Active and physical leisure (sports, group outings
Typologies . p. " . ( P group . &) .
of Leisure Passive and introspective leisure (rest, media consumption)
u .. . . . .
. Digital and virtual leisure (social networks, gaming)
Practices . . . . . .
Purposeful and investment-oriented leisure (learning, skill acquisition)
Need for psychological peace and escape from daily pressures. Need for
Underlying |autonomy, solitude, and redefinition of individual identity
Motivations |Need for belonging and social connection
and Needs | Compensatory and psychotherapeutic function of leisure
Leisure as an emotional safety valve
Soci Determining the role of economic capital and class position
ocio-

Inequality in access to legitimate leisure facilities and spaces
Double deprivation of residents in rural and marginal areas

& Resistance

G;zﬁiﬁ ?;C Dependence of leisure on family financial support
Impact of unemployment and job instability on leisure quality
Comprehensive control over girls’ bodies, time, and mobility (symbolic
Gendered | control)
Leisure: Inequality in freely appropriating and using public space
Surveillance | Confinement of girls’ leisure to domestic and virtual spaces

Tactics of everyday resistance and creation of safe “third spaces.”
Naturalized gender privilege and boys’ unproblematic access

The
Paradoxical
Role of
Digital Space

Substitution of real experience with virtual experience

Symbolic compensation and self-expression in digital space

Passive media consumption and time-wasting

A realm for economic resistance and micro-entrepreneurship
Non-face-to-face social interaction and the duality of isolation-connection

Multilayered
Barriers to
Leisure

Economic constraint is the primary barrier

Cultural and family control (especially for girls)

Lack of quality cultural, sports, and public infrastructure
Psychological pressure from unemployment, routine, and hopelessness
Normative restrictions and feelings of insecurity in public spaces
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The findings revealed that leisure for Semnani youth is not a neutral or univer-
sally accessible domain. It is a socially stratified experience deeply marked by
the intersections of class, gender, and geography. A key insight is the primacy of
gendered surveillance over class privilege in determining girls’ leisure, severely
restricting their autonomy and spatial mobility. In response, youth, and particu-
larly girls, engage in “tactical negotiations” and create informal “third spaces” to
reclaim a sense of agency. The digital realm embodies a central paradox, serving
both as a compensatory space for identity expression and economic initiative and
as a vortex of passive consumption and time-wasting, especially where real-world
options are absent.

Discussion

This study demonstrates that youth leisure in Semnan is a microcosm of broader
social inequalities and a dynamic field of cultural negotiation. While confirm-
ing the powerful constraints of economic and geographic structures (Bourdieu), it
highlights how gender operates as a dominant structure, often overriding class ad-
vantages for young women. The theoretical contribution lies in synthesizing Gid-
dens’ notion of reflexive identity project with Bourdieusian structural constraints,
illustrating a “situated individualism” where agency is exercised through creative
rearrangement of limited resources. The dual role of digital leisure aligns with
Fiske»s theory of active consumption and Castells> network society, showing its
context-dependent potential for both empowerment and alienation. These findings
resonate with and extend prior national studies by revealing the intensified role of
local norms and spatial control in smaller cities.

Conclusion

In transitional contexts like Semnan, leisure is characterized by constraint but
also by latent creativity. Despite significant limitations, youth repurpose leisure
into meaningful acts of identity work, emotional recovery, and subtle everyday
resistance. This understanding calls for a fundamental shift in social and cultural
policy: from a top-down logic of service delivery to a supportive framework of
facilitation and empowerment. Policymakers should focus on 1) co-creating safer
and more inclusive public spaces with young people, especially girls, 2) support-
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ing youth-led leisure and skill-exchange initiatives through micro-funding, and
3) developing digital literacy programs that channel online engagement toward
creative production and entrepreneurship. Recognizing leisure as a right and a
vital sphere for exercising agency is key to fostering youth well-being and social
inclusion in societies in transition.

Keywords: Leisure Time, Youth, Lifestyle, Thematic Analysis, Semnan Province.
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