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Abstract
This article compares and contrasts the sociopolitical involvement of Black, Latina, and Asian/Pacific
Islander American sexual minority women within lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT)
communities of color. For the analysis, a sample of over 1,200 women from the Social Justice Sexuality
project was analyzed. Findings indicate that, for all groups of women, feelings of connectedness to the
LGBT community was the most significant predictor of sociopolitical involvement within LGBT
communities of color.
KEYWORDS: belonging, bisexual, community
engagement, connectedness, lesbian, marginalization, sociopolitical

INTRODUCTION
The sense of belonging is a fundamental aspect of the social experience (Putnam, 2000 Putnam, R.
(2000). Bowling alone: The collapse and revival of American community. New York, NY: Simon &
Schuster. Yet many individuals feel unaccepted and marginalized within their social and cultural
groups, particularly when they experience multiple forms of oppression (Reynolds & Pope, 1991). This
article examines the sense of belonging that Black, Latina, and Asian/Pacific Islander American (API)
sexual minority women experience within their lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT)
communities of color. As women who have historically faced race, gender, class, sexuality, and

immigrant-based oppression and marginalization, Black, Latina, and API sexual minority women offer a
unique angle through which to examine belonging within marginalized communities. Through survey
data collected from over 1,200 Black, Latina, and API women who took part in the Social Justice
Sexuality Survey—a survey that measures the experiences of LGBT people of color (POC)—this article
examines how sociopolitical involvement, an aspect of civic engagement, is influenced by the sense of
belonging that these women experience within LGBT communities of color. This research hypothesizes
that an individual’s level of sociopolitical involvement within LGBT communities of color is directly
correlated to the level of acceptance and comfort they feel within the larger LGBT community as well
as within their own racial/ethnic community.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Sociopolitical involvement is a key aspect of civic engagement. As civic engagement traditionally
consists of participating in political life, outreach, and volunteering for one’s community (Galston &
Lopez, 2006), sociopolitical involvement includes the wide range of activities in which people can be
involved within their communities. This includes participation in social and cultural events, particularly
those that address community issues and concerns, as well as social volunteerism and activism (Harris
& Battle, 2013). Sociopolitical involvement contains elements of community and social engagement
and can often signify one’s potential for civic and community activism (Putnam, 2000). Research on
sociopolitical involvement emphasizes the importance of community connectedness (e.g., attending
social and cultural events) and feelings of belonging (Heath & Mulligan, 2008). As civic engagement
concerns “people’s connections with the life of their communities” (Putnam, 1995, p. 665), analyzing
sociopolitical community involvement, which encompasses both civic engagement and community
activism, as well as social and cultural community participation, and how deeply individuals are
engaged with these communities is necessary (Levine, 2011). As such, feelings of belonging within a
community may hold important implications for one’s level of sociopolitical involvement.

Community Involvement Factors
Most of the research on community involvement examines civic engagement or political participation
and activism. Civic engagement has been examined in relation to a number of variables—in particular,
race, gender, income, education, geographic location, immigrant status, age, and sexuality (Putnam,
2000; Sander & Putnam, 2006; Swank & Fahs, 2013a; Verba, Schlozman, & Brady).
In Verba et al.’s (1995) analysis of civic engagement among Americans, they found that Blacks and
Whites tend to have the highest levels of civic engagement compared to other racial/ethnic groups,
while on many measures, Blacks report higher levels of civic engagement than do Whites, regardless of
education and class. These findings are echoed in a study examining volunteerism and political activism
in a sample of 129 Black young adults from an urban community (Chung & Probert, 2011). The study
found that community involvement was an important factor for volunteerism as well as an indicator of
intentions for future community involvement. A 2011 study of first-time, full-time AmeriCorps

volunteers enrolled between September 1999 and January 2000 also found that race plays an
important part in community engagement, with Blacks volunteering more frequently than Latinos or
Asians (Finlay, Flanagan, & Wray-Lake, 2011). Blacks spend significantly more hours volunteering for
political campaigns and are more likely to participate in issue-based activities (e.g., basic human needs,
education, civil rights, and, in particular, criminal justice or drug issues) than any other racial/ethnic
group in the United States (Verba et al., 1995), particularly when Blacks live in areas with high Black
empowerment (defined as areas with Black political and social leadership) (Bobo & Gilliam, 1990).
Conversely, when compared to Blacks and Whites, Latinos are significantly less likely to be civically
involved in their communities. Latinos are less likely to vote, work for campaigns, protest, contribute
money, and report any “informal community activity” than are Blacks or Whites (Verba et al., 1995)
Verba et al. (1995) argued, “Like other immigrant groups, Latinos face special obstacles of language
and legal status” (p. 230). When comparing the civic engagement of Latino citizens to noncitizens,
Verba et al. (1995) found that those who are citizens are slightly more likely to be politically engaged
than noncitizens. Native-born and English-speaking Latinos have greater access to the resources (e.g.,
time and money) necessary to more easily participate in their communities (De La Garza & DeSipio,
1992). A study of protest activity among Latinos found that recent immigrants, as well as the children
born to immigrants, are more likely to protest restrictions on immigration than their native-born
counterparts (Lopez et al., 2006). Other research found that respondents with immediate family in the
United States are more likely to engage in civic activities than those respondents with family abroad
(DeSipio, 2003). Additionally, previous research has indicated that as family interaction increases, so
does civic engagement among Latinos (Wilkin, Katz, & Ball-Rokeach, 2009). There is also a distinct
difference in political engagement across Latino ethnic groups. For example, although Blacks and
Whites have higher rates of civic engagement than Latinos, overall, Cuban Americans are much more
likely to be civically engaged within their communities than other Latino groups, and in some cases at
the same rate or even more than the national average of Blacks and Whites (Verba et al., 1995).
Asian Americans report the lowest overall levels of civic engagement when compared to Blacks,
Latinos, and Whites (Xu, 2002). Much of this decreased civic engagement stems from the fact that, like
Latinos, Asian Americans are much more likely to be recent immigrants compared to Blacks and
Whites, and they are less likely to feel connected to the political and social life of their communities
(Jang, 2009; Xu, 2002). Even when considering social class and education, Asian Americans are less
likely to be as civically engaged as other racial ethic groups, including Latinos (Jang, 2009; Xu, 2002).
Similar to Latinos, length of residence (Leighley & Vedlitz, 1999) and being born in the United States
(Leighley &Vedlitz,; Wong, Ramakrishnan, Lee, & Junn, 2011) appear to be significant predictors of
overall political participation among Asian Americans. Even though political participation and voter
turnout rates remain traditionally low for Asian Americans compared to other racial/ethnic groups,
they do have a strong history of community engagement and activism (Aguirre & Lio, 2008). For
example, “they have organized worker cooperatives, mobilized community support, and led worker
struggles (Aguirre & Lio, 2008, p. 6).

As the LGBT movement has been gaining momentum in recent years, increasingly, research has
examined civic engagement among lesbians and gays (Lewis, Rogers, & Sherrill,; Rollins & Hirsch, 2003;
Swank & Fahs, 2011). This research found that there are not significant racial or gender differences
between those participating and not participating in civic activities (Swank & Fahs, 2013a). Being “out”
(open about one’s sexuality) and experiencing discrimination are the most important predictors for
activism among lesbians and gays, regardless of race and gender (Swank & Fahs, 2013a). In their study
of activism within the LGBT movement, Swank and Fahs (2013a) found that race is more of a factor in
civic engagement among lesbians than among men. They found that compared to lesbians of color,
White lesbians are not as likely to vote and participate in protest activities (Swank & Fahs, 2013a).
Research indicates that levels of civic engagement greatly increased with both income and education
(Brand, 2010; Campbell, 2009). This is specifically the case among Latinos, where education is
positively correlated with political participation (Lien, 1994). For example, Latino high school dropouts
are less likely to vote than are Latino high school graduates (Pacheco & Plutzer, 2008). That same study
found that high school graduates are also more likely to vote if they had a political discussion in the
12th grade. Additionally, full-time enrollment in a four-year college raises voter turnout by 14% among
Latinos (Pacheco & Plutzer, 2008). Among Asian Americans, the higher the educational attainment, the
more likely one is to have a party affiliation and vote (Hoene, 2011). Although a higher income
increases one’s chances of registering to vote among Asian Americans, it does not necessarily increase
their likelihood to vote (Jang, 2009). Among sexual minorities, although there were expectations that
income and education would serve as important predictors for civic engagement among lesbian and
gay people (Barrett & Pollack, 2005), Swank and Fahs (2013b, 2011) found that it was primarily
education, along with other factors, such as surviving hate crimes and joining political groups, and not
income that encouraged activism among lesbians and gays. Mignon R. Moore (2010) found that Black
sexual minorities attempt to remain connected to Black communities, and they are often able to drawn
on cultural references in their activism and political work. Moore (2010) also found that their visibility
and “outness” helped to promote LGBT acceptance in Black spaces and to motivate their activism.
Research also maintains that age is an important predictor of civic engagement (Galston & Lopez,
2006). Galston and Lopez (2006) argued that Americans born “between the late 1920s and mid-1940s…
tend to be more participatory and less individualistic in their outlook than are their younger fellow
citizens” (p. 5). Activities that include volunteering for organizations, voting, and even church
attendance are heavily determined by age cohort, with older Americans participating in more of these
activities than younger ones, regardless of race or gender (Galston & Lopez, 2006; Sander & Putnam,
2006). This does not seem to hold true among sexual minorities, as their most important factors for
civic engagement appear to be education, income, and outness (Barrett & Pollack, 2005; Moore, 2010;
Swank & Fahs, 2013b).

Belonging
The sense of community belonging is not only important for individual psychosocial wellbeing and
positive identity formation; it is also directly linked to an individual’s level of civic engagement (Flores,
Mansergh, Marks, Guzman, & Colfax, 2009; Heath & Mulligan, 2008). Belonging consists of “an
unfolding space of attachment, affiliation, and recognition” (Gorman-Murray, Waitt, & Gibson, 2008 p.
172), or as Nira Yuval-Davis explained, belonging is as much about emotional connection as it is about
“feeling ‘safe’” (2006, p. 198). The feeling of “belonging” is often determined by the amount of power
and the position one holds within a group, as well as political values and identifications (Yuval-Davis,
2006). Yuval-Davis (2006) also explained that belonging does not simply concern identity and one’s
social location; it is also about how people view their attachments and how they feel these
attachments are judged. In order to seek a sense of community and belonging, those who feel
marginalized are more likely to identify with other like members of their marginalized group(s) (Tatum,
2007). For these reasons, civic engagement is associated with belongingness as literature indicates that
civic engagement is determined primarily by feelings of acceptance and belonging within a group
(Putnam, 2000; Verba et al., 1995). Civic engagement is an important coping mechanism for those
facing multiple levels of minority-based stress (Balsam, Molina, Beadnell, Simoni, & Walters, 2011;
Poynter & Washington, 2005).
Research has also indicated that the sense of belonging encouraged activism among sexual minorities
(Friedman & Leaper, 2010; Waldner, 2001). The exclusion that marginalized group members
experience often increases their need to belong to social groups (Gorman-Murray et al., 2008).
Lehavot, Balsam, and Ibrahim-Wells (2009) explained, “LGBT communities and ethnic minority
communities provide members with a safe space in which they can interact without threat of
persecution, socialize with similar others, and access resources, as well as having been the heart of
activism for LGBT and civil rights” (p. 440). Nevertheless, just as feelings of marginalization occur with
members outside of one’s social group, this marginalization can also occur within one’s social group.

Intragroup Marginalization
Intragroup marginalization, or “the downgrading and discrimination that more privileged group
members have towards other, less privileged group members” (Harris, p. 431), is often reported as
being an added stressor to people already facing marginalization by dominant groups (Harris, 2009;
Rust, 2000). Examples of intragroup marginalization include homophobia among women and within
communities of color, as well as gender and racial/ethnic discrimination within LGBT communities.
Rust (2000) noted three coping mechanisms for sexual minorities of color: First, conceal their sexuality
in order to maintain the support from their racial/ethnic communities; second, leave their racial/ethnic
community of origin and immerse themselves in the mainstream LGBT community; and third, maintain
a close connection to their racial/ethnic communities while being out and challenge homophobia
within these communities. Regardless of their approach, intragroup marginalization experienced by

LGBT POC can have a negative impact on their perceptions of identity (Rust, 2000), thus encouraging
them to find comfort in LGBT communities of color.
Research on homophobia within communities of color is plentiful and highlights how distressing this
form of discrimination is for racial/ethnic minority LGBT people (Battle & Lemelle, 2002; hooks, 2001;
Griffin, 2001; hooks, 2001; Thomas, 1996; Ward, 2005). Much of this distress is related to the fact that
LGBT POC often identify more with their racial/ethnic communities than with the LGBT community
(Decena, 2011; Moore, 2010). Research finds that religion, family, and traditional understandings of
gender roles may hinder the coming-out process of LGBT youth of color and may lead to negative
identity formation (Diaz, 1998; Loiacano,; Martinez & Sullivan, 1998). Scholars have argued that
homophobia within Black communities is due in large part to conservative notions of sexuality, which is
often rooted in the history of sexuality-based oppression that Blacks have experienced (Battle &
Lemelle, 2002; hooks, 2001; Collins, 2000; Harris, 2010; West, 2001). In addition, this work indicts
social and cultural notions of sexuality, masculinity, and femininity (Collins, 2000; hooks, 2001; West,
2001), as well as overall gender role issues as being progenitors and perpetuators of homophobia
(Battle & Lemelle, 2002; Collins, 2000; Harris, 2010; hooks, 2001).
Among the over 900 Latino gay and bisexual men surveyed in Diaz and Ayala’s study, a vast majority of
them experienced homophobia, with 70% reporting that their same sex attractions “hurt/embarrassed
family” (Diaz & Ayala, 2001). Diaz and Ayala (2001) quoted one respondent as saying, “you also grow
up being told that being gay, you’re going to be punished for it. It’s something dirty” (p. 16). In fact,
Latino LGBT youth, even though they felt comfortable with their sexuality, disclosed their sexuality to
fewer people compared to Black and White LGBT youth (Rosario, Schrimshaw, & Hunter, 2004).
Rosario et al. (2004) hypothesized that the reason why LGBT Latino youths may be less likely to
disclose their sexuality to their families could be because of the high level of respect afforded to the
family.
In examining homophobia experienced by Asian Americans, Chan (1989) found that only 26% had
come out to their parents compared to 77% who had come out to other family members and almost
100% of the sample who had come out to friends. Chan quotes one respondent as saying, “I wish I
could tell my parents—they are the only ones who do not know about my gay identity, but I am sure
they would reject me” (1989, p. 19). Those participants who found it harder to come out in the Asian
community felt this was because homosexuality was taboo (Chan, 1989). Similarly, Operario, Han, and
Choi (2008) reported that their API gay male sample felt as if they have consistently experienced sexual
stigma and discrimination within their racial/ethnic communities. In fact, Chan (1989) found that the
men in her sample experienced more sexual discrimination than race-based discrimination. In her
study of Asian American women, Lora Foo (2002) found that 87% of the lesbians reported being
verbally assaulted because they were thought to be lesbians, whereas over 50% reported being
threatened with physical violence, and 15% reported physical injury.

Just as LGBT POC frequently experience homophobia not only within the larger society and within their
racial group, they also experience racism from the mainstream, predominantly White LGBT community
(Diaz, Ayala, Bein, Henne, & Marin; Flores et al.; Han, 2007; Loiacano, 1989). Research has indicated
that this racism results in LGBT POC not being fully involved in the LGBT community (Loiacano, 1989);
Martinez & Sullivan, 1998). Research on the racial discrimination experienced by gay and bisexual men
of color in White LGBT communities has noted the negative ramifications that this discrimination has
on their self-esteem and their perception of self-worth (Flores et al., 2009). Conversely, women of
color appear not to experience as much discrimination within the LGBT community as do men (Morris
& Rothblum, 1999). A study examining LGBT community involvement noted that there were no racial
differences in frequency of or type of discrimination among lesbians (Morris & Rothblum, 1999). Work
on ethnically diverse lesbians and bisexual women found that “being part of the LGBT community was
important and vital to their well-being” (Lehavot et al., 2009, p. 444). Lehavot et al. (2009) argued that
the connections lesbian and bisexual women feel to the LGBT community were a source of “strength”
for these women, and they also provided “both physical and social capital” (p. 445). Heath and
Mulligan’s study consisting of in-depth interviews with 47 lesbians in Australia noted that lesbians and
bisexual women emphasize the importance of community for improving their self-confidence and selfesteem. However, the researchers neither revealed the race of the respondents (although, as the study
was conducted in Australia, a majority of the respondents were likely White), nor did they address any
concerns pertaining to racial issues. In fact, Ward (2005) found that even with a racially diverse LGBT
staff in a racially diverse city, LGBT POC still perceived a mainstream LGBT organization as a “[W]hite”
LGBT organization, even among its employees.
The Say It Loud, I’m Black and I’m Proud: Black Pride Survey 2000 found that half of Black LGBT people
strongly agreed that racism was a problem in the mainstream LGBT community. In fact, most of the
respondents in the survey, regardless of gender and gender expression, indicated that racial/ethnic
discrimination was the primary form of discrimination that they experienced (Battle, Cohen, Warren,
Fergerson, & Audam, 2002). Research on the racial discrimination experienced by gay men of color in
White LGBT communities has noted the negative ramifications that this discrimination has on their
self-esteem (Flores et al., 2009). This could be because Black gay men have reported experiencing
more forms of discrimination within White LGBT spaces—bars, clubs, organizations, events—and
within interpersonal relationships than have Black lesbians (Battle et al., 2002).
A study examining 92 Latina lesbians in Southern California found that self-esteem did not have an
impact on perceptions of one’s homosexual identity and group membership (Alquijay, 1997). Alquijay
(1997) found that occupation, not income, was positively correlated with a positive homosexual
identity. For example, over 70% of the women in the sample who were more comfortable with their
homosexual identity were more likely to be sociopolitically involved in the LGBT community. Studies
examining the experiences of Asian Americans within the LGBT community have found that most have
felt they were overlooked within the community (Chan, 1989) or they experienced overt racial
discrimination (Dang & Hu, 2005). Dang and Hu (2005) noted that over 82% of their Asian American
LGBT respondents have experienced racism from White LGBT people. Unlike the Asian American

lesbians who felt more discriminated against because they were Asian, the men in Chan’s (1989)
sample experienced more sexual discrimination within the Asian community than racial discrimination
within the LGBT community. Overall, Dang and Hu (2005) found that most of the people within their
sample (53%) reported positive experiences within the mainstream LGBT community.
As the has literature noted, LGBT POC are less likely to be involved in the LGBT community than are
their White counterparts (Loiacano, 1989); Martinez & Sullivan, 1998). Research on the racial
discrimination experienced by gay and bisexual men of color in White LGBT communities has noted the
negative ramifications that this discrimination has on their feelings of belonging, self-esteem, and their
perception of self-worth (Flores et al., 2009). Work on ethnically diverse lesbians and bisexual women
found that “being part of the LGBT community was important and vital to their well-being” (Lehavot et
al., 2009, p. 444). Due to the discrimination they experience, building spaces where LGBT POC feel
welcomed and accepted is vital to their wellbeing. As Aguirre and Lio (2008) wrote:
Gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender, and queer Asian and Pacific Islanders had to create ‘safe spaces’
within which they would be able to build political and cultural identities that facilitated the integration
of their queer, colored, and gendered selves… Safe spaces such as these were to enable them to
struggle against racism, sexism, and homophobia issuing from society, their communities, and their
families. (p. 7)
Previous research on the sociopolitical involvement of sexual minority women found that among
Latinas and Black women, feeling connected to the LGBT community was the most important predictor
for sociopolitical involvement within both LGBT and racial/ethnic communities (Battle & Harris, 2013a;
Harris & Battle, 2013. Similarly, findings on the sociopolitical involvement of sexual minority men of
color found that among Black, Latino, and API men, connectedness to the LGBT community was the
most important predictor for sociopolitical involvement within LGBT POC communities (Harris, Battle,
Pastrana, & Daniels, 2013). These findings are similar to what was found among Black “same gender
loving men,” where feeling connected to the LGBT community was also the most important predictor
of sociopolitical involvement for this group (Battle & Harris, 2013b). Research, on the other hand, fails
to examine sociopolitical involvement among Black, Latina, and API women within LGBT communities
of color. In order to explore feelings of intragroup marginalization and their influence on feelings of
belonging and sociopolitical involvement, this article will compare and contrast the sociopolitical
involvement among Black, Latina, and API sexual minority women.
As groups that often experience race, gender, sexuality, class, and immigrant-based oppression, these
groups of women provide the perfect paradigm through which to examine intragroup marginalization
and its impact on feelings of belonging within groups who experience similar forms of oppression.
Based on previous research of sociopolitical involvement among sexual minority POC (Battle & Harris,
2013a; Harris & Battle, 2013; Harris et al., 2013 as well as other research on community and civic
engagement, we hypothesize that connectedness to the LGBT community will serve as the most
important predictor of sociopolitical involvement within LGBT communities of color among Black,

Latina, and API sexual minority women. This hypothesis uses intersectionality (Collins, 1990) as the
theoretical framework to examine how intersecting identities influence the ways in which people
belong to their communities.

Methodology
The data used in this study come from a 2010 survey administered by the Social Justice Sexuality
Project1. The purpose of this project was to collect data on the experiences of LGBT POC across five
themes: identity (both racial and sexual); physical and mental health; family; religion/spirituality; and
sociopolitical involvement. Data were collected from over 5,000 respondents throughout the United
States. For this article, 1,216 Black, Latina, and API women were analyzed.
Before launching the nationwide survey, focus group sessions were conducted in order to identify
important issues for LGBT POC and to obtain feedback on initial versions of the survey. Ultimately, four
pilot studies were conducted before implementation of the final questionnaire. Many of the items
used in the Social Justice Sexuality Project survey were taken from other instruments to ensure
reliability and to build on existing research. Some questions were modified, or new ones created, in
order to tailor them to LGBT POC specifically. Sources used to develop the survey included, but were
not limited to, the following: the Black Pride Survey 2000 (Battle et al., 2002); the General Social Survey
(GSS)2 ; the Lavender Islands Study on Family (Henrickson, Neville, Jordan, & Donaghey, 2007); the
Living in the Margins Survey (Dang & Vianney, 2007); the National Black Lesbian Needs Assessment
Survey (Ramsey, Hill, & Kellam, 2010); Nuestras Voces (Diaz, Bein, & Ayala, 2006); and the Santa Clara
Strength of Religious Faith Survey (Plante, Vallaeys, Sherman, & Wallston, 2002). Throughout, the
Social Justice Sexuality Project utilized venue-based sampling, snowball sampling, online sampling, and,
most importantly, Feelings of Belonging 1383 partnerships with community-based organizations,
activists, and opinion leaders. These partnerships made it possible for the Social Justice Sexuality
Project research team to gather data at a wide range of venues such as LGBT of color Pride marches,
parades, picnics, religious gatherings, festivals, rodeos, senior events, and small house parties across
the United States. In addition, partnering with national organizations that serve the needs of LGBT
women of color was particularly instrumental for the research questions we explore in this article.

Variables
This article focuses on the correlates of sociopolitical involvement among Black, Latina, and API women
within LGBT communities of color. In order to measure the relationship between community, identity,
and key demographic variables (e.g., age, education, income) on these women’s sociopolitical
involvement, multivariate regression analyses were performed.
The dependent variable, LGBT POC Sociopolitical Involvement, was constructed from six survey items
measuring the frequency of participation in LGBT POC groups, organizations, and activities (α = .856).
Sociopolitical involvement was measured by the frequency with which respondents participated in
LGBT POC-focused political and sociocultural events, read newspapers and magazines published by

LGBT organizations and groups of color, used social networking sites that are geared toward LGBT POC,
received services from LGBT community of color organizations (e.g., counseling), and have donated
money to LGBT POC organizations. As measured in this article, LGBT POC sociopolitical involvement is
distinct from civic engagement3.
Literature on community involvement and connectedness argue that community connectedness and
comfort have positive effects on the civic engagement of LGBT people (Heath & Mulligan, 2008;
Lehavot et al., 2009) and POC (Bobo & Gilliam, 1990; Chung Len & Probert, 2011; Finlay et al., 2011).
Level of outness also determines one’s level of civic and community involvement (Rosario et al., 2004;
Swank & Fahs, 2013b, 2011). The level of support that LGBT people feel from their families is not only
important for the psychosocial well-being (Newman & Muzzonigro, 1993), but it also influences their
level of community involvement (Beaty, 1999). Yet little is known concerning the impact that
community connectedness, outness, and family support as well as comfort in LGBT and racial
communities have on a woman’s sociopolitical involvement.
Previous research also examined the influence of identity on the community engagement of lesbians
(Esterberg, 1997; Heath & Mulligan, 2008; Lehavot et al., 2009) and gay men (Flores et al., 2009; Han,
2007) and found that the importance of sexual identity has a positive impact on civic 1384 A. Harris et
al. engagement among lesbians and gays (Swank & Fahs, 2013a, 2013b). Research has maintained that
racial identity has a positive impact on the civic engagement of POC (Bobo & Gilliam, 1990). Research
has overlooked the importance of identity—more specifically, sexual and racial identity—on the
community engagement and, in particular, the sociopolitical involvement of Black, Latina, and API
sexual minority women.
Seven independent variables that measure community and identity were included in this analysis (see
Table 1). Five of the independent variables measured community connectedness, levels of comfort and
support, and outness, and two other independent variables measured the importance of sexual and
racial identity. Connected to LGBT Community is the first independent variable, created from three
combined survey items (α = .711) that measured how connected respondents felt to the LGBT
community. Specifically, respondents were asked to indicate their level of agreement
TABLE 1 Mean, standard deviation, range, and description of variables for sexual minority women of
color (N = 1193)
Variable

Mean

SD

Range

Description: Variable Label
Dependent Variable

LGBT POC Sociopolitical
Involvement (α = .856)

2.63

1.21

1–6

How often have you: Participated in political events, participated in social or
cultural events, read newspapers or magazines, used the Internet, received
goods and/or services, donated money to an organization (Scale: 6 items)
Community

Variable

Mean

SD

Range

Description: Variable Label

Connected to LGBT
Community (α = .711)

4.23

1.26

1–6

I feel: Connected to my local LGBT community, The problems faced by the
LGBT community are also my problems, A bond with other LGBT people
(Scale: 3 items)

Outness (α = .856)

3.76

1.13

1–5

How many people within the following communities are you “out” to: family,
friends, religious community, co-workers, people in your neighborhood,
people online (Scale: 6 items)

Family Support

4.35

1.66

1–6

As a LGBT person, how much do you now feel supported by your family?

Comfort in LGBT
Communities

4.55

1.57

1–6

How often have you felt uncomfortable in your LGBT community because of
your race or ethnicity?

Comfort in Racial
Communities

3.92

1.58

1–6

How often have you felt uncomfortable in your racial or ethnic community
because of your sexual identity?
Identity

Sexual Orientation Is
Important

4.94

1.37

1–6

Do you feel that your sexual orientation is an important part of your
identity?

Race/Ethnicity Is
Important

4.47

1.66

1–6

Do you feel that your racial/ethnic status is an important part of your
identity?

Straight

0.31

0.17

0–1

Respondent identifies as heterosexual

(1 =strongly disagree;6= strongly agree) regarding the following three statements: “I feel connected to
my local LGBT community”; “I feel that the problems faced by the LGBT community are also my
problems”; and “I feel a bond with other LGBT people.” The second independent variable, Outness,
consists of six items (α = .856) that examine the estimated number of people a respondent is “out” to
(or open about one’s sexuality) within various social settings. With none, some, about half, most, and
all as response categories, respondents were asked: “How many people within the following
communities are you ‘out’ to?” Those communities included family, friends, religious community, coworkers, neighbors, and within online communities. The third independent variable, Family Support,
measured the level of support respondents felt from their families. Specifically, respondents were
asked: “As a LGBT person, how much do you now feel supported by your family?” Response categories
went from 1 = not supported at all to 6 = completely supported. Comfort in LGBT Communities and
Comfort in Racial Communities were flipped and originally asked respondents how “uncomfortable”
they were in LGBT communities because of their race/ethnicity, or how “uncomfortable” they were in
their racial or ethnic community because of their sexual identity. The final two independent variables
measured identity. Sexual Orientation Is Important measured how important the respondent’s sexual
orientation is to her identity. With response categories ranging from 1 = not important at all to 6 =
extremely important, respondents were asked: “Do you feel that your sexual orientation is an
important part of your identity?” Similarly, Race/Ethnicity Is Important measured how important the
respondent’s race/ethnicity is to her identity.

Demographic variables were also examined. These included relationship status; whether or not a
respondent is a parent; age; whether or not a respondent is foreign born; if she is a resident of an
urban, suburban, or rural area and if she is a resident of the Southern part of the United States;
political views; education level; immigrant status; and income.

Models
In order to explore the relative effects of community and identity on the LGBT POC sociopolitical
involvement of Black, Latina, and API sexual minority women, a two-step regression analysis was
employed. Ultimately, six models were explored—two for each racial group. The first set of models (I,
III, and V) examined community connectedness variables, and the second set of models (II, IV, and VI)
added identity variables.

Results
The 673 Black women within this sample were between 15 and 81 years of age, with a mean age of 36.
A little over one third of the respondents identified as single (35%), and almost one half were parents
(44%). Almost all respondents (93%) were born in the United States and most respondents (73%) lived
in urban areas; 34% lived in the Southern part of the United States. The average respondent identified
as being politically liberal. In addition, the average respondent had at least some college education and
made between $30,000 and 39,000 per year.
The 372 Latinas in this sample were between the ages of 13 and 78, with a mean age of 32. A little less
than one third of the respondents identified as single (32%), and almost one third were parents (30%).
Most respondents (78%) were born in the United States and lived in urban areas (73%), and 13% lived
in the Southern part of the United States. The average respondent identified as being politically liberal.
In addition, the average respondent had at least some college education and made between $20,000
and $29,000 per year.
The 171 API women in this sample ranged in age from 14 to 78 years of age, with a mean age of 31. A
little less than one third of the respondents identified as single (32%), and almost one fifth were
parents (18.7%). A majority of respondents were born in the United States (82%), and most
respondents lived in urban areas (69%); only 5% lived in the Southern part of the United States. The
average respondent identified as being politically liberal. In addition, the average respondent had at
least an associate’s degree and made $30,000 and $39,999 per year. According to the multivariate
analyses, none of the demographic variables affected LGBT POC sociopolitical involvement for any of
the groups of women studied (see Table 2 footnote). In addition, having support from family was not
found to be significant for any of the groups of women. For Black, Latina, and API women, being
connected to the LGBT community was the strongest positive predictor of LGBT POC sociopolitical
involvement.
For Black women (Models I and II), both community and identity affected LGBT POC sociopolitical
involvement. In particular, being connected to the LGBT community, being out to many people, and
being comfortable in racial/ ethnic communities each positively influenced levels of sociopolitical

involvement. Black women who reported being comfortable in LGBT communities are not likely to
have high levels of LGBT POC sociopolitical involvement. When the identity variables were added
(Model II), all of the previously mentioned relationships held, with the exception of comfort in LGBT
communities. This suggests that there is something about the inclusion of the identity variables such
that it renders comfort in LGBT communities insignificant. In addition, Black women who believe that
race is an important part of identity are likely to also have high levels of sociopolitical involvement.
TABLE 2 Unstandardized regression coefficients for the sociopolitical involvement among sexual
minority women of color dependent variable: LGBT POC sociopolitical involvement (betas in
parentheses)
Black Women N = 673

Latina
Women N = 372

Asian/Pacific Islander
Women N = 171

Model I

Model
IIa,b

Model III

Model
IVa,b

Model V

Model VIa,b

.274***

.278***

.130**

.122*

.247***

.306***

(.291)

(.296)

(.135)

(.126)

(.270)

(.334)

.177***

.183***

.123*

.131*

.117

.131

(.167)

(.173)

(.114)

(.122)

(.120)

(.134)

.009

.000

−.029

−.036

−.051

−.049

(.012)

(.000)

(−.042)

(−.053)

(−.076)

(−.073)

−.126***

−.124

−.086*

−.080

−.065

−.072

Independent
Variables
Community
Connected to
LGBT Community

Outness

Family Support

Comfort in LGBT
Communities

Comfort in Racial
Communities

Black Women N = 673

Latina
Women N = 372

Asian/Pacific Islander
Women N = 171

Model I

Model
IIa,b

Model III

Model
IVa,b

Model V

Model VIa,b

(−.160)

(−.157)

(−.123)

(−.113)

(−.094)

(−.104)

.078*

.084*

.031

.043

−.074

−.085

(.101)

(.108)

(.043)

(.059)

(−.104)

(−.120)

Identity
Sexual
Orientation Is
Important

Race/Ethnicity Is
Important

−.048

−.030

−.182*

(−.059)

(−.032)

(−.198)

.062*

.067

−.012

(.081)

(.100)

(−.018)

Constant

1.297***

1.204***

1.851***

1.679***

1.579***

2.325***

Adjusted R2

.138

.142

.028

.031

.105

.133

*p ≤ .05; **p ≤ .01; ***p ≤ .001.
a
The following demographic variables were included: single, has ever parented, age, foreign born, big-city
resident, South resident, political views, education, and income, as previous research has noted their
importance. However, none were significant and therefore did not impact the above results.
b
Only sexual minority women were included in this analysis.

For Latinas (Models III and IV), only community affected sociopolitical involvement. That is, being
connected to the LGBT community and being out to many people both influenced greater LGBT POC
sociopolitical involvement. Like Black women, Latinas who reported being comfortable in LGBT
communities are not likely to have high levels of sociopolitical involvement. When the identity
variables were added (Model IV), all of the previously reported relationships held, with the exception
of comfort in LGBT communities. The inclusion of the identity variables rendered comfort in LGBT
communities insignificant. For Latinas, believing that race or sexual orientation is an important aspect
of identity did not matter in terms of understanding sociopolitical involvement.
For API women (Models V and VI), community and identity both mattered. Specifically, being
connected to the LGBT community positively affected levels of sociopolitical involvement. In addition,
API women who believe that sexual orientation is an important part of her identity are not likely to
report high levels of LGBT POC sociopolitical involvement.

Discussion
The analysis presented in this article provides a more nuanced account of the experiences of Black,
Latina, and API sexual minority women and their LGBT POC sociopolitical involvement than exists in the
literature to date. Previous research on LGBT POC and community engagement focuses primarily on
political activism (Swank & Fahs, 2013a, 2013b). The findings of this article support some previous
research, whereas some findings differ from previous research. For example, the research that
suggests sociopolitical involvement is determined by the sense of belonging one feels with her
community (Flores et al., 2009; Heath & Mulligan, 2008) finds further support here. Our findings do
support Swank and Fahs’ (2013b) work, which suggests that income does not influence civic
engagement. Our findings contradict research arguing that demographic variables, including age and
education, significantly affect civic engagement (Putnam, 2000; Sander & Putnam, 2006; Swank & Fahs,
2013b; Verba et al., 1995). These variables did not affect the sociopolitical involvement of any of the
groups of women we examined in this article. These contradictions may exist because of how civic
engagement is measured in previous studies versus how we measure sociopolitical involvement.
This article provides an extended account of the lives and experiences of Black, Latina, and API sexual
minority women in that we examine not just their political activism, as has been done in other studies,
but also their level of overall engagement with their communities, or sociopolitical involvement.
Alternatively, the seemingly inconsistent findings could be because previous literature focuses broadly
on Americans in general, whereas this analysis looks specifically at Black, Latina, and API sexual
minority women. Regardless of the source of discrepancy between that research and ours, this article
highlights the need for more elaborate investigations, ones that directly and indirectly link connection
to community to comfort levels within communities. In other words, connectedness to community and
comfort within community are both intertwined, especially when seeking to understand levels of
sociopolitical involvement.

Comfort in Racial Communities and Race/Ethnicity Is Important affected only the LGBT POC
sociopolitical involvement of Black women and not that of Latinas or API women in the sample. The
belief that sexual orientation and race/ethnicity are an important aspect of identity was not significant
for Latinas, and the importance of sexual orientation mattered only for API women in the sample.
These discrepancies found between Black women and Latinas in the sample compared to the API
women could possibly be explained by a number of items. First, the number of Black women analyzed
was almost twice the number of Latinas, and the number of Latinas was almost twice the number of
API women. Thus, a larger sample of women, and especially API women, may produce different results.
Second, one might Feelings of Belonging 1389 consider the perceptions surrounding homosexuality as
an identity among API women. Research has argued that the stigma associated with homosexuality is
due to the belief that homosexuality, for many API families, is a “White, western phenomenon” (Chan,
1989, p. 68). Additionally, in some Asian cultures, sexuality is not a means by which to identify oneself
(Asthana & Oostvogels, 2001; Laurent, 2005). Since sexuality is not perceived to be an identity in the
same way in which many non-Asians view it, this could likely help explain Singh, Chung, and Dean’s
(2006) finding that Asian American lesbians were less likely to experience internalized homophobia
than were their non-Asian counterparts.
These findings support research arguing that civic engagement is an important coping mechanism for
those facing multiple levels of minoritybased stress (Balsam et al., 2011; Poynter & Washington, 2005).
We found that Black and Latina women would be less likely to participate in LGBT communities of color
if they do not feel comfortable in mainstream LGBT communities. Only for Black women was Comfort
in Racial Communities and the belief that Race/Ethnicity Is Important positively correlated to their
LGBT POC sociopolitical involvement. Here, arguably, feelings of alienation operate uniquely and very
differently for these three groups of women. Indeed, that process merits further investigation.

Conclusion
Black, Latina, and API sexual minority women connect with—and express feelings of belonging to—
numerous types of communities. Some have attachments to racial communities, some have
attachments to sexual minority communities, and some have attachments to both at the same time. As
more research centers around the lives of women of color and privileges their unique experiences of
connection to and comfort in community, there is a growing understanding that being in multiple
communities means that you often get to experience intersectional connections where communities
are not only about race issues or sexual identity issues but rather about both of these at the same
time.
This article examined factors that contribute to a woman’s greater involvement in sociopolitical
activities that address LGBT POC issues. This study is unique in that it looks beyond political activism
among sexual minority women of color and provides a more holistic account of community
involvement among this understudied population. Although this is a strength of this article, it is also a
limitation. Our conceptualization of sociopolitical involvement includes both political activism and

community engagement. Previous research primarily examined political activism within LGBT
communities and communities of color. Consequently, some of our findings may not be as comparable
to this research as it is likely that political activism requires more of a connection with 1390 A. Harris et
al. one’s community than simply reading LGBT-specific newspapers or eating at restaurants. Regardless
of this limitation, the implications of this study are particularly interesting because the most important
variable for LGBT POC sociopolitical involvement among these three groups of women is simply feeling
connected, in particular to the LGBT community.
nected, in particular to the LGBT community. Far too often, intersections of race, gender, and sexuality
keep Black, Latina, and API women hidden from view in much of the research literature. This research
is intended to help address this erasure by focusing on a sample within the Social Justice Sexuality
Project—one of the largest national surveys of the LGBT community of color—and by expanding the
knowledge of the experiences of LGBT POC. The current research highlights the importance of feeling
connected to the LGBT community and its role in acting as a conduit to LGBT POC sociopolitical
involvement for all of the women examined. Specifically, for Black, Latina, and API sexual minority
women, being connected to the LGBT community is a strong and positive factor in predicting levels of
sociopolitical involvement within LGBT POC communities. The significance of this finding calls attention
to one of the realities of sociopolitical involvement: There are often cleavages that exist due to race
and sexuality. For example, being connected to the LGBT community is distinct from being connected
to the POC community and also different from being connected to LGBT POC communities.
As this article was focused on sociopolitical involvement and feelings of belonging to LGBT
communities, it did not inquire about respondents’ connectedness or feelings of belonging to POC
communities as it did with LGBT communities; however, it did assess comfort in racial communities
based on their sexual orientation. Future research should examine whether feelings of belonging
within POC communities would be as important as feelings of belonging within LGBT communities in
influencing engagement in LGBT POC communities. This may help shed light on the importance of the
LGBT community for these groups of women. Future research could also examine the influence of
community connectedness to both activist and nonactivist volunteerism within LGBT POC
communities. In addition, future qualitative research might investigate how these different groups of
women understand their level of connection to their community, their racial and sexual identity, and
its effect on their own sociopolitical involvement.

Funding
This publication was supported by the National Center for Research Resources and the National Center
for Advancing Translational Sciences, National Institutes of Health, through Grant Number
8UL1TR000055. Its contents are solely the responsibility of the authors and do not necessarily
represent the official views of the NIH.

Notes
1. For more information about the data, see Battle, Pastrana, and Daniels (2013), and for more about the
project, visit www.socialjusticesexuality.com.
2. Known throughout the social sciences, the GSS is one of the largest national data-collecting projects in the
United States.
3. For a discussion of the uniqueness and applicability of LGBT POC sociopolitical involvement, see Battle and
Harris (2013a, 2013b), Harris and Battle (2013), and Harris et al. (2013).
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