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Intersectionality and Engagement among the LGBTQ+
Community
Meghan Bergersen, Samara Klar , and Elizabeth Schmitt

University of Arizona, College of Social & Behavioral Sciences, Tucson, Arizona, USA

ABSTRACT
As the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer (LGBTQ+)
community makes progress toward attaining equal rights, a
growing body of scholarly attention is focusing on this increas-
ingly visible minority group. Yet studies of attitudes among
LGBTQ+ Americans themselves remain limited because of
small sample sizes and scarce data. As a result, scholarly work
on LGBTQ+ issues is almost entirely devoted to measuring
straight America’s opinions. In this study we administer both
a survey and an experiment to a sample of LGBTQ+ Americans.
Our findings are twofold. First, we demonstrate that intersec-
tionality has important effects on attitudes within the LGBTQ+
community. Specifically, LGBTQ+ respondents who are at the
intersection of multiple minority groups display lower levels of
political engagement. Second, we test the mobilizing influence
of out-group versus in-group cues on LGBTQ+ Americans. In
line with previous work, we find that government action to
support a threatening out-group engages LGBTQ+ Americans
to support in-group candidates, whereas government action to
support their own in-group has a significantly smaller effect.
These findings help us to understand an increasingly politically
active subset of the electorate and, more broadly, shed light on
the influence of intersectionality on political attitudes.

KEYWORDS
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As the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer (LGBTQ+)1 community
makes progress toward attaining equal rights and gaining the support of citizens,
a growing number of Americans are speaking out publicly about their sexual
orientation and gender identity; media are increasing their coverage of issues
relating to the LGBTQ+ community; and recent Supreme Court decisions are
expanding civil rights to same-sex couples. It is thus no surprise that the LGBTQ
+ community is also becoming an important focus of scholarly work. Yet studies
of attitudes among LGBTQ+ Americans themselves remain limited because of
small sample sizes and scarce data. Like any other subset of the electorate, the
LGBTQ+ community is diverse—much more diverse than existing literature
tends to characterize it—and this heterogeneity is often lost in public opinion
literature. Studies of LGBTQ+ politics have been plagued with the same problem
that Crenshaw (1993) identifies with identity politics more broadly: “it
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frequently conflates or ignores intragroup differences” (1242). Furthermore,
analyses of opinion regarding LGBTQ+ issues more often treat LGBTQ+
Americans as the object and not the subject. This is to say that, just as the
existing body of work on race is “focused almost exclusively on white attitudes
toward African Americans” (Hutchings and Piston 2011, 575), scholarly work
on LGBTQ+ issues is almost entirely devoted to straight America’s view of this
increasingly visible minority.

In this study we survey the LGBTQ+ community in one southwestern
state, with the majority of respondents located in one particular county with
a high percentage of Hispanic residents. By employing a purposive sample in
this specific region of the country, we are able to identify important distinc-
tions based on demographic subcleavages within this particular community:
specifically, issues related to individuals who identify both as LGBTQ+ and as
Hispanic Americans. We employ both a survey and an experiment to better
understand political attitudes and engagement among these individuals who
find themselves at the intersection of two demographic groups.

Our findings are twofold. First, we demonstrate that intersectionality has
important effects on attitudes within the LGBTQ+ community. The term
intersectionality refers to “both a normative theoretical argument and an
approach to conducting empirical research that emphasizes the interaction of
categories of difference (including but not limited to race, gender, class, and
sexual orientation)” (Hancock 2007, 64). By focusing on LGBTQ+ respondents
who are also Hispanic, we find important distinctions in political engagement.
Second, we employ a survey experiment to test the mobilizing influence of out-
group versus in-group cues on LGBTQ+ Americans. In line with previous
work, we find that government action to support a threatening out-group
engages LGBTQ+ Americans to participate in politics, whereas government
action to support an in-group has a significantly smaller effect on mobilization.

Overall, this study helps us to understand what motivates political atti-
tudes and engagement among a highly diverse segment of the American
public: the LGBTQ+ community. The findings provide specific contributions
for our knowledge of an increasingly politically active subset of the electorate,
and it also sheds light on important lessons for how we understand public
opinion and political engagement more generally.

The emerging scholarly focus on the LGBTQ+ community

Current scholarly interest in attitudes surrounding LGBTQ+ issues follows
several decades of progress with respect to same-sex rights. The first decade
of the 21st century was marked by Supreme Court rulings that were indeed
instrumental to achieving equality for the LGBTQ+ community. In Lawrence
v. Texas (2003), for example, the Court ruled that there is no legitimate state
interest in upholding antisodomy laws because they violate the due process
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clause and a couple’s right to privacy. In back-to-back decisions announced
in late June of 2013 the Court first struck down the Defense of Marriage Act
(DOMA) for violating the due process clause and then overturned
California’s Proposition 8 that prohibited same-sex marriage (Hollingsworth
v. Perry). Because of the vague language and legal complexity of Perry, that
decision could only be applied to same-sex marriages in California. However,
two years later, the Court ruled (in Obergefell v. Hodges, 2015) that denying a
marriage license to same-sex couples was in violation of the equal protection
and due process clauses.

Alongside these legal milestones have come important strides in public and
institutional support for the LGBTQ+ community. Indeed, the history of public
opinion toward the LGBTQ+ community is one of steady gains. Over nearly
40 years of polling the public on issues relating to gay and lesbian Americans,
results show near-consistent increases in support for same-sex relations.
According to data from the Pew Research Center, public support for same-sex
marriage increased from 31 percent in 2004 to 55 percent in 2015.

In turn, academics are increasingly focusing on attitudes toward the LGBTQ+
community—a search we conducted of all political science journals dating back to
1900 turned up 2,561 articles on attitudes and the LGBTQ+ community—58
percent of which were published since 2000.2 For example, a 2005 study of
Floridians found ambivalence regarding gay rights, citing the bipolarity of interest
groups that ultimately obscure a large “middle ground” in public opinion
(Martinez et al. 2005). Scholars find that individuals who are ideologically con-
servative are less likely to attribute homosexuality to genetic or innate origins,
instead pointing to environmental factors and individual choice (Haider-Markel
and Joslyn 2008). Harrison and Michelson (2015) demonstrate that religious
Americans become more supportive of same-sex marriage when presented with
a religious elite, rather than ordinary citizen, who supports the policy. These
authors also found that individuals who self-identify as LGBT were less successful
in getting donations from the public than those who did not self-identify, suggest-
ing that a personal appeal in the LGBT context has a negative effect in persuading
an individual to support a cause, such as marriage equality (Harrison and
Michelson 2012).

Despite the relatively recent scholarly interest in political attitudes and engage-
ment regarding the LGBTQ+ community, virtually no existing studies employ
LGBTQ+ respondent populations. In the full data set of over 2,500 articles we
examined, only 54 published pieces surveyed LGBTQ+ respondents to measure
their opinions. Hertzog (1996), for example, surveyed LGB voters through exit
polling, finding LGB voters to be more liberal on social issues and unified into a
voting bloc for highly salient elections. With a field experiment conducted at a
Pride rally, McClendon (2014) found that the promise of social esteem through
recognition of participation boosted participation amongLGBT individuals. These
examples are difficult to find; even narrowing only on the last 15 years (when the
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majority of LGBTQ+ opinion studies appeared), just 3 percent of all published
work on opinion regarding LGBTQ+ issues analyzed responses among LGBTQ+
Americans.

In our study we focus specifically on the LGBTQ+ community in one
concentrated region of the United States. By selecting a sample of respon-
dents with a greater propensity to identify both as LGBTQ+ and Hispanic,
we provide an important theoretical contribution to the role intersecting
identities have on political engagement within the LGBTQ+ community.

The role of intersectionality

Scholars interested in identity often lament that the concept enjoys a huge
amount of scholarly attention but is rarely defined straightforwardly (e.g.,
Abdelal et al. 2006; Smith 2004). We rely on Tajfel’s (1981) definition of
identity as “that part of the individual’s self-concept which derives from their
knowledge of their membership of a social group (or groups) together with
the value and emotional significance attached to that membership” (255). An
individual’s identity holds tremendous influence over their attitudes and
behaviors. For example, identifying as a parent can lead otherwise liberal
individuals to express conservative preferences for issues regarding safety and
security (Klar 2013); identifying with an ethnic minority can dictate candi-
date choice (Jackson 2011); and identifying with a superordinate identity can
reduce social distance between subgroups (Transue 2007).

The influence of identity over action and attitude is inevitably complicated
by the fact that most, if not all, Americans identify with more than one
identity group at one time—and such incidents of overlapping identities may
be occurring now more than ever before. Bennett and Iyengar (2008) argue
that detachment from overarching social structures lead individuals to associ-
ate with a multitude of social and political groups and, as Klar (2013)
explains, even basic demographic data, such as the increasing frequency of
interracial and interfaith marriage, point toward increasing overlapping
identities at the individual level.

The consequences of multiple identity groups constitute an important
scholarly study, because the outcomes are indeed unique from what we see
when we study the influence of one identity alone. While identifying with
one identity group can be highly mobilizing (Klar and Piston 2015), indivi-
duals who are “cross-pressured” by identifying with multiple social group
affiliations tend to exhibit a lower interest in politics, a lower tendency to
vote, and feelings of alienation from and indifference toward politics (Brader,
Tucker, and Therriault 2013). Brader, Tucker, and Therriault (2013) sum-
marize the most prominent mechanisms by which cross-pressures are found
to demobilize or disengage citizens: (1) exposure to negative information
about preferred candidates discourages voters from supporting any candidate
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at all (Mutz 2002); (2) conflict-avoidance discourages individuals from dis-
cussing politics among individuals who hold heterogeneous identity-related
interests (Huckfeldt et al. 2004; McClurg 2006) and, subsequently, diminishes
opportunities for learning norms of participation (Leighley 1990); and (3)
individuals avoid participation to avoid disappointing those with whom they
disagree (Mutz 2002).

To this list, we add one further mechanism by which particular cross-
pressures may disengage citizens: identifying with multiple underrepresented
identity groups. As Banducci, Donovan, and Karp (2004) demonstrate, identi-
fying with one’s governmental representative increases political efficacy and,
subsequently, drives voter turnout. This can be the result of either substantive
or symbolic representation. The former (substantive representation) refers to
the sense that one’s representative holds “congruent policy views” and acts as
“an advocate” (Welch and Hibbing 1988, 291–92). The latter (symbolic, or
descriptive, representation) refers not to the actions that are taken by repre-
sentatives but rather to the notion that the presence of a particular group in
“positions of political power” (Lawless 2004, 81) might confer benefits to
citizens who also identify with that group (Darcy, Welch, and Clark 1994;
Mansbridge 1983; Matthews 1984; Meier 1975; Pitkin 1967). This does not
necessitate symbolic representation by one’s own representative (i.e., dyadic
representation) but can stem even from witnessing representatives who share
one’s identity at the aggregate level. For example, Campbell and Wolbrecht
(2006) look at the present of women as candidates and officeholders in the
country as a whole to assess the impact of symbolic representation of female
voters. Atkeson and Carrillo (2007) similarly show that the proportion of
women in legislature increases efficacy for women and men.

Our aim is not to distinguish between dimensions of representation but
instead to focus on the degree to which feeling as though one’s group is, or
groups are, represented in government affects political engagement. In line
with previous work on cross-pressures, we expect that identifying with
multiple minority groups will lead to political discouragement and disen-
gagement. The mechanism to which we attribute this phenomenon is the
depressive effect of underrepresentation. The greater the number of under-
represented groups with which an individual identifies, the less he or she will
engage with politics (H1).

In-group versus out-group mobilization

If underrepresentation of one’s in-group decreases engagement, then one might
expect that representation of this same group would increase positive feelings
toward government. Indeed, scholars employing observational data find that
the presence of women in political positions increases engagement (Campbell
and Wolbrecht 2006) and political knowledge among female voters (Burns,
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Schlozman, and Verba 2001), and that engagement among women similarly
increases when female candidates run in competitive races (Atkeson 2003).
Similarly, when African Americans are in positions of political power, an
increase of political efficacy appears among African American citizens (Abney
and Hutcheson 1981; Bobo and Gilliam 1990; Gilliam 1996; Gilliam and
Kaufmann 1998). This body of work suggests that reminders of -group repre-
sentation should increase political engagement.

Yet Nicholson (2012) demonstrates that, in the context of American
politics, out-group cues can in fact have a greater effect on persuasion than
in-group cues do. Relying on social identity theory, Nicholson finds that
endorsements from Republican President George Bush were more effective
in turning away Democrats more than they were in persuading fellow
Republicans. Nicholson argues that out-groups are “a potent source of
attitudes” (2012, 54) due to the motivating “desire to differentiate oneself
from an out-group.” This repulsion away from the out-group has a greater
effect on attitudes than does the supportive allure of the in-group.

Theories of affective intelligence help to further explain Nicholson’s find-
ing. To put it simply, negative emotions appear to motivate individuals more
than do positive emotions. For example, anger stimulates novel behaviors
(van Zomeren et al. 2010) and collective action (van Zomeren et al. 2004).
When it comes to fundraising, negative emotions are the most effective
determinant of donations (Merchant, Ford, and Sargeant 2010) even in
competitive settings (Klar and Piston 2015). Anxiety toward-groups substan-
tially increases as a result of negative emotions: primarily anxiety and threat
(Stephan and Stephan 1996). It therefore follows that out-groups, for whom
individuals feel negative emotions, will drive attitudinal and behavioral
action more than will in-groups.

We integrate Nicholson’s extension of social identity theory with what we
know regarding negative emotions to test the effects of out-group versus in-
group representation on engagement among minority groups (specifically, the
LGBTQ+ community). We expect that individuals should be more strongly
motivated to elect in-group candidates when they are reminded of governmen-
tal efforts to represent a threatening out-group, as opposed to efforts to
represent their own in-group, due to an enhanced sense of inefficacy (H2).

Study 1: A survey of identities and engagement among the LGBTQ+
population

Methodology

This study relies on a sample of 165 LGBTQ+ individuals whom we surveyed
across two counties in a Southwestern American state. To achieve this
sample, we first contacted 28 LGBTQ+ organizations throughout the region
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and asked if we could invite the members of their organizations to participate
in an anonymous survey regarding politics. Ten organizations agreed to
share their membership list with us.3 Each participating organization con-
tacted their respondents either through email or through their organizational
Facebook page. Respondents were all provided with a link to our anonymous
survey, via Qualtrics, an online research software company that hosts surveys
and collects data for researchers. After 21 days we closed the survey and
analyzed the responses. The full question wording for all survey questions in
this study are included in Appendix A.4

We received a total of 200 responses; among them, 165 individuals identi-
fied as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgendered or queer, and 35 identified as
straight (or heterosexual). We excluded the straight respondents from all of
the analyses in this study. Demographics of our sample (excluding straight
respondents) are provided in Table 1.

Table 1. Demographics of Local Sample and Pew National Sample.

Category Label

Local
Sample
(n = 165)

Pew
National
Sample

(n = 1,197)

Gender Identity Female 43% 50%
Male 36% 49%
Transgender 21% 4%

Sexual Orientation Lesbian 14% 33%
Gay 30% 23%
Bisexual 21% 40%
Queer 10% –
Plus (includes asexual, other, non-hetero,
and other write-in categories

8% –

Party Identification Republican 1% 8%
Lean Republican 5% 10%
Independent 9% 3%
Lean Democrat 29% 23%
Democrat 48% 56%

Political Ideology Conservative 3% 12%
Moderate 27% 37%
Liberal 53% 50%

Race White 68% 66%
Black 3% 10%
Hispanic 17% 17%
Other 5% 7%

Education High School or Less 4% 33%
Some College 38% 36%
Bachelor’s Degree or More 60% 32

Age Local 18–35/Pew 18–29 50% 30%
Local 36–45/Pew 30–49 15 39%
Local 46–65/Pew 50–64 33% 23%
Local 66 or older/Pew 65 or older 4% 9%

In the local survey: Both gender identity and sexual orientation were open-ended questions; responses were
subsequently coded for analyses; Race categories do not sum to 100 percent because respondents could
choose more than one racial category. In the Pew survey; Gender identity does not sum to 100 percent
because respondents could choose more than one category. Throughout this study we use the term
“transgender” to refer to all respondents who identified as transgender, agender, gender queer, and
nonbinary.
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We also include the most recent data available using a nationally repre-
sentative sample of LGBT Americans, conducted in 2013 by Pew Research.
This allows us to assess how our local sample compares demographically to a
larger national sample. Our sample has a substantially larger percentage of
respondents who identify as transgender (21 percent in local sample, com-
pared with 4 percent in the Pew sample). The two samples are strikingly
similar in the political composition of the respondents, although respondents
in the Pew sample are slightly more conservative ideologically. This may be
due to the fact that the Pew sample is also slightly older; 50 percent of our
respondents are under the age of 35, whereas only 30 percent of the Pew
respondents are under the age of 30 (the differences in the provided age
categories between the two surveys accounts for the categorical differences).
Finally, the two surveys contain the exact same percentage of Hispanic
respondents (17 percent, which replicates the percentage of Americans
nationwide who identify as Hispanic), though Pew includes substantially
more Black respondents (10 percent, as opposed to just 3 percent in the
local sample). This racial difference can be attributed to the setting: the
overall population of the southwestern state in which the survey takes place
is only 3.4 percent Black or African American, which is substantially less than
the national average of 12.3 percent.

If we compare our sample to a nationally representative sample of all
Americans, for example, the American National Election Studies, we are
further reminded of the benefit of our purposive sampling strategy. In 2008
the ANES interviewed 2,232 respondents; among them 2,181 identified as
“heterosexual or straight” and only 93 (i.e., 4.16 percent of the sample)
identified as “homosexual or gay or lesbian or bisexual.” Among those who
did identify as non-heterosexual, only 33 respondents identified as non-
white. That is, in a nationally representative sample of 2,232 individuals,
only 33 respondents identified as both non-white and non-heterosexual. For
this reason, the purposive sample we have collected is useful for studying
political attitudes among those who identify themselves at the intersection of
both the LGBTQ+ community as well as an additional minority group. Our
purposeful sample also goes beyond merely descriptive data, such as Pew’s
survey of LGBT adults. We employ a survey and experimental methods to
expand the knowledge available on how holding multiple identities impacts
engagement among LGBTQ+ people.

Survey results

We present our survey results in two parts. First, we look at the degree to
which the respondents overall feel represented by government and the degree
to which their sexual orientation influences their political decisions. We then
turn to the role of intersectionality: how do individuals at the intersection of
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multiple identity groups view representation and how does this affect their
political preferences?

Overall, we find that members of the LGBTQ+ community voice concern
for a perceived lack of governmental representation for Americans who are
not heterosexual. Only 1 percent of the LGBTQ+ community “definitely
agrees” that “people of my orientation are represented in politics.”
Conversely, 59 percent of the LGBTQ+ community “definitely disagree”
and an additional 21.74 percent “mostly disagree” (see Table 2). This percep-
tion is well warranted. For symbolic representation (the presence of “people
like you” in positions of political power), the LGBTQ+ community is objec-
tively underrepresented. There are currently one senator and six members of
Congress who openly identify as gay: that is, approximately 1.3 percent of
federal representatives. When it comes to substantive representation (i.e.,
representatives acting as advocates on behalf of one’s in-group), there is more
room for subjectivity, because individuals vary in the degree to which they
believe their representatives are acting on their behalf. Our evidence shows
that among the LGBTQ+ community, there is widespread agreement that
representation is poor.

For members of the LGBTQ+ community, sexual orientation plays a
strong influence in political decisions. Our survey revealed that 50 percent
of all LGBTQ+ respondents say that they mostly or definitely agree that it
does (data not shown). We are primarily interested, however, in focusing on
cleavages within the LGBTQ+ community, rather than examining the com-
munity as a voting bloc, as commonly done in previous literature. It is here
where we test our first hypothesis and consider the role of subgroups within
the LGBTQ+ community in affecting political attitudes and behaviors.

Intersectionality and political (dis)engagement

One particular advantage of our sample is that it includes a large percen-
tage of Hispanic Americans (as many as a nationally representative sample
of the LGBTQ+ community). The Hispanic community is also one that
faces objective underrepresentation in government. Hispanics comprise 17
percent of the national population, but only 8 percent of US Congress
members.

Table 2. “People of My Same Sexual Orientation Are Well Represented
in Politics.”
Definitely Disagree 59.01%

Mostly Disagree 21.74%
Slightly Disagree 6.21%
Neither Disagree Nor Agree 8.07%
Slightly Agree 2.48%
Mostly Agree 1.24%
Definitely Agree 1.24%
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Individuals who identify at the intersection of multiple underrepresented
identity groups—for example both the LGBTQ+ and Latino communities—
must navigate multiple identity-related interests (Klar 2013). Indeed, we find
that individuals who identify as both LGBTQ+ and Hispanic are less likely to
report that their sexual orientation influences their decision to vote than do
individuals who identify as LGBTQ+ and white. For example, 16.67 percent
of Hispanics respondents “definitely agree” that their sexual orientation
influences their vote, compared with 31.58 percent of white respondents
who “definitely agree.” Indeed, the mean level of agreement among
Hispanic LGBTQ+ respondents (4.38) is significantly lower than among
white LGBTQ+ respondents (5.22; p value = .03 with a t-test).

Similarly, the mean level of agreement among individuals who identify as
both LGBTQ+ and female (4.92) is significantly lower than among indivi-
duals who identify as LGBTQ+ and male (5.43; p value = .05). Comparing the
mean among male respondents to that among transgender respondents
(5.02) demonstrates that male LGBTQ+ people are more likely to rely on
their sexual orientation when voting than do transgender respondents,
although the difference between the two means does not reach conventional
levels of significance (p = .15), perhaps because of the relatively smaller
sample number of transgender respondents.

In Table 3 we conduct a multivariate regression to assess the influence of
identifying with additional minority groups on the degree to which LGBTQ+
respondents agree that their sexual orientation influences their vote. We
include dummy variables to indicate whether the respondent identifies as
female (as opposed to male), transgender (as opposed to male or female), and
Hispanic (as opposed to white). We also include controls for age, education,
income, and ideology. Our regression output demonstrates a negative and

Table 3. “My Sexual Orientation Has a Strong Influence onMyDecision to Vote.”
Coefficient

(standard error) p value

Female −0.67
(0.31)

.03

Transgender −0.75
(0.39)

.05

Hispanic −0.77
(0.45)

.08

Age −1.16
(0.10)

.10

Education 0.15
(0.09)

.12

Income −0.05
(0.08)

.52

Ideology (1 = liberal; 7 = conservative) 0.31
(0.10)

.00

N = 150.
R-squared: 0.13.
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significant (p = .03) association with identifying as female, a negative and
significant (p = .05) association with identifying as transgender, and a
negative and significant (p = .08) association with identifying as Hispanic.
All three indicators suggest that LGBTQ+ Americans who identify with
additional minority groups are less reliant on their sexual orientation when
voting, suggesting that these respondents are navigating their multiple under-
represented identity groups as they make political decisions.

In line with seminal work on cross-cutting pressures, we expect (H1) that
identifying at this intersection of multiple underrepresented groups has a
depressive effect on political efficacy and engagement. We first asked respon-
dents how likely they are to vote in the upcoming 2016 election. In Figure 1
we plot the percentage of respondents who report that they will “definitely”
vote in the upcoming presidential election. White and male members of the
LGBTQ+ community are more confident in their likely electoral participa-
tion than are female, transgender, and non-white LGBTQ+ respondents.

This same pattern is evident when we turn to internal efficacy (see Figure 2).
For example, LGBTQ+ females are both more likely to say that their vote does

Figure 1. “Do you plan on voting in the future?.”
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not matter than are LGBTQ+ males, and females are also more likely to believe
that they have no say in what government does.

Finally, we conducted a regression to determine the roles that gender and
race play in how LGBTQ+ Americans feel about politics. We expect that
identifying with two underrepresented groups should increase respondents’
level of agreement with the phrase “I am easily discouraged by politics”—
even when controlling for socioeconomic factors that are known to affect
political engagement. In Table 4 we display the results of this analysis. As is
shown, when we control for race (identifying as Hispanic as opposed to

Figure 2. Internal efficacy among male, female, and transgender LGBTQ+ Americans.

Table 4. “I Am Easily Discouraged by Politics.”
Coefficient

(standard error) p value

Female 0.67
(0.34)

.05

Transgender 0.87
(0.43)

.04

Hispanic 0.25
(0.50)

.61

Age 0.03
(0.11)

.74

Education 0.18
(0.11)

.10

Income 0.02
(0.09)

.78

Ideology (Conservative) −0.03
(0.10)

.76

N = 136.
R-squared: 0.06.
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white), age, education, and political ideology, the only statistically significant
predictors of feeling discouraged by politics is identifying as a female
(p = .05) or transgender (p = .04).

Our survey shows important heterogeneity within the LGBTQ+ commu-
nity that is commonly masked with homogeneous samples. First, LGBTQ+
Americans who identify with multiple underrepresented groups are less likely
to emphasize their sexual orientation in making political decisions and are
more likely to emphasize their competing identities. Second, identifying with
multiple underrepresented groups significantly depresses political engage-
ment and efficacy. Even when controlling for socioeconomic factors that
are known to influence engagement, we find that identifying with an addi-
tional underrepresented group is the most significant inhibitor of engage-
ment among LGBTQ+ Americans.

It is also worth noting the potentially surprising influence of education on
efficacy—and it is one that we did not anticipate. Education, in our analysis,
appears to increase the feeling of being discouraged by politics (with a
marginal significance level of p = .10). Existing work on political efficacy
suggests that we would find the opposite relationship. For example, both
Craig, Niemi, and Silver (1990) and Niemi, Craig, and Mattei (1991) rely on
the American National Election Studies and consistently find that higher
education predicts higher political efficacy. We note, however, that scant
attention has been paid to efficacy as a dependent variable among minority
voters. One important exception is Merolla, Sellers, and Fowler (2013), who
find that an increase in descriptive representation increases efficacy among
African American voters. These scholars control for education as they exam-
ine efficacy before and after Barack Obama became president, but they do
not specifically examine how education affects efficacy among minorities.
Our brief analysis of the most recent (2012) American National Election
Studies does confirm that higher education increases efficacy among whites,
but higher education appears to decrease efficacy among African American
respondents. This preliminary analysis supports the inverse relationship
between education and efficacy among LGBTQ+ respondents that we find
in our study, but this line of inquiry deserves further scholarly attention.

Experimental design

To test our second hypothesis—that out-group representation is a greater
motivation to elect in-group candidates than is in-group representation—we
embedded a randomized experiment within our survey. We first describe our
experimental design before turning to our results.

We randomly assigned our respondents to receive one of three versions of
the survey. The survey questions were nearly completely identical across all
three versions; however, at the end of the survey we provided information
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regarding Congressional Causes that we manipulated across the groups.
Congressional Caucuses are groups of members of the United States
Congress who meet to discuss common goals. The unifying themes of the
caucus vary widely; some caucuses are domestic policy-oriented (e.g., the
Congressional Pro-Choice Caucus or the Congressional School Choice
Caucus), others relate to particular international organizations and countries
(e.g., the Congressional Friends of Wales Caucus or the Congressional Nepal
Caucus), and still others bring together members with similar leisure inter-
ests and hobbies (e.g., the Congressional Baseball Caucus or the House Small
Brewers Caucus). Each is formed to represent an ideology, policy, or interest
that a group of Congress members share.

To evoke feelings of representation for an in-group or an out-group, we
informed our respondents of the existence of a specific caucus in Congress.
Group 1 was informed that the “LGBT Equality Caucus” formed in Congress
to represent the interests of the LGBTQ+ community. Our intent for the
“LGBT Caucus” treatment was to determine how reminders of representation
affect efficacy.5 Group 2 was informed that the “Congressional Black Caucus”
formed in Congress to represent the interests of the Black and African
American communities. Our intent for the “Black Caucus” treatment was
to establish a baseline that allows us to determine how reminders that other
groups are being represented in Congress affects efficacy.

Finally, Group 3 was informed that the Tea Party Caucus was formed in
Congress to represent the interests of the Tea Party and its members. Our
intent for this final treatment group was to assess how representation of
groups that are hostile toward the LGBT community affect efficacy among
the LGBT community.

We chose the Tea Party as the out-group in our design because many of
their stated values stand in sharp contrast to the desired rights of the LGBTQ
+ community. The Tea Party is a political party and a broader national
movement that supports conservative social and economic values.
According to the party’s platform posted on its website (teaparty.org), the
group’s core beliefs center on downsizing government, upholding the
Constitution, and protecting traditional family values. The origins of this
modern Tea Party are up for debate, but the group gained increasing support
after Barack Obama took office in 2009. In the following year the party
continued to receive national attention with the formation of the Tea Party
Caucus, led by Minnesota’s Republican Congresswoman Michelle Bachman
and supported by 52 other Republican members of Congress.6

Prominent Tea Party affiliates, such as Senator Ted Cruz (R-FL), and
Congressman Rand Paul (R-KY), openly state their disapproval of progres-
sive social issues, with marriage equality being chief among them. Senator
Cruz, for example, has repeatedly said that efforts to enforce marriage
equality nationally are an “assault on religious liberty” that “undermine”
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the Constitution.7 As Senator, Cruz has called for a Constitutional amend-
ment permanently defining marriage as the union between one man and one
woman.

For these reasons the Tea Party Caucus allows us to present our respon-
dents with a real-life example of a Congressional Caucus (as opposed to a
fictionalized caucus) that in-group members (i.e., members of the LGBTQ+
community) are likely to view as a threatening out-group.

After reading about the particular caucus, respondents were asked about
their interest in voting for a candidate who shares with them a common
identity (“To what extent do you agree or disagree that you would be more
likely to vote for a candidate if you shared common identities?”) and the
degree to which they feel represented by government (“To what extent do
you agree or disagree that the government is doing enough to help people
like you?”). We now turn to our experimental results.

Experimental results
We now turn to the tests of our second hypothesis. We expected that
reminders of the Tea Party Caucus—but not reminders of the Black
Caucus—would increase motivation among the LGBTQ+ population to sup-
port a candidate who shares common identities. We theorized that indivi-
duals should be more strongly motivated to elect in-group candidates when
they are reminded of governmental efforts to represent a threatening out-
group, as opposed to efforts to represent their own in-group, due to an
enhanced sense of inefficacy. In Figure 3 we present the mean response for
each treatment group.

Respondents who were told about the LGBT Caucus responded, on aver-
age, with a 4.97 on the 7-point scale (just below “slightly agree”). When
reminded about the Tea Party Caucus, however, the desire to elect in-group
candidates increase to 5.42, a statistically significant change (p value = .04).
This negative out-group cue evidently motivates a particular political action:
the desire to support a candidate who shares your own in-group.

We ensure that the effect is due to a threatening out-group, and not simply an
out-group, by comparing the response when individuals are reminded of the
Congressional Black Caucus, which represents another minority group—but
one that does not overtly threaten the LGBTQ+ community. There is no statis-
tically significant difference in responses for those who read about the LGBT
Caucus (4.97) and those who read about the Black Caucus (5.06; p value = .73).

Conclusions

Our study combines both survey data and unique experimental study to reveal
illustrative findings regarding political attitudes among LGBTQ+ Americans.
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Overall, we find significant evidence that identities play a much more nuanced
role than what the limited studies that are currently available suggest.

First, we find that LGBTQ+ respondents who identify as an ethnic min-
ority are significantly less likely to base their political decisions on their
sexual orientation than white LGBTQ+ respondents. We similarly find that
LGBTQ+ Americans who identify as female or transgender are significantly
less likely to base their political decisions on their sexual orientation than
LGBTQ+ male. Those who place themselves at the intersection of multiple
minority groups feel more cross-pressured by the many identity-related
interests that guide their political decisions and, as a result, are less likely
to participate in politics.

With our experimental study we are able to compare the effects of learning
about in-group representation versus out-group representation on the desire
for symbolic representation via electing in-group candidates. We find that
reminders of government action that supports the Tea Party community—
perceived to be a threatening out-group—results in a greater desire to
support in-group candidates than reminders of governmental action to sup-
port the LGBTQ+ community and reminders of governmental action to
support the African American community. This finding suggests that efforts
to mobilize voters to support candidates who share their minority identities
would benefit from reminders of the degree to which threatening out-groups
are currently represented.

Figure 3. “I would be more likely to vote for a candidate if we shared common identities.”
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We have reviewed the advantages of our purposive sample, but of course,
there are also limitations to address. This sample comes from one specific
region in the country, and to test the external validity of our finding, our
study must be replicated across different settings and samples (Shadish,
Cook, and Campbell 2002). We are confident in purposive sampling to
obtain diverse samples of minority communities, but we acknowledge the
need for replication and we look forward to continued studies that engage
with the LGBTQ+ community as respondents and not solely as the subject
matter of a survey administered to straight Americans.

Our experimental findings suggest that the cue of a threatening out-group
has a greater effect over mobilization than do reminders that the in-group is
being represented in government. However, we employ self-reported mea-
sures only. In future studies, behavioral measures would help to examine the
extent to which individuals are willing to take real action. Indeed, given the
paucity of scholarly work on LGBTQ+ Americans themselves, there are
countless unanswered questions that are well deserving of scholarly attention.
Ours is an important first step in treating the LGBTQ+ community as a
diverse range of Americans with competing identities and conflicting inter-
ests, rather than merely as a homogeneous voting bloc.

Notes

1. As others do, we use the term “LGBTQ+” to be inclusive of individuals who identify as
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer, plus identities such as intersex, pansex-
ual, and asexual (e.g., Tillmann 2014).

2. We first searched J-Stor for any article published in a political science journal since
1900 that included both one of the search terms “LGBT” or “same-sex marriage” or
“lesbian” or “homosexual” or “gay marriage” and also one of the search terms “atti-
tude” or “opinion.” Three coders then determined whether each article included survey
data (yes or no) and surveyed non-heterosexual respondents (yes or no), in addition to
information regarding the key finding of articles that did include survey data.

3. The organizations that agreed to forward the survey link to their members include the
following: The Gay and Lesbian Student Education Network (GLSEN), the University
of Arizona (UA) Pride Alliance and LGBTQ Affairs, UA Queer and Trans People of
Color (QTPOC), Fluxx Productions, Tucson GLBT Chamber of Commerce, LGBTQ
Resources and Support at Northern Arizona University (NAU), NAU People
Respecting Individuals and Sexual Minorities (PRISM), Gamma Rho Lambda NAU
Chapter, LGBTQIA Commission at NAU, and the Greater Phoenix Gay and Lesbian
Chamber of Commerce.

4. Calculating the response rate is difficult in this case, because many of the organizations’
membership lists overlap considerably. Given that we cannot account for overlap in
organizational membership, we cannot provide a precise denominator against which
we can compare the number of respondents.

5. All information provided to respondents was true; no deception was incorporated into
this experimental design.
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6. http://www.academia.edu/6737621/Reading_the_Tea_Leaves_Understanding_Tea_
Party_Caucus_Membership_in_the_US_House_of_Representatives.

7. These quotes are taken from Ted Cruz’s Presidential Announcement at Liberty
University, March 23, 2015.
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Appendix A: Interview Protocol

In this appendix, we include the full wording for every question and response scale.
Do you plan on voting in the future?

1. Definitely will
2. Probably will
3. Maybe
4. Don’t know
5. Maybe not
6. Probably not
7. Definitely not

Please select the degree to which you agree with the following statements:
People of my same sexual orientation are well represented in government and politics.

1. Strongly Disagree
2. Disagree
3. Somewhat Disagree
4. Neither Disagree Nor Agree
5. Somewhat Agree
6. Agree
7. Strongly Agree

My sexual orientation has a strong influence on my decision to vote.

1. Strongly Disagree
2. Disagree
3. Somewhat Disagree
4. Neither Disagree Nor Agree
5. Somewhat Agree
6. Agree
7. Strongly Agree

My race has a strong influence on my decision to vote.

1. Strongly Disagree
2. Disagree
3. Somewhat Disagree
4. Neither Disagree Nor Agree
5. Somewhat Agree
6. Agree
7. Strongly Agree

People of my same gender are well represented in government and politics.

1. Strongly Disagree
2. Disagree
3. Somewhat Disagree
4. Neither Disagree Nor Agree
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5. Somewhat Agree
6. Agree
7. Strongly Agree

My gender identity has a strong influence on my decision to vote.

1. Strongly Disagree
2. Disagree
3. Somewhat Disagree
4. Neither Disagree Nor Agree
5. Somewhat Agree
6. Agree
7. Strongly Agree

My vote doesn’t matter.

1. Strongly Disagree
2. Disagree
3. Somewhat Disagree
4. Neither Disagree Nor Agree
5. Somewhat Agree
6. Agree
7. Strongly Agree

People like me don’t have any say in what the government does.

1. Strongly Disagree
2. Disagree
3. Somewhat Disagree
4. Neither Disagree Nor Agree
5. Somewhat Agree
6. Agree
7. Strongly Agree

I am easily discouraged by politics.

1. Strongly Disagree
2. Disagree
3. Somewhat Disagree
4. Neither Disagree Nor Agree
5. Somewhat Agree
6. Agree
Strongly Agree

Experimental Treatments—respondents randomized to read one of the following:
“LGBT Caucus Treatment”
In the United States Congress, members of either the House of Representatives or the Senate
can join together to form groups, or caucuses, that work toward common legislative
objectives.
Did you know the bipartisan LGBT Equality Caucus was founded in 2008 by openly gay
representatives Tammy Baldwin and Barney Frank? In the last Congress (January 2013 to
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January 2015), 114 congressional members joined their mission to work for LGBT rights in
government.
“Black Caucus Treatment”
In the United States Congress, members of either the House of Representatives or the Senate
can join together to form groups, or caucuses, that work toward common legislative
objectives.
Did you know the Congressional Black Caucus was formed in 1971 and is a bipartisan
organization aimed at empowering America’s neglected citizens and addressing their legisla-
tive concerns? In the last Congress (January 2013 to January 2015), 46 members committed to
their mission of serving as the voice of people of color and vulnerable communities.
“Tea Party Caucus Treatment”
In the United States Congress, members of either the House of Representatives or the Senate
can join together to form groups, or caucuses, that work toward common legislative
objectives.
Did you know the Tea Party Caucus was founded in 2010 by former Representative Michelle
Bachman to promote fiscal responsibility and an adherence to the Tea Party Movement’s
interpretation of the Constitution and limited government? In the last Congress (January
2013 to January 2015), there were 48 congressional Republicans who joined the caucus.

All respondents then completed the following 2 survey questions:
Please select the degree to which you agree with the following statements:
The government is not doing enough to help people like me.

1. Strongly Disagree
2. Disagree
3. Somewhat Disagree
4. Neither Disagree Nor Agree
5. Somewhat Agree
6. Agree
7. Strongly Agree

I would be more likely to vote for a candidate if we shared common identities.

1. Strongly Disagree
2. Disagree
3. Somewhat Disagree
4. Neither Disagree Nor Agree
5. Somewhat Agree
6. Agree
7. Strongly Agree

Demographic Section:
Please write in how you identify your gender:
Please write in how you identify your sexual orientation:
Please select the category or categories that best matches how you identify your race or
ethnicity (mark all that apply:
African American
American Indian or Alaska Native
Asian
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Caucasian
Hispanic
Latino
Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander
Other:
Which category below includes your age?
18–25
26–35
36–45
46–55
56–65
66 or older
Which county do you currently live in?
[Scrolling list of counties in state]
What is the highest level of school you have completed or highest degree you have received?
Less than high school
High school degree or equivalent
Some college but left before degree
Currently in college working toward degree
Associate degree
Bachelor’s degree
Graduate degree
How much did your household earn in income last year?
Less than $30,000
$30,000 to $49,999
$50,000 to $99,999
$100,000 to $249,999
$250,000
Which category best matches your political party affiliation?
Strong Democrat
Democrat
Independent leaning to Democrat
Independent
Independent leaning to Republican
Republican
Strong Republican
Which category best matches your political ideology?
Strongly liberal
Liberal
Slightly liberal
Moderate
Slightly conservative
Conservative
Strongly conservative
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