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Summary

Social support is an important resource that can help reduce stressful situations or buffer
the impact of stressful situations for LGBTQ+ individuals. Many different definitions of social
support exist, but researchers often focus on emotional, informational, or practical support
provided to a person. Social support is communicated by people close to a person as well
through institutional practices and policies and in communities. General trends around the world
show increasing support for sexual-minority individuals—and to a lesser extent gender-minority
individuals—but there are many countries still hostile to LGBTQ+ individuals. A number of
individual-level and country-level variables are related to positive attitudes toward LGBTQ+
individuals.

Social support is operationalized in many ways in quantitative research on LGBTQ+
individuals, usually used as a predictor of health outcomes. Some quantitative measures look at
general social support, whereas others study social support within particular settings, or very
specific ways in which support is communicated. Measures of social support specific to
LGBTQ+ populations have been developed, such as The Gay and Lesbian Acceptance and
Support Index. Research also looks at support at the community level—the broader community
(often referred to as community climate) as well as LGBTQ+ community. Qualitative research is
valuable for exploring what social support means to various groups and for understanding how
different social identities interact with each other.

Many factors influence expectations and experiences of social support; thus, research
should be contextualized. Rather than studying LGBTQ+ as a group, subgroups can be studied,
along with intersectional research. When this is carried out, unique findings can appear. For

example, lesbians in adulthood can include ex-partners and ex-lovers in their social support



Support for LGBTQ+ Individuals 3

networks, and Black lesbian parents describe complex ways in which they interact with their
families and religious communities. Different life course changes such as same-sex marriage and
LGBTQ+ parenting provide opportunities to explore if and how social support is communicated
to LGBTQ+ individuals. Who support is received from is also a key area of interest—families of
origin, chosen families, friends, work colleagues, LGBTQ+ communities and broader
communities, and so on. Later-life circumstances of LGBTQ+ individuals also need focus, as
these individuals often have smaller social support networks due to lifetime discrimination and
cumulative life course experiences. Political situations involving elevated anti-gay rhetoric are
also relevant contexts in which to study how social support can ameliorate minority stress.
Research is starting to look at social support in formal organizations, many of which have
developed guidelines for developing inclusive environments for sexual- and gender-minority

groups.

Key words: community climate, family acceptance, formal support, informal support,

intersectionality, LGBTQ+, LGBTQ+ communities, life course, minority stress, social support
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Social Support and LGBTQ+ Individuals and Communities

Introduction

Exposure to stress differs based on factors such as gender, race, ethnicity, and income,
which can create health-related inequalities at the societal level (Thoits, 2010). Discrimination
can further harm the health of those who are members of minority groups (Thoits, 2010), such as
individuals who identify as LGBTQ+ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, plus). LGBTQ+
individuals experience discrimination and prejudice related to homophobia, heterosexism,
transphobia, and biphobia, and this additional burden is called minority stress (Meyer, 1995,
2003). Important assumptions of minority stress are that it is experienced in addition to “regular”
stresses and therefore requires additional adaptation, it is chronic, and it is based in social
interactions (Meyer, 2003).

Minority stress processes related to LGBTQ+ individuals are threefold, consisting of: (a)
objectively experienced events (distal sources), (b) subjective appraisals (proximal sources) and
associated vigilance of anticipated or feared events, and (c¢) internalized homophobia (Meyer,
2003). Objectively experienced stressors can range from microaggressions, which are “behaviors
and statements, often unconscious or unintentional, that communicate hostile or derogatory
messages” (Nadal, Whitman, Davis, Erazo, & Davidoff, 2016, p. 488), such as a person saying
“that’s so gay” to hostile and violent reactions from others. Stress can result from subjective
appraisals such as worrying about whether co-workers will be friendly to a partner at a work-
related function (LeBlanc, Frost, & Wight, 2015). Internalized homophobia can result in negative
self-perceptions and diminished psychological adjustment (Meyer, 2003). A list of sexuality-

related stressors related to “family reactions, disclosure or visibility concerns, violence,
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harassment, societal misunderstanding, discrimination, HIV/AIDS, and sexual orientation
conflict” (Doty, Willoughby, Lindahl, & Malik, 2010, p. 1137) is found in the 52-item Measure
of Gay-Related Stress (MOGS) (Lewis, Derlega, Griffin, & Krowinski, 2003). These chronically
experienced social situations can negatively affect both the mental and physical health of sexual-
and gender-minority individuals (Meyer, 1995, 2003).

A key way in which stress can be reduced is through the communication of social support
to those who identify as LGBTQ+ (Frost, Meyer, & Schwartz, 2016). Family, friends,
communities, and beyond (e.g., institutions and government) all influence the well-being of
LGBTQ+ individuals. Moreover, support comes not only from “outside” of the LGBTQ+
community' but also from within it (Meyer, 2003). Being able to reach out to other sexuality
minority youth for advice or to see them as role models, for example, can help youth who are in
the process of coming out to others (Frost et al., 2016).

Social support may reduce the number of stressful events a person is experiencing or it
may help them to change their perceptions of how challenging a particular circumstance is
(Brownell & Shumaker, 1984). For sexual- and gender-minority individuals, social support can
reduce stress “by reducing isolation and offering resources, a sense of security, and a sense of
identity” (Vyncke & Julien, 2007, p. 402). This entry focuses solely on the positive effects of
social support for LGBTQ+ individuals, while recognizing that social support can also be used in
a controlling way (Nurullah, 2012; Vyncke & Julien, 2007).

Social support is first defined and distinguished from the concept of tolerance. Examples
of changing attitudes around the world follow this section. Factors associated with acceptance
are then briefly presented. The fourth section presents various examples of how social support

has been operationalized in LGBTQ+ research. The final section notes the importance of a
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contextual approach to studying this topic: (a) different groups under the LGBTQ+ umbrella
rather than as a group, including intersectional identities; (b) experiences across the lifespan; and
(c) social support in formal environments.
Defining Social Support

Various definitions exist for social support (Dowers, White, Cook, & Kingsley, 2020;
Masini & Barrett, 2008; Williams, Barclay, & Schmied, 2004), which was first studied as a
“distinct construct” in the mid-1970s (Nurullah, 2012, p. 173). Cobb provided one of the earliest
definitions in a 1976 Presidential Address to the American Psychosomatic Society: information
leading a person to believe that they are “cared for and loved,” “esteemed and valued,” and
“belongs to a network of communication and mutual obligation” (p. 300). Williams et al.’s 2004
review of social support in social science research found 30 different definitions, with Cobb’s
definition used the most frequently. Cobb’s definition is still used (e.g., Ingham, Eccles, &
Armitage, 2017). Peggy Thoits’ definition from research (e.g., 2010, 2011) about the link
between social support and health is also cited by many researchers (e.g., Hawthorne, Camic, &
Rimes, 2020). Thoits (2010) defines social support as “emotional, informational, or practical
assistance from significant others, such as family members, friends, or coworkers; support
actually may be received from others or simply perceived to be available when needed” (p. S47).
Definitions of each of these three types of assistance are also provided.

Emotional support refers to demonstrations of love and caring, esteem and value,

encouragement, and sympathy. Informational assistance is the provision of facts or

advice that may help a person solve problems; this category of help can also include

appraisal support—feedback about the person’s interpretation of a situation and guidance

regarding possible courses of action (Cohen and McKay 1984; Weiss 1974). Instrumental
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support consists of offering or supplying behavioral or material assistance with practical

tasks or problems. (Thoits, 2011, p. 146)

Applying Thoits’s three types of assistance to LGBTQ+ individuals, one could look at
what kind of responses others have when an LGBTQ+ person discloses harassment, whether they
know of resources to refer an LGBTQ+ person to, and if they provide tangible assistance during
times of need (e.g., finances to help with the purchase of a home or assist with a gender-
affirming operation). Actions such as a heterosexual person marching in or attending a Gay Pride
Parade or posting signs of support on their social media site (Matsick, Kim, & Kruk, 2020) also
communicate messages that LGBTQ+ individuals are accepted and valued.

Major life events, such as the death of a partner or moving to a new country, represent
opportunities for others to show their support. However, many daily, regular events also occur in
which individuals hope to receive support from others (Thoits, 2011); this kind of support is less
visible than support occurring in response to major events. Examples of daily support are (a)
feeling heard after relaying a challenging work experience to a family member later in the day
(completing a heterosexist-worded form, for example); (b) chatting with neighbors about
aggravating street construction; and (c¢) helping a same-sex couple prepare for a party.

Routine or everyday emotional, informational, and instrumental acts are helpful in

themselves and also may sustain self-esteem, a sense of mattering to others, and

perceived control over minor or impending obstacles and thus indirectly maintain
psychological well-being and (through positive affect) physical well-being as well.

(Thoits, 2011, p. 150)

The previous examples are of informal social support, which comes from primary groups

of people who are close to a person, such as family and friends (Thoits, 2010). Communities and
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religious organizations are also examples of informal social support (Glass & Few-Demo, 2013).
Many researchers only focus their study of social support in this manner (e.g., Dowers et al.,
2020) or emphasize that it is “informal” social support they are examining (e.g., Hawthorne et
al., 2020; Ingham et al., 2017).

Social support is also demonstrated more broadly by secondary groups (Thoits, 2011),
environments characterized by more formal and less personal interactions, compared to primary
groups. Examples of secondary groups are workplaces, schools, healthcare settings, and
organized athletics. Some researchers have examined the role that such support can play in the
well-being of LGBTQ+ individuals, examining support in state, employment, educational, and
sports contexts (Atteberry-Ash, Woodford, & Spectrum Center, 2018; Oswald, Cuthbertson,
Lazarevic, & Goldberg, 2010; Pitcher, Camacho, Renn, & Woodford, 2018; Woodford, Paceley,
Kulick, & Hong, 2015).

Social support is distinct from other concepts. For example, it is not the same as social
integration, social capital, or a social network (Nurullah, 2012). A person may have social capital
or a social network, but neither is a guarantee of receiving social support when it is needed.
Additionally, social support is not the same as folerance, which is defined in different ways in
literature about LGBTQ+ individuals. Holman, Fish, Oswald, and Goldberg (2019) suggest that
tolerance consists of “a general source of support” at an institutional level, but with “very clear
limitations to that support” (p. 554), whereas Twenge, Carter, and Campbell (2015) define it as
“agreeing that controversial outgroups should be allowed public expression” (p. 389). In general,
tolerating differences is not the same as supporting them: “to support difference is to believe that
individuals, families, and communities are better off when people are valued for their

differences, rather than despite them” (Oswald, Routon, McGuire, & Holman, 2018, p. 42).
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Global Trends in Acceptance of LGBTQ+ Individuals

Research on trends related to acceptance of homosexuality and gay rights is limited
(Smith, Son, & Kim, 2014). However, cross-sectional, cross-cultural research does show
increased tolerance toward LGBTQ+ individuals over the past twenty years (Pew Research
Center, 2020; Smith et al., 2014). The lives of sexual minorities—and to a lesser extent gender
minorities—has improved in many countries since the first International Day Against
Homophobia, Transphobia, and Biphobia (IDAHO) held on May 16, 2004 (Meyer, 2016).
Positive attitudes are more likely found in individualistic countries (Twenge, Carter, &
Campbell, 2015) such as in the Americas and Western European countries (Pew Research
Center, 2020). Improvements have also occurred in South America (Meyer, 2016). Increasing
acceptance is seen in other countries. For example, 14% of Kenyans said that homosexuality was
acceptable in 2019, compared with 1% in 2002, and India increased in acceptance from 16% to
37% from 2014 to 2019 (Pew Research Center, 2020).

Support is also increasingly seen for same-sex marriage. From 2000 to 2020, 30 countries
and territories legalized same-sex marriage, starting with the Netherlands in 2000 and more
recently Costa Rica in 2020 (Pew Research Center, 2019)

Nevertheless, in some countries, such as Russia and Uganda, LGBTQ+ individuals
continue to face hostile and dangerous circumstances (Meyer, 2016). It is illegal to be gay in 32
African countries, and gay sex is criminalized in 67 countries (Greenhalgh, 2019). Moreover,
even in countries in which support is more generally found, anti-gay political and institutional
discourse and actions are found (see, for example, Shear & Savage, 2017; Unger, 2020). Support,
tolerance, and rejection can be communicated in the same country, and threats to LGBTQ+

protection cause concern and fear for both LGBTQ+ individuals and their allies (Brown &
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Keller, 2018; Gonzalez, Pulice-Farrow, & Galupo, 2018).

Positive or negative attitudes toward LGBTQ+ individuals can also take many different
forms. Negative attitudes about LGBTQ+ parenting exist (Weiner & Zinner, 2015), despite
research showing that children raised in such families are as similarly well-adjusted as children
raised by heterosexual parents (Patterson, 2017). Thus, a person might show support for
homosexuality and same-sex intimate relationships, but not support parenting by LGBTQ+
individuals. Ambivalent attitudes (Costa & Salinas-Quiroz, 2019) about certain contexts can also
exist.

Factors Associated with Acceptance

A number of factors are related to acceptance of homosexuality, such as having
interactions with LGBTQ+ individuals, age, education, religiosity, political ideology, and a
country’s wealth (Burgess & Baunach, 2014; Pew Research Center, 2020; Smith et al., 2014).
These factors may also interact with other conditions. For instance, higher levels of education are
less related to LGBTQ+ acceptance in countries in which sexual- and gender-minorities are still
viewed very negatively (Smith et al., 2014).

Other research has examined factors related to acceptance of same-sex marriage and
same-sex parenting (e.g., Costa & Salinas-Quiroz, 2019), finding similar results. In the US, for
example, interactions with LGBTQ+ individuals, higher educational levels, lower levels of
religious intensity, younger ages, liberal ideology, and partisanship are positively related to
acceptance of same-sex marriage (Daniels, 2019; Lee & Mutz, 2019). Women are also more
supportive than men of same-sex marriage and parenting (Costa, Carneiro, Esposito, D’Amore,
& Green, 2018; Sloane & Robillard, 2018). Attitudes about same-sex parenting may depend on

what parenting configurations are being assessed. Older Italians are more negative about gay
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parenting than they are about lesbian or heterosexual parenting (Baiocco, Nardelli, Pezzuti, &
Lingiardi, 2013). A study of attitudes about adoption by same-sex couples in 28 European
countries found that both individual-level and country-level variables influence attitudes
(Takacs, Szalma, & Bartus, 2016).

Measuring Social Support for LGBTQ+ Individuals

Most research is quantitative in design and uses social support as a predictor of health
outcomes. Qualitative approaches to understanding social support for LGBTQ+ individuals also
exist. This section provides some examples of the ways in which social support is
operationalized and examined.

In quantitative research, social support is typically measured as an individual’s
perception of social support, rather than the actual receipt of social support (Frost et al., 2016;
Nurullah, 2012). Perceived social support is consistently shown to be related to better physical
and mental well-being, but less is known about the actual receipt of support (Nurullah, 2012).

Measures vary in their focus. They can focus on (a) general social support, (b) support
within particular settings, or (c) very specific ways in which support is communicated.
Previously existing measures (i.e., not developed specifically for LGBTQ+ populations) are
used, as are scales created specifically for LGBTQ+ populations. Community-based measures
distinguish between LGBTQ+ communities and general, broader communities. Some measures
examine in more detail who provides social support.

Doty et al. (2010) note the importance of distinguishing between social support for
general problems versus those that are specifically related to one’s sexuality, such as issues with
disclosure, visibility, and family reactions. These researchers used subscales from a previously

existing general measure: Vaux, Riedel, and Stewart’s (1987) The Social Support Behaviors
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Scale. The Emotional Support and Advice/Guidance subscales were used twice: the first time to
measure perceived support for general problems and the second time for problems related
specifically to one’s sexuality. Sample statements are “Listened when I needed to talk about my
feelings,” “Gave me a hug, or otherwise showed me I was cared about,” and “Told me who to
talk to for help” (pp. 214-215). Results showed that sexual minority friends provided higher
levels of sexuality support than family members or heterosexual friends, and the researchers
noted the importance of connecting LGB (lesbian, gay, bisexual) youth with others. As can be
seen, however, the scale items are generally stated and make no reference to issues related to
sexual orientation or gender identity.

In a review of research on trans, gender-diverse, and non-binary (TGDNB) adults’
experiences of social support, Dowers and colleagues (2020) raise concern about the application
of cisnormative measures of social support to TGDNB individuals, for whom different forms of
social support might exist outside typical family, friends, and/or partner configurations (Dowers
et al., 2020). The most commonly used measure of social support was the Multidimensional
Scale of Perceived Social Support (MSPSS) (Zimet, Dahlem, Zimet, & Farley, 1988). This
measure includes a “significant other” subscale, which assumes a person has a monogamous
relationship. Additionally, research on online forms of community support is needed.

Around 2010, studies with measures specifically designed to examine social support for
LGBTQ+ individuals started appearing (e.g., Ryan, Russell, Huebner, Diaz, & Sanchez, 2010;
Shulman, Gotta, & Green, 2012; Vyncke & Julien, 2007). These measures focus mainly on
support communicated by family members (e.g., Ryan et al., 2010; Vyncke & Julien, 2007), and
sometimes include other members of a person’s network (e.g., Shulman et al., 2012).

Ryan et al.’s (2010) Measure of Family Acceptance focused specifically on family and
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caregiver acceptance, and it was developed with a diverse sample of Latino and non-Latino
White LGBT adolescents and their families. Participants indicate how often they experienced a
positive reaction to 55 items, such as “How often did any of your parents/caregivers appreciate
your clothing or hairstyle, even though it might not have been typical for your gender?” and
“How often were your openly LGBT friends invited to join family activities?” (p. 207). Overall
scores are categorized into low, moderate, and high levels of family acceptance. This measure
has been used numerous times by researchers, such as Snapp et al. (2015) who found that family
acceptance had a strong influence on health outcomes for teenagers, even when accounting for
friends and community support.

Vyncke and Julien (2007) also focused on family support, but studied support for same-
sex couples as opposed to individuals. Their Social Support to the Couple measure consists of six
items: five items measure support (e.g., “How often are you invited for a family dinner or
reunion with your partner?”’), and one item measures interference (e.g., “How often do members
of your family criticize your partner?”) (p. 409).. Two items also examine support from
heterosexual friends (e.g., “How often do you receive invitations from your heterosexual/GLB
friends who assume that you will very probably come with your partner?”’) (p. 409). Vyncke and
Julien found that social support helped to both strengthen the relationship as well as reduce
stress.

In a study of social support and relationship satisfaction, Shulman and colleagues (2012)
stated that no specific measures for social support related to LGBTQ+ identities existed. They
created a measure called The Gay and Lesbian Acceptance and Support Index (GLASSI). This
22-item scale measures perceived support for being a sexuality minority (e.g., “How supportive

is your mother of your gay/lesbian/bisexual identity?”’) (p. 165) and for one’s couple
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relationship. Three subscales measure support from different sources: (a) one’s family of origin,
(b) the larger heterosexual community, and (c) one’s religious community. These researchers
found that perceptions of support from one’s family and the community were positively
associated with relationship satisfaction.

In addition to what kind of support is perceived, research has also examined who is
perceived as providing support. Frost et al. (2016), for instance, used Martin and Dean’s (1987)
Social Support Network measure. Martin and Dean had modified the language from an earlier
1977 measure so that it could be used with gay and bisexual men. This measure asks LGB
individuals who they turned to for everyday support (e.g., being able to count on a person for
small favors) and major support (e.g., borrowing money for a major purchase). After individuals
are identified, additional questions are asked about them, such as their age, sexual orientation,
and relationship to the LGB person. A summary is then generated regarding how many
individuals provided daily or major support to an LGB person. In Frost et al.’s study, the results
were also compared to heterosexual respondents. Results indicated that LGB individuals relied
more on their friends than families for major assistance, compared to heterosexual individuals.

Community connectedness and support measures started emerging around the same time
as measures focusing on social support from significant others. Frost and Meyer (2012) noted
that previously developed measures of community connectedness had limitations, such as not
being originally being developed for LGBTQ+ participants, lacking psychometric data, being too
long, or only being tested with White participants. They therefore modified an earlier measure
developed by Barrett and Pollack (2005) and tested it with a racially diverse population in the
New York City area. Prior to completing the 8-item The Measure of Connectedness to the LGBT

Community, individuals were instructed to think of community as “[not any] particular
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neighborhood or social group, but in general, groups of gay men, bisexual men and women,
lesbians, and transgender individuals’’ (p. 40). Examples of items are “You feel a bond with the
LGBT community” and “You really feel that any problems faced by NYC’s LGBT community
are also your own problems.” This measure has been used in research looking at social support
and the well-being of young bisexual people of color (Flanders, Shuler, Desnoyers, & VanKim,
2019), who found that connections to the LGBTQ+ community resulted higher levels of
binegativity for these individuals, despite broader levels of social support being related to lower
levels of binegativity. These findings point to the ongoing issue of acceptance of bisexuality
within the LGBTQ+ community.

A different line of research has looked more broadly at support in local and regional
communities (Holman & Oswald, 2016; Oswald et al., 2010; Oswald et al., 2018; Woodford et
al., 2015), using the language of community climate. Community climate is “the level of
community support for homosexuality, indicated by objectively measurable phenomenon such as
religious and political affiliations, legal rights, workplace opportunities and policies, and the
presence of GLBT [gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender] community members and services”
(Oswald et al., 2010, p. 215). Community climate influences the well-being of LGBTQ+
individuals by demonstrating support or rejection for them (Oswald et al., 2010). The research in
this area has been both qualitative and mixed methods in design. Holman and Oswald (2016)
qualitatively analyzed individuals’ responses to open-ended questions about what were the best
and worst aspects of living in their communities. Oswald and colleagues (2010) presented a list
of specific municipal- and county-level tools to measure support for LGBTQ+ individuals, such
as counting the number of businesses listed in local LGBTQ+ resources and examining county

voting patterns. In contrast, Woodford and colleagues (2015) created two measures to focus
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specifically on lack of support in the form of microaggressions (Nadal et al., 2016) in distal and
proximal environments. The first scale measures exposure to negative messages about LGBTQ+
people by media and politicians, (e.g., “I’ve heard politicians oppose equal rights and protections
for LGBQ [lesbian, gay, bisexual, queer] people”) and the second scale measures
microaggressions happening more locally in one’s community (e.g., “I saw people holding signs
with religiously based anti-LGBQ messages [e.g., ‘Faggots are going to hell’]”) (pp. 124-125).
Exposure to these kind of situations was related to higher levels of anxiety and perceived stress
for LGBTQ+ individuals.

Some research has narrowed in on support within specific contexts (Holman et al., 2019)
or very specific forms of support (Matsick et al., 2020). This is not surprising, as the developers
of early definitions of social support recognized that the meaning of social support relates to the
context in which it is being studied (Williams et al., 2004). As an example of specific context,
The Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender Climate Inventory (LGBTCI) (Liddle, Luzzo,
Hauenstein, & Schuck, 2004) measures informal aspects of workplace environments that
communicate supportiveness to LGBTQ+ employees. This measure consists of 20 items, such as
“LGBT employees feel free to display pictures of same-sex partners” and “Employees are

29

expected to not act ‘too gay’” (p. 551). This measure is typically as a predictor of outcomes such
as workplace satisfaction (Holman et al., 2019). In 2019, Holman and colleagues performed
additional analyses on this scale, arguing that it measures two constructs rather than one. One
subscale measures workplace support; the other measures workplace hostility. Operationalizing
workplace climate in this manner allows for the fact that support and hostility can exist

concurrently. They identified four types of workplaces climates: supportive, ambiguous, tolerant,

and hostile. Tolerant work communities, for example, are those in which institutional support is
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provided, but not all employees agree with the institutional support (Holman et al., 2019).

Matsisk et al.’s (2020) research is an example of a very specific type of social support:
the use of rainbow filters in women’s Facebook profile photos. Rainbow filters are a type of
“low-effort” pro-LGBTQ+ activism called pictivism (Oeldorf-Hirsch & McGloin, 2017, cited in
Matsick et al., 2020, p. 343). Although activist in nature, filters can be viewed as “empty
gestures” of support (p. 357) because they require little effort. Nevertheless, the authors argue
that more research is needed in this area, given that approximately half of all Americans use
social media to communicate political opinions (Pew Research Center, 2018). Using an
experimental design, these researchers examined how rainbow filters influenced viewers’
perceptions, attitudes, and behaviors. Results indicated that the use of rainbow filters increased
LGBTQ+ individuals’ perceptions of acceptance within online communities, although this sense
of acceptance was higher if the filter user was presented as queer rather than heterosexual.
Moreover, heterosexual individuals were more impacted by pictivism if it was demonstrated by a
queer user rather than another heterosexual user.

As the research field of social support for LGBTQ+ individuals develops, its study will
need to become more focused on specific contexts, and researchers have argued that qualitative
approaches are more amenable to understanding what social support means to people (Dowers et
al., 2020; Williams et al., 2004). For example, Dowers et al. (2020) state that “use of qualitative
research methods, specifically phenomenology and grounded theory, would make it possible to
develop a context-specific definition of what is social support from the perspectives of TGDNB
adults” (p. 252). Additionally, qualitative methods are more appropriate for intersectional
analysis (Shields, 2008), which examines how various social identities interact with each other.

The following are a few examples of qualitative research on social support for LGBTQ+
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individuals.

Price and Prosek (2020) used a phenomenological approach to examine the ways in
which parents support their LGBTQ+ children in early adulthood. Rather than completing a
battery of measures, participants were asked to discuss topics such as their experiences of
disclosing their sexual orientation to their parents and their perceptions of their parents’ support.
Gay and lesbian participants perceived their parents to affirm their sexual identity during
disclosure and after it in four ways: (a) asking intentional questions about [LGBTQ+]
community, (b) [having a] welcoming attitude toward child’s potential partners, (c) providing
encouragement during experiences of fear or discrimination, and (d) performing acts of service
to promote child’s expression of identity” (p. 89). The young adults described how such support
helped them to feel more confident and authentic.

Two examples of intersectional approaches to studying social support are Glass and Few-
Demo (2013) and Abelson (2016). In a study of Black lesbian couples, Glass and Few-Demo
asked open-ended questions such as “(a) ‘Tell me about your experiences with your extended
families,” (b) “When you have a challenge, as a couple, where do you turn?’ and (c) ‘Outside of
your extended families, where do you get the most support? (What does that support look
like?)” (Glass & Few-Demo, 2013, p. 716). Their richly detailed qualitative analysis revealed
complex negotiations for the couples. Extended families supported them as parents (i.e.,
supported their children) but did not support them as a same-sex couple. Friends, churches, and
lesbian and gay friends also supported them as sexual minority individuals, but not as couples.
This analysis raises interesting questions, such as “is it commonplace for Black lesbians to
prioritize familial affinity and belonging over the need to be a part of LGBTQ communities?” (p.

724). Another example of intersectional qualitative research is a study of trans men living in
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rural communities (Abelson, 2016), which used a “modified life history approach” (p. 1539) to
explore the men’s experiences. In this study, trans men who carried out peaceful lives in rural
areas made “‘claims to sameness” (p. 1539) in race and working-class masculinities in order to
feel like they belonged. Abelson states:

An intersectional lens takes us beyond a binary understanding of acceptance and

‘othering’ to a more finely shaded understanding or [sic] how race, gender, sexuality, and

class work together to offer different possibilities for limited acceptance or exclusion in

rural life for rural trans people.

In summary, various measures have been used to study social support for and within
LGBTQ+ communities. Research tends to be quantitative in design, but qualitative research is
also emerging. Scholars have commented on the importance of attending to context, studying
different people represented in the LGBTQ+ community, such as gender-diverse and non-binary
individuals, and acknowledging intersectionality in how social support is experienced. The final
section explores some of the diverse ways in which support for LGBTQ+ individuals is studied.
Contextualizing Support

Early research on this topic has been criticized for limitations such as focusing on
LGBTQ+ individuals who are White (Dowers et al., 2020), middle class, and living in urban
areas (Forstie, 2020). Additionally, some researchers have argued that more research needs to
focus beyond family support in the adolescent years (Snapp, Watson, Russell, Diaz, & Ryan,
2015) and beyond family responses to initial self-disclosure (Reeves et al., 2010). There are so
many different contexts in which social support can be explored. LGBTQ+ individuals’ needs for
social support, and their perceptions and experiences of it differ depending on the context

(Williams et al., 2004). Meyer (2016, p. 6) notes the importance of intersectional research:
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Researchers have to be aware not only of generational and regional differences in the
experiences of sexual- and gender-minorities, but also of differences related to
race/ethnicity, gender and gender expression, socioeconomic status, and religiosity
among people in any time and place. We can no longer portray LGBT people as one
community, but need to recognize the multiple communities that LGBT people inhabit,
and the multiple experiences they have in these varied environments.

This final section provides some examples of the study of social support (a) within
different groups represented in the LGBTQ+ umbrella, (b) across the lifespan, and (c) during
times of elevated anti-gay rhetoric. It concludes with some examples of social support in formal
environments.

Moving Beyond Studying LGBTQ+ Individuals as a Group

Unique social support experiences exist for individuals represented in the LGBTQ+
community, and research needs to focus on this. The following are a few examples of findings
representing this diversity.

e Gay and bisexual men appear to rely more heavily on LGBTQ+ friends than family or
heterosexual friends for major support (e.g., borrowing large amounts of money), compared
to lesbian and heterosexual women (Frost et al., 2016). Racial/ethnic minority LGB
individuals also report fewer ways in which everyday support is communicated to them than
White LGBs.

e In lesbians’ social support networks, ex-partners and lovers often play an important role in
providing social support (Degges-White, 2012; Hawthorne et al., 2020; Ingham et al., 2017).

e Social support is particularly important for bisexual individuals because they can experience

discrimination from both the heterosexual community and the LGBTQ+ community
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(Flanders et al., 2019; Pollitt, Muraco, Grossman, & Russell, 2017). Close connections to
each community can have conflicting results. Closer connections to the LGBTQ+ community
result in higher levels of binegativity for bisexual individuals, but support from other people
such as family members is related to more positive experiences with bisexuality (Flanders et
al., 2019).

Social support may be found in different sources for TGDNB adults beyond the normally
considered “tripartite relations of family/friend/significant other” (Dowers et al., 2020, p.
243), such as online communities.

LGBTQ+ individuals who belong to ethnic and racial minority groups experience additional
barriers when coming out, and research on this topic typically focuses on these intersectional
challenges. Ideologies of collectivism and familism, for instance, complicate dynamics with
families of origin, and LGBTQ+ individuals may be less likely to come out to their families
(Price & Prosek, 2020). Yet, not all families are unsupportive. An innovative special issue
framed by intersectionality in the Journal of GLBT Family Studies challenges the notion that
People of Color and Indigenous People (POCI) always invalidate their LGBTQ+ members
(Abreu & Gonzalez, 2020). A range of reactions occur, and support and rejection can co-
exist in Latinx families (Przeworski & Piedra, 2020). Moreover, older family members can
be significant role models of resiliency for LGBTQ+ individuals through their overcoming of
adversities such as racism and poverty (Stone, Nimmons, Salcido, & Schnarrs, 2020).
LGBTQ+ individuals who immigrate from countries where their sexual or gender identities
were not supported may be both surprised and disappointed to experience a lack of support in
White-dominated LGBTQ+ communities in their new countries (Logie, Lacombe-Duncan,

Lee-Foon, Ryan, & Ramsay, 2016; Sadika, Wiebe, Morrison, & Morrison, 2020).



Support for LGBTQ+ Individuals 22

Perceptions of support can differ based on what kind of support is being sought, however
(Gray, Mendelsohn, & Omoto, 2015).

e Undocumented immigrant trans Latinas are able to create “robust” social networks through a
collection of informal and formal means (Hwahng et al., 2019).

e Subgroups of the LGBTQ+ community may define community support in different ways. For
example, youth may identify more specific forms of support, such as opportunities for
gatherings at dance clubs, bars, and educational events (Snapp, Watson, Russell, Diaz, &
Ryan, 2015).

Life Course Approaches

Various experiences across the life course present opportunities to explore social support.

Family experiences and transitions are particularly key because family life habitually emphasizes

heteronormativity, an ideology that “promotes gender conventionality, heterosexuality, and

family traditionalism as the correct way for people to be” (Ingraham, 1996, cited in Oswald,

Blume, & Marks, 2005, p. 143). Family traditions and roles can raise taken-for-granted

ideologies to the surface and challenge the exchange of social support between individuals.

Family transitions also create new role demands, which results in new needs or expectations for

social support. Much diversity exists in sexual- and gender-minority families,? and research is

lacking on marginalized families such as those with individuals who are transgender, asexual,
and polyamorous (Reczek, 2020). Individuals also experience sociohistorical events at different
times in their lives that create or elevate minority stress.

Intimate Relationships

Support can be demonstrated in many ways for individuals in intimate relationships, who

experience not only individual-level minority stress but also couple-level minority stress
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(LeBlanc et al., 2015). Weddings provide many ways for individuals, businesses, and
organizations to show support for LGBTQ+ individuals (Humble, 2013, 2016; Ocobock, 2013),
and in some cases are the first time a family member might actually show support for an
LGBTQ+ relative (Ocobock, 2013). Yet, American research shows that some LGBTQ+
individuals in committed relationships who chose not to marry report experiencing less support
from others (Kennedy & Dalla, 2020; Lannutti, 2018; LeBlanc et al., 2015) because their
cohabiting relationships are now viewed as inferior to married ones. Moreover, research
examining broader societal contexts remains important. Unequal recognition at the state level has
a negative impact on same-sex couples, regardless of whether they are married (LeBlanc, Frost,
& Bowen, 2018).
Parenting

Research has started looking at the role that social support plays in a variety of LGBTQ+-
parent families contexts (Patterson, 2017; Reczek, 2020), such as couples who plan parenthood
through adoption or surrogacy. For instance, support from families, friends, and workplaces
decreases depression and anxiety in the transition to adoptive parenting for lesbian and gay
parents (Goldberg & Smith, 2011). Overall, the research to date indicates that social support is
lacking for sexual- and gender-minority parents and their families (Reczek, 2020). Additionally,
more research is needed on TGDNB-parenting (Abreu, Rosenkrantz, Ryser-Oatman, Rostosky,
& Riggle, 2019) and LGBTQ+-parent families outside of Western and European countries
(Costa & Salinas-Quiroz, 2019).
Older Adults

A life course approach is often used when studying LGBTQ+ older adults, which takes

into account lifetime experiences of discrimination, historical timing, and linked lives
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(Fredriksen Goldsen, Jen, & Muraco, 2019). Older individuals may have lost important sources
of social support when they came out at younger ages (i.e., rejection from their families), which
results in vulnerability in terms of social support later in life. They may rely more on friends than
families and many report limited amounts of support (Hawthorne et al., 2020). For example,
older men’s reliance on other gay men for support is reduced due to AIDS mortality, which then
results in increased reliance on formal supports (Jones, Simpson, & Stansbury, 2018). However,
reaching out to formal support can be difficult for LGBTQ+ individuals who have experienced
stigma throughout their lives—particularly in the healthcare system. Moreover, contemporary
discrimination still exists.

Perceptions of support in later life differ based on age, gender, gender identity, and
parental status; thus, an intersectional research approach is need (Fredriksen Goldsen et al.,
2019). Moreover, LGBTQ+ older adults are resilient and demonstrate agency in the ways they
have developed social supports throughout their lives, such as the creation of chosen families.
Many gaps are found in the literature on social support for older individuals, such as research
about caregiving (Fredriksen Goldsen et al., 2019). Research participants also tend to be
recruited through LGBTQ+ organizations and snowballing techniques. Individuals recruited in
these ways often report good levels of social support, which raises issue around generalizability
of results (Hawthorne et al., 2020).

Times of Elevated Anti-Gay Rhetoric

LGBTQ+ issues come to the forefront during times such as elections or when political
initiatives are being considered. Such situations can result in elevated public displays of anti-gay
rhetoric, which constitutes a minority stress factor for LGBTQ+ individuals (Verrelli, White,

Harvey, & Pulciani, 2019) and can negatively impact their well-being (Frost & Fingerhut, 2016;
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Rostosky, Riggle, Horne, Nicholas Denton, & Huellemeier, 2010). Family members and friends
play an important role in providing support during these times (Lannutti, 2011), and a limited
amount of research has looked at this.

Verrelli et al. (2019) studied social support in Australia for LGB individuals during the
Federal Government’s postal survey about the legalization of same-sex marriage. The Marriage
Act was amended after the survey to include same-sex couples, but not without considerable
public debate. Exposure to anti-gay messages in various forms such as online content, radio
reports, and bumper stickers increased LGB individuals’ psychological distress. However,
perceived emotional support from one’s social network (immediate and extended family, LGB
and heterosexual friends, work colleagues, school peers, and neighbors) helped buffer this stress
(Verrelli et al., 2019).

Several studies report on experiences of social support in a special issue of the Journal of
GLBT Family Studies (Lannutti & Galupo, 2018) about the 2016 U.S. election and LGBTQ+
communities. LGBTQ+ individuals with family members who chose to support political groups
that were unsupportive of LGBTQ+ rights or threatening to take them away (i.e., the Republican
party) reported negative emotions and conflict with their family members (Brown & Keller,
2018; Gonzalez et al., 2018). In response, they sought out like-minded individuals for emotional
support and also engaged in advocacy (Brown & Keller, 2018). In contrast, families who became
closer after the 2016 U.S. election had non-LGBTQ+ family members who communicated
support through becoming more educated about sexual- and gender-minority issues and shared
their fears and concerns with the LGBTQ+ person (Gonzalez et al., 2018). Anti-gay
administrations can actually result in stronger family relationships and greater awareness of

marginalized individuals’ experiences (Gonzalez et al., 2018).
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Formal Support

Secondary groups need to use multifaceted approaches to not only effectively
communicate support to LGBTQ+ individuals but also rectify longstanding systemic and
structural histories of stigma and oppression. For example, in addition to creating more inclusive
employment and patient settings, medical students need to be educated about LGBT healthcare
before they enter their profession in order to help reduce homophobia and heterosexism
perpetuated by physicians (Eliason, Dibble, & Robertson, 2011). Sports coaches need guidelines
on how to respond to microaggressions such as anti-gay LGBTQ+ language (NCAA, 2012) often
used in locker rooms. The longstanding binary-gendered structure of sport also creates specific
challenges for trans athletes and needs rectifying (Atteberry-Ash et al., 2018). Inclusive services
in agencies providing care to older LGBTQ+ adults include knowing correct terminology,
examining intake forms for inclusive language, developing print and online materials that
include same-sex couples and other diverse populations, and creating LGBT-specific support
groups (The National Resource Center on LGBT Aging, 2020). Aging service providers need to
think carefully about misconceptions that they might hold, such as the assumption that their
institution does not have any LGBTQ+ clients because nobody has openly identified as such.
And in post-secondary campus athletics, the implementation of inclusive policies is not
sufficient; educational campaigns to encourage support for such policies are also important,
particularly ones geared toward male students (Atteberry-Ash et al., 2018). Secondary groups
also consider intersectionality: guidelines for psychologists (American Psychological
Association, 2012, 2015) and sports coaches (NCAA, 2012) note the importance of
understanding how sexual orientation and gender identity interact with other cultural identities.

Many organizations have developed guidelines for developing more welcoming and
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inclusive environments. Table 1 lists examples of resources from American and Canadian

organizations. Guidelines and policies are important in showing individuals how to communicate

support to LGBTQ+ individuals. Research is needed to examine if and how guidelines are

implemented, and how effective they are.

Table 1
Examples of Organizational Resources

Organization Web Address Resource Example
American www.apa.org/topics/Igbt/ ¢ Guidelines for psychological
Psychological practice with lesbian, gay, and

www.apa.org/topics/lgbt/transg
ender

Association

Canadian Centre for  https://cces.ca/
Ethics in Sport

Consortium of www.lgbtcampus.org
Higher Education
LGBT Resource

Professionals

GLSEN (formerly the www.glsen.org
Gay, Lesbian &

Straight Education

Network)

Human Rights www.hrc.org

Campaign

The Joint WWWw.jointcommission.org
Commission

bisexual clients (2012)

¢ Guidelines for psychological

practice with transgender and
gender nonconforming people
(2015)

e Creating inclusive environments

for trans participants in Canadian
sport — Policy and practice
template for sport organizations
(2018)

e Recommendations for supporting

trans and queer students of color
(2016)

The 2017 National School
Climate Survey (2018)
Pronoun guide (2020)
GLSEN Safe Space Kit (for
middle and high schools)

Coming out: Living authentically
as Black LGBTQ people (2020)

Advancing effective
communication, cultural
competence, and patient- and
family-centered care for the
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lesbian, gay, bisexual, and
transgender (LGBT) community:
A field guide (2011)

Lambda Legal www.lambdalegal.org ¢ Intersex-affirming hospital
policy guide: Providing ethical
and compassionate health care to
intersex patients (2018)

National Collegiate www.ncaa.org/about/resources/i e Champions of respect: Inclusion

Athletic Association  nclusion/Igbtg-resources of LGBTQ student-athletes and
(NCAA) staff in NCAA® programs (2012)
National Resource www.lgbtagingcenter.org e Inclusive services for LGBT
Center on LGBT older adults: A practical guide to
Aging creating welcoming agencies
(2020)
Pride at Work prideatwork.ca e Beyond diversity: An LGBT best
Canada practices guide for employers
(2017)
e LGBTQ2+ Workplace Inclusion
Index
SAGE (Services and ~ www.sageusa.org e Increasing LGBT cultural
advocacy for gay, competence (2018)?

lesbian, bisexual, and
transgender adults)

®Housing-focused, for property management companies, etc.
Conclusion

Social support is an important resource that helps prevent or ameliorate minority stress
and other types of stress in LGBTQ+ individuals, couples, families, and communities. It is
studied in many ways and contexts, and various operationalizations of social support for
LGBTQ+ individuals emerged around the 2010s. Qualitative research also provides insight into
complex dynamics and perceptions of social support. As the field grows, methodological reviews
will be helpful to make sense of this burgeoning area of research. Researchers have also noted

the need for contextualization and for intersectional research in this area. This type of research
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will likely increase in the future, with more research on specific life and family contexts.

Research from underrepresented regions such as Africa will complement the current work being

carried out in Western and European countries.
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Notes

IThe term “community” is used at times in this entry, with the caveat that it is a simplistic term
that does not reflect the full diversity of LGBTQ+ individuals’ experiences (Meyer, 2016). Some
LGBTQ+ individuals do not feel connected to or represented by a broader queer community
(Burgess & Baunach, 2014; Forstie, 2020; Frost & Meyer, 2012). Individuals may also differ in
terms of how they define community or communities (Frost & Meyer, 2012).

ZResearch on sexual- and gender-minority families tend to focus on families in which children
are LGBTQ+ or adults (e.g., partners or parents) are LGBTQ+. Less research is known about
families in which multi-generations identify as sexual- or gender-minority individuals (see

Kuvalanka & Munroe, 2020).
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