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Abstract

Gay-Straight Alliances (GSAs) are school-based youth settings that could promote health. Yet, 

GSAs have been treated as homogenous without attention to variability in how they operate or to 

how youth are involved in different capacities. Using a systems perspective, we considered two 

primary dimensions along which GSAs function to promote health: providing socializing and 

advocacy opportunities. Among 448 students in 48 GSAs who attended six regional conferences 

in Massachusetts (59.8% LGBQ; 69.9% White; 70.1% cisgender female), we found substantial 

variation among GSAs and youth in levels of socializing and advocacy. GSAs were more distinct 

from one another on advocacy than socializing. Using multilevel modeling, we identified group 

and individual factors accounting for this variability. In the socializing model, youth and GSAs 

that did more socializing activities did more advocacy. In the advocacy model, youth who were 

more actively engaged in the GSA as well as GSAs whose youth collectively perceived greater 

school hostility and reported greater social justice efficacy did more advocacy. Findings suggest 

potential reasons why GSAs vary in how they function in ways ranging from internal provisions of 

support, to visibility raising, to collective social change. The findings are further relevant for 

settings supporting youth from other marginalized backgrounds and that include advocacy in their 

mission.
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There has been a growing interest in factors that promote the healthy development of 

lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender youth (LGBT; Saewyc, 2011). Some studies have 

HHS Public Access
Author manuscript
Am J Community Psychol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2016 January 07.

Published in final edited form as:
Am J Community Psychol. 2015 June ; 55(0): 422–432. doi:10.1007/s10464-015-9722-2.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



looked to social settings, one being Gay-Straight Alliances (GSAs; Griffin, Lee, Waugh, & 

Beyer, 2004; Heck, Flentje, & Cochran, 2011; Poteat, Sinclair, DiGiovanni, Koenig, & 

Russell, 2013; Walls, Kane, & Wisneski, 2010). Based in an increasing number of schools 

across the U.S., GSAs serve multiple functions, from socializing, to providing support, to 

engaging in advocacy (Griffin et al., 2004; Russell, Muraco, Subramaniam, Aarti, & Laub, 

2009). Historically, GSAs formed as an extension of community-based youth programs with 

the purpose of protecting and supporting students who faced violence and discrimination 

(Uribe, 1994). Advocacy efforts in the form of awareness-raising and challenging 

institutional discrimination have since been integrated (Miceli, 2005; Russell et al., 2009). 

The functions of GSAs and their approaches are consistent with youth program and positive 

youth development models (Eccles & Gootman, 2002; Damon, 2004). Namely, GSAs are 

safe and supportive settings that also seek to cultivate youths’ strengths by providing them 

with opportunities for leadership with adult support. These types of youth settings foster 

healthy development, including among youth from certain marginalized groups (Eccles & 

Gootman, 2002; Fredricks & Simpkins, 2012). Nevertheless, there has been little attention to 

settings such as GSAs that serve sexual and gender minority populations.

Non-experimental comparisons show that youth in schools with GSAs report less substance 

use, truancy, victimization, and safer climates than youth in schools without GSAs (Heck et 

al., 2011; Poteat et al., 2013; Szalacha, 2003; Toomey, Ryan, Diaz, & Russell, 2011; Walls 

et al., 2010). Few studies have noted how GSA members actually participate in their GSA; 

others have treated members as homogenous when comparing them to non-members. Yet, 

youth in GSAs likely are involved in different capacities. Further, studies have treated GSAs 

as essentially uniform. This, too, is problematic, as GSAs likely vary in how they operate. 

Thus, GSAs warrant closer attention, particularly from a systems perspective that considers 

specific dimensions of how GSAs function as youth settings (Shinn & Yoshikawa, 2008; 

Tseng & Seidman, 2007) and that attends to the varied experiences among youth involved in 

them.

GSAs as Settings for Socializing and Advocacy

GSAs tend to share a common mission, but they are not standardized programs. There are 

common activities and events that many GSAs sponsor, but these are largely determined by 

the members of each GSA, in line with the general youth-led approach. As such, GSAs 

could vary in their activities. We consider variability across GSAs and among their members 

on their engagement in organized socializing and advocacy activities beyond standard GSA 

meetings. For example, some GSAs as a whole may pursue more advocacy than others, 

while variability among members within a given GSA also may exist.

Essentially, GSAs may differ from one another in how much they promote internally-

focused group support and socializing activities and in how much they promote externally-

focused advocacy activities. We focus on socializing and advocacy activities, broadly 

conceived, because these two dimensions provide different opportunities for community 

building. Specifically, they can be tied to the frameworks of bonding social capital and 

bridging social capital (Almedom, 2005; Kim, Subramanian, & Kawachi, 2006; Warren & 

Mapp, 2011). Bonding social capital serves to strengthen networks internally (Kim et al., 
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2006). Socializing activities in GSAs (e.g., dances, parties, or movie nights) can be 

considered ways to build bonding social capital among members. Bridging social capital 

aims to strengthen ties to other networks and to exert an influence beyond the immediate 

network (Kim et al., 2006). Advocacy activities (e.g., Day of Silence, Ally Week, or 

classroom presentations) are ways for GSAs to foster bridging social capital. GSA advocacy 

often reflects efforts to enhance visibility and thus challenge heterosexist norms or 

assumptions that systematically make non-heterosexual identities, issues, or concerns 

invisible, as well as efforts to challenge systemic inequality such as discriminatory school 

policies or widespread homophobic harassment (Mayberry, 2006; Mayo, 2004; Miceli, 

2005; Russell et al., 2009).

Apart from standard meetings, socializing and advocacy encompass the majority of GSA 

activities and aim to promote healthy development (Griffin et al., 2004; GSA Network, n.d.). 

Socializing events are important because GSAs often are one of few safe places for LGBT 

youth to interact (Griffin et al., 2004). Many LGBT youth continue to face school-based 

victimization and perceive unsafe school climates (Birkett, Russell, & Corliss, 2014). Such 

activities are pertinent, as during adolescence peers become a strong source of support 

(Berndt, 2002) and extracurricular settings are a major context for social development 

(Feldman & Matjasko, 2005). Also, more youth settings now feature advocacy in their 

mission (Fields & Russell, 2005; Ginwright, 2007; Inkelas, 2004). Because advocacy 

involves working with others or addressing issues external to the GSA, it may foster more 

bridging social capital (e.g., to other groups in schools or the wider community) that also 

benefits GSA members. Indeed, advocacy is related to empowerment, belonging, and 

purpose (Poteat et al., 2015; Russell et al., 2009; Toomey & Russell, 2013). These activities 

also may benefit non-members (e.g., engender hope, promote their safety) because these 

efforts seek larger scale changes on concerns that affect students who are not immediate 

members of the GSA.

Beyond simply documenting variability in the socializing and advocacy dimensions of 

GSAs, a systems perspective considers predictors of such variation (Shinn & Yoshikawa, 

2008; Tseng & Seidman, 2007). This arena of youth development is understudied – studies 

that link settings as a whole to youth outcomes far outweigh those that seek to understand 

variability in the functions of settings themselves. Without knowing what individual and 

social factors predict variation across settings, we cannot adequately build theories to guide 

or improve interventions (Shinn & Yoshikawa, 2008). Based on the youth programs 

literature, we test factors that could contribute to youth and GSAs engaging in more of these 

activities. Identifying these potential factors would aid in theory and model building to show 

how GSAs and similar groups may be tailored to meet the needs of diverse members.

Variability across GSAs in Overall Socializing and Advocacy

A systems perspective highlights the need to consider contextual factors contributing to how 

settings function and youths’ experiences in these settings (Tseng & Seidman, 2007). We 

draw from the general youth programs literature for some factors, while including others 

based on the unique nature of GSAs and other groups that serve marginalized populations 

(see Figure 1). Among these factors, compositional differences may be important. Other 
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literatures suggest compositional effects of programs, schools, and communities on youth 

outcomes (Fauth, Roth, & Brooks-Gunn, 2007). The representation of LGBT or racial/ethnic 

minority youth in a GSA could relate to the activities done because GSAs often decide 

collectively on their activities (Poteat et al., 2015) and preferences may differ based on 

sexual orientation or race/ethnicity.

GSA functions could vary based on the school settings in which they are embedded. 

Although youth in schools with GSAs report safer climates (Heck et al., 2011), some 

advisors still report facing hostility from teachers, administrators, and students (Watson, 

Varjas, Meyers, & Graybill, 2010). Indeed, school systems sometimes attempt to prohibit 

the formation of GSAs (Fetner & Kush, 2008; Mayo, 2008). Some politically and religiously 

conservative schools have sought to ban GSAs, using abstinence-only policies to justify 

their actions; or, they have required parental notification, largely meant to discourage 

student GSA membership (Mayo, 2008). GSAs in settings more hostile to LGBT issues may 

be those engaging in more advocacy, which could be a reaction to advocacy or the cause for 

advocacy. Hostility from the broader environment has been given less attention in the 

general youth programs literature, as it may be assumed that schools or communities 

support, or at least are not openly hostile toward, youth programs. However, for settings that 

work with stigmatized populations such as LGBT youth, a hostile external context may 

matter and may bring about youth activism (Fine & Jaffee-Walter, 2007). Therefore, school-

level hostility to LGBT youth could be a key factor that shapes the activities and experiences 

of GSAs and similar groups that engage in activism to challenge systems of inequality (e.g., 

through deliberate awareness-raising efforts to challenge heterosexism and invisibility or by 

directly countering acts of discrimination; Mayberry, 2006; Miceli, 2005).

Finally, the collective social justice efficacy of the GSA may distinguish GSAs doing more 

advocacy. Social justice self-efficacy reflects individuals’ perceived ability to discuss and 

engage in actions to address social inequality (Torres-Harding, Siers, & Olson, 2012). This 

factor could be critical for GSAs and other programs that include advocacy in their mission. 

GSA social justice promotion can include advocating for school non-discrimination policies, 

countering homophobic bullying, or raising awareness of LGBT youths’ experiences (GSA 

Network, n.d.). Notably, advocacy events (e.g., Day of Silence, Ally Week) often require the 

effort of many youth. Thus, it may require multiple members with high social justice self-

efficacy, not simply one individual’s high self-efficacy, for such actions to come to fruition.

Variability within GSAs in Members’ Socializing and Advocacy

In addition to distinctions across GSAs in their socializing and advocacy, there could be key 

markers for which youth in these GSAs engage in more socializing or advocacy than others. 

We first consider sexual orientation and race/ethnicity differences. The youth programs 

literature has emphasized the need to ensure that youth programs adequately serve 

marginalized youth (Fredricks & Simpkins, 2012). As such, it is critical to consider these 

potential differences to ensure that GSAs provide relevant opportunities for youth from all 

backgrounds.
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Youth who are more engaged at their GSA meetings (e.g., speak up more, take on 

leadership) may participate in more socializing or advocacy events that take place outside 

standard meetings. These youth may be more invested in the GSA and thus they may 

participate in more supplemental activities. Youth who are more engaged in youth programs 

derive more benefits from their involvement (Hansen & Larson, 2007; Weiss, Little, & 

Bouffard, 2005). This marks a shift from comparing GSA members to nonmembers to now 

capturing nuance in how youth engage in these settings (e.g., in relation to the activities or 

programs done along the dimensions of socializing or advocacy).

GSA members’ own social justice self-efficacy may be related to their own level of 

advocacy, though not necessarily with their level of socializing. Youth in GSAs are 

motivated to engage in advocacy to promote social justice (Russell et al., 2009); yet, not all 

youth may engage in advocacy to the same degree. These events require significant effort 

and entail multiple challenges relative to socializing activities. Thus, youths’ self-efficacy, 

particularly social justice-related, may be a key factor underlying their amount of advocacy.

The Current Study

There is an increased need for research to focus on settings that serve youth from 

marginalized backgrounds. This focus has been especially absent for GSAs and other groups 

for sexual and gender minorities. We addressed this issue by testing for differences across 

and within GSAs in Massachusetts in their socializing and advocacy, which are critical 

dimensions of their functioning and that fall within the bonding and bridging social capital 

framework to promote health and wellbeing (Almedom, 2005). We hypothesized that there 

would be significant variability among GSAs and youth in their amount of socializing and 

advocacy.

We tested several group-level factors that could account for variability across GSAs along 

their dimensions of socializing and advocacy: proportional representation of LGBT and 

racial/ethnic minority youth, collective perceptions of school hostility, and collective social 

justice efficacy of GSA members. We considered proportional representation of LGBT and 

racial/ethnic minority youth for exploratory purposes, given the limited attention to 

variability among GSA members in the extant literature. We hypothesized that collective 

perceptions of greater school hostility and social justice efficacy would be associated with 

GSAs engaging in more advocacy activities, but would be unrelated to socializing activities.

We tested several individual factors that could account for youths’ own variability in 

socializing and advocacy: sexual orientation, race/ethnicity, personal engagement and 

investment in the GSA, and social justice self-efficacy. First, we considered sexual 

orientation- and race/ethnicity-based differences for exploratory purposes, similar to our 

approach at the group level. Second, we hypothesized that youth who were more engaged 

and invested in GSA meetings would do more activities and events outside standard 

meetings. Third, we hypothesized that youth who reported greater social justice self-efficacy 

would engage in more advocacy-based activities, but not socializing activities. In these 

models, we controlled for how long youth had been members of their GSA.
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Method

Data and Procedures

Data come from the 2013 Massachusetts GSA Network statewide survey of GSA youth 

members. The data include GSAs from rural and urban locations, liberal and conservative 

districts, and low and high SES areas. This Network is modeled on the original California 

GSA Network (www.gsanetwork.org) and is jointly supported by the Massachusetts 

Commission on LGBTQ Youth and the Massachusetts Safe Schools Program for LGBTQ 

Students. As with the California GSA Network, which provides school climate surveys for 

youth and then works with various researchers to analyze these data, there is a strong 

assessment component to the Massachusetts GSA Network. It regularly gathers data as a 

part of needs assessments, program evaluations, and to identify best practices for GSAs.

We partnered with the Massachusetts GSA Network to analyze data from their survey of 

youth who attended their 2013 regional meetings held at six locations: the greater Boston 

area, Northeastern, Southeastern, Central, and Western Massachusetts, and Cape Cod. Youth 

volunteered to complete a short, anonymous survey, provided their GSA advisor granted 

adult consent. The GSA Network used adult consent over parent consent to avoid potential 

risks of inadvertently outing LGBT youth to parents. This is a common method in LGBT 

youth research to protect their safety and confidentiality (Mustanski, 2011). Students were 

told that their responses would be anonymous and that data are used for program evaluation 

and potentially for research purposes to produce reports or articles. Students who did not 

want to participate were able to do other activities (e.g., view resources). Surveys were 

given during a 15-minute period at the start of the meetings. Participating GSAs receive 

reports that cover the topics in the survey. We secured IRB approval for our secondary data 

analysis.

Participants

There were 448 students (Mage = 15.83, SD = 1.24) from 48 GSAs in Massachusetts. 

Students were distributed across high school grade levels (Grade 9: n = 94; Grade 10: n = 

134; Grade 11: n = 108; Grade 12: n = 96) and a few students were in Grade 8 from several 

high schools with expanded grade structures (n = 8); 8 students did not report their grade 

level. Of the students, 314 identified as cisgender female, 101 as cisgender male, 10 as 

transgender male, 2 as transgender female, and 14 reported other identities (e.g., gender 

queer, gender fluid). Most students identified as LGBQ (n = 268) or as heterosexual (n = 

158), while 22 students did not report their sexual orientation identity. Most students 

identified as White, non-Hispanic (n = 313), followed by biracial or multiracial (n = 51), 

Latino/a (n = 27), African American (n = 18), Asian or Asian American (n = 13), Middle 

Eastern, Arab, or Arab American (n = 7), and Native American (n = 3), while 8 students 

stated “other” and 8 students did not report their racial or ethnic identity.

Measures

Demographics—Students reported their age, grade, school, gender, race/ethnicity, and 

sexual orientation (heterosexual, lesbian, gay, bisexual, questioning, or other write-in 

response). Because of the limited number of youth in each sexual minority category, we 
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dichotomized the responses as heterosexual or LGBTQ (those who identified as “other” 

indicated non-heterosexual identities, nearly all either “queer” or “pansexual”). We include 

transgender youth within this category because all but two participants who identified as 

transgender also identified as LGBQ. Because of many commonalities in discriminatory 

experiences of LGBQ and transgender youth, and because sexual and gender minority youth 

often are considered together in LGBTQ research, we included the two transgender youth 

who identified as heterosexual within the LGBTQ category. For the same reason of limited 

representation of each specific racial/ethnic minority group, we dichotomized the responses 

as white or racial/ethnic minority. Students also reported how long (in years and months) 

they had been a member of their GSA.

GSA engagement and investment—The survey included five items to assess students’ 

level of engagement and investment in GSA meetings (e.g., “I participate in conversations 

during GSA meetings,” “I tend to speak up during GSA meetings”). We conducted an 

exploratory factor analysis that indicated a unidimensional factor structure for these items 

(eigenvalue = 3.13; variance accounted for = 62.62%; factor loadings ranged from .61 to .

85). Response options were never, rarely, sometimes, often, and all the time. Higher average 

scores represent greater GSA engagement and investment. Coefficient alpha reliability was 

α = .85.

Social justice self-efficacy—The survey included a 5-item subscale from the Social 

Justice Scale (Torres-Harding et al., 2012) that assesses self-efficacy to engage in social 

justice action (e.g., “I feel confident in my ability to talk to others about social injustices and 

the impact of social conditions on health and wellbeing”). Response options range from 1 

(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Higher average scores represent greater self-

efficacy to engage in social justice action. Coefficient alpha reliability was α = .92.

School hostility—We combined three items from the survey that generally assessed 

students’ perceptions of school hostility to LGBT issues: (a) I feel pressured by teachers and 

administrators to remain silent about LGBT issues at school; (b) I feel uncomfortable 

voicing support for LGBT students and LGBT issues at school; and, (c) I have experienced 

backlash from other students for standing up for LGBT students or LGBT issues. Response 

options ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Higher average scores 

represent greater perceived school hostility to LGBT issues. Coefficient alpha reliability was 

α = .62.

Socializing and advocacy engagement—Students reported their involvement in a list 

of some of the most common GSA socializing and advocacy activities and events, with 

space to write in others. The directions stated: “Below are a list of common school and 

community GSA sponsored or co-sponsored activities. Please check any of the ones you 

were personally involved in this year or last year.” Appendix A includes the full list. In 

consulting with the GSA Network, we classified each activity as socializing or advocacy. 

Although many advocacy activities involve a socializing function, we viewed advocacy as 

the higher-order function and therefore coded them as advocacy. The socializing activities 

did not contain a clear or intentional advocacy function. In total, there were 9 socializing and 

Poteat et al. Page 7

Am J Community Psychol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2016 January 07.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



12 advocacy activities or events, as well as the additional ones reported by students. Two 

researchers separately coded these additional activities or events as socializing or advocacy, 

with perfect agreement except for one item that ultimately was excluded (it reflected a 

student’s membership in a separate club). We summed the number of socializing and 

advocacy activities/events marked by students from the list or that they wrote. This 

produced a total socializing score and a total advocacy score (the number of socializing 

activities that students reported ranged from 0 to 7; the number of advocacy activities that 

students reported ranged from 0 to 10). Higher scores represent more socializing and 

advocacy activities/events done.

Results

Preliminary Analyses and Bivariate Associations

Prior to testing our proposed models, we tested for demographic differences among our 

measures and examined correlations for descriptive purposes. We computed MANOVAs to 

test for sexual orientation, race/ethnicity, and gender differences on: membership duration, 

engagement and investment level, social justice self-efficacy, perceived school hostility, and 

amount of socializing and advocacy done. The MANOVA for sexual orientation was 

significant, Wilks’ Λ = .96, F (6, 362) = 2.70, p = .01, . Follow-up ANOVAs 

indicated only one significant difference: LGBTQ youth reported greater GSA engagement 

and investment than heterosexual youth, F (1, 367) = 6.41, p < .05,  (LGBTQ: M = 

2.78, SD = 0.86; Heterosexual: M = 2.54, SD = 0.93). The MANOVAs for race/ethnicity, 

Wilks’ Λ = .98, F (6, 372) = 1.17, p = .32, and gender, Wilks’ Λ = .99, F (6, 363) = 0.49, p 

= .82, were not significant. We present the bivariate correlations among the variables in 

Table 1 for descriptive purposes. The variables were correlated in ways that were 

conceptually consistent.

Predicting Socializing and Advocacy Engagement

We used multilevel modeling to test our series of primary research questions related to GSA 

and individual variability along dimensions of socializing and advocacy. First, we tested our 

hypothesis that there would be significant variability across GSAs in their amount of 

socializing and advocacy. Second, we tested factors at the individual-level and group-level 

to account for variability in youths’ and GSAs’ engagement in both types of activities.

For these analyses, we only included GSAs with more than three members represented. We 

did so in order to avoid complications with limited or no variability in scores within GSAs. 

This led to the exclusion of 8 GSAs and 12 participants. As such, our multilevel analyses 

included 40 of the original 48 GSAs. We followed standard multilevel modeling procedures 

(Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002) for our analyses using the SAS PROC MIXED procedure.

Variability across GSAs—We tested for significant variability across GSAs on youths’ 

socializing and advocacy based on fully unconditional null models. As hypothesized, there 

was significant variability across GSAs in levels of socializing (Z = 2.94, p < .01) and 

advocacy (Z = 3.61, p < .01). Using the variance components at Level 1 (i.e., amount of 

variance in scores within GSAs) and Level 2 (i.e., amount of variance in scores between 
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GSAs), we calculated intraclass correlation coefficients (ICCs). The ICCs represent the 

proportion of variance in socializing and advocacy existing between GSAs. As we expected, 

GSAs were distinct in their amount of socializing (ICC = .18) and advocacy (ICC = .33).

Accounting for variability in socializing and advocacy—To test our research 

hypotheses related to factors accounting for variability in youths’ and GSAs’ engagement in 

socializing and advocacy, we constructed multilevel models with these factors included as 

predictors. Our individual factors (at Level 1 in these models) were sexual orientation, race/

ethnicity, membership duration (as a control variable), engagement and investment level, 

social justice self-efficacy, amount of advocacy (for the socializing model) or socializing 

(for the advocacy model), and perceived school hostility. We group-mean centered scores on 

our continuous variables at this level (Kreft, de Leeuw, & Aiken, 1995). Factors at this level 

essentially account for variability within GSAs in youths’ amount of socializing and 

advocacy. Our group factors (at Level 2 in these models) were the proportional 

representation of LGBTQ and racial/ethnic minority youth, members’ collective perceptions 

of school hostility, and their collective social justice efficacy. We included these factors as 

predictors of the Level 1 intercept (i.e., the mean levels of socializing and advocacy of 

GSAs). Factors at this level essentially account for variability across GSAs in levels of 

socializing and advocacy. Below is the model for socializing. The model for advocacy was 

identical, with the exception that “socializing activities” was included at Level 1 and Level 2 

as a predictor in place of “advocacy activities”.

We identified several significant associations for our socializing model. At the individual 

level, engaging in more advocacy activities was associated with engaging in more 

socializing activities (b = 0.23, p < .01). At the group level, GSAs that collectively engaged 

in more advocacy also reported engaging in more socializing activities (γ = 0.19, p < .01). 

The coefficients for all independent variables are presented in Table 2.

As anticipated, we identified a greater number of significant associations for our advocacy 

model. At the individual level, youth who had been members for a longer duration (b = 0.40, 

p < .01), who reported greater engagement and investment in GSA meetings (b = 0.43, p < .

01), and who also did more socializing activities (b = 0.52, p < .01) reported engaging in 

more advocacy activities. At the group level, GSAs whose members collectively perceived 

greater school hostility to LGBT issues (γ = 0.98, p < .01), whose members collectively 

engaged in more socializing activities (γ = 0.53, p < .05), and whose members collectively 

reported greater social justice efficacy (γ = 1.21, p < .05) engaged in more advocacy 

activities. The coefficients for all independent variables are presented in Table 2.

Poteat et al. Page 9

Am J Community Psychol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2016 January 07.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



Discussion

Our study aimed to shift from treating GSAs and their members as homogenous to directly 

consider their diversity. In doing so, we focused on two critical dimensions of GSAs – 

socializing and advocacy – that correspond with providing ways to build bonding and 

bridging social capital (Almedom, 2005; Griffin et al., 2004). We found that GSAs and 

youth varied significantly along these dimensions. Several factors accounted for this 

variability, with distinct patterns for socializing and advocacy. These findings highlight the 

utility of applying a systems perspective to the continued study of GSAs and other similar 

youth settings.

Beyond Uniformity: GSAs Vary in Socializing and Advocacy

GSAs varied substantially along the dimensions of socializing and advocacy. In essence, 

neither GSAs nor youth members were homogenous, though comparison studies tend to 

treat GSAs as monolithic and having a singular influence on youth. GSAs were more 

distinct from one another on advocacy than socializing. Socializing is common and the 

primary purpose in many youth settings (Eccles & Gootman, 2002). In addition, support and 

socializing historically have been the focus of GSAs (Griffin et al., 2004). Thus, most GSAs 

may have sought to prioritize these types of activities, leading to less variability across 

GSAs.

Levels of socializing and advocacy were associated, which may reflect that some youth 

simply participate more than others in GSA events. This is not unlike findings for other 

youth programs (Hansen & Larson, 2007). Similarly, some GSAs may simply be more 

active than others. This could be due to differences in available resources across 

socioeconomically diverse schools or to hostility toward some GSAs. Indeed, some advisors 

report pushback to securing GSA funding, which is a major barrier to their GSA’s 

functioning (Watson et al., 2010).

Our cross-sectional data limit our ability to test the directionality of the association between 

socializing and advocacy. However, we suspect socializing and support precede and then co-

occur with eventual advocacy such as awareness-raising events or activism to counter 

systemic discrimination. Socializing may serve first to meet internal needs among members. 

These activities may build the bonding social capital and “team environment” that make it 

capable for members to engage in advocacy that further yields bridging social capital. This 

issue has not been examined well in the literature, but it is now quite relevant as more 

settings add advocacy initiatives to their mission (Fields & Russell, 2005).

Predicting GSA Variability in Socializing

Though GSAs and youth varied in their levels of socializing, no factors beyond advocacy 

levels were associated with variability in socializing. Nevertheless, other unmeasured factors 

may be instrumental. For instance, scheduling conflicts or personal interests may be 

relevant. Research should distinguish youth who face barriers to involvement from those 

who selectively access opportunities from multiple sources, one being GSAs. This could be 
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important for GSAs and other groups whose members face adversity (e.g., discrimination) 

and would benefit from the safety of these settings (Griffin et al., 2004).

The fact that patterns of results differed for socializing and advocacy suggests that it may be 

insufficient for programs to only consider youths’ overall involvement. This general 

approach may mask different barriers that impede participation in certain types of activities, 

and factors that contribute to youths’ engagement in socializing may be distinct from those 

contributing to their advocacy. Programs may need to attend differentially to facilitating 

these activities. The bonding and bridging social capital framework (Kim et al., 2006) 

provides a way to classify and study youths’ participation in these activities in GSAs and 

other youth programs.

Predicting GSA Variability in Advocacy

A growing number of programs now include advocacy in their focus (Fields & Russell, 

2005; Ginwright, 2007; Inkelas, 2004). Yet, few studies have considered what factors 

account for some settings’ and youths’ greater involvement in advocacy than others. Given 

that advocacy is associated with wellbeing (Toomey & Russell, 2013), it is essential to 

ensure that such activities match the needs and abilities of youth so that they can derive the 

most benefit.

As hypothesized, youth who were more engaged in GSA meetings reported doing more 

advocacy activities. Greater investment may be critical for youth to engage in advocacy, 

though not socializing, because advocacy often requires more effort, time, and a high level 

of public visibility (Russell et al., 2009). There were no sexual orientation or race/ethnicity 

differences in youths’ advocacy or socializing. With regard to socializing, youth may have 

engaged in these activities equally, irrespective of sexual orientation or race/ethnicity, 

because peer bonding is a drive for adolescents in general (Berndt, 2002). Similarly, whether 

in marginalized or privileged positions, youth in GSAs may be internally motivated to 

engage in advocacy either in solidarity as an ally or to counter the discrimination they face 

being in a marginalized population.

GSAs whose youth collectively perceived greater school hostility did more advocacy than 

other GSAs. Youth in schools with GSAs report greater safety (Heck et al., 2011), but not 

all schools in which GSAs are based are equally welcoming (Watson et al., 2010). Advocacy 

often challenges institutional inequality (Fine & Jaffee-Walter, 2007; Russell et al., 2009). 

In relation to our findings, these efforts from GSAs could have prompted hostility from their 

schools. Alternatively, pre-existing hostility may have led GSAs to engage in more 

advocacy. Longitudinal data would aid in understanding this dynamic and inform how GSAs 

might address hostility, whether as an antecedent or consequent of advocacy. The 

association points to the need for research on youth settings that serve marginalized 

populations to attend to how the hostile contexts in which some are embedded shape the 

experiences of these groups. This issue that has been given much less attention in the 

general youth programs literature, though it continues to affect GSAs in conservative 

schools and districts (Mayo, 2008).
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GSAs whose youth collectively reported greater social justice efficacy engaged in more 

advocacy. Collective efficacy, rather than any one individual’s sense of efficacy, may have 

accounted for variability in advocacy because it likely required many youth with high social 

justice efficacy to conduct these types of events. Attention to social justice has been limited 

in the general youth programs literature and in models specifying factors that promote youth 

participation in these programs (Eccles & Gootman, 2002). Considering the benefits of 

advocacy not only for GSA members but also non-members in their schools who may face 

discrimination (Russell et al., 2009; Toomey & Russell, 2013), more attention should be 

given to youths’ efficacy to engage in advocacy. Adult advisors should not assume youth 

feel as capable to lead these types of events as they do others (e.g., socializing). Youth 

training and appropriate adult guidance may be a prerequisite for youth and GSAs to move 

toward an advocacy focus.

Strengths, Limitations, and Implications

The primary strength of this study was to begin to highlight GSA variability on their two 

main dimensions of activities: socializing and advocacy. This is also one of the first studies 

to account for such variability across and within GSAs. These strengths begin to advance 

our understanding of GSAs and how they function.

We also note limitations to our study. Our data were cross-sectional and non-experimental; 

thus, we cannot make causal attributions regarding the associations we identified. There 

could be bi-directional causal relations that build upon one another (e.g., greater social 

justice efficacy could lead to more advocacy, which could raise youths’ efficacy). Although 

we could not address this process, our findings do highlight previously unexamined factors 

to consider in this work. In addition, all data were youth-reported; research should 

incorporate data from other sources such as GSA advisors. Despite our sample size, there 

was limited representation of racial/ethnic minority youth and we lacked the ability to 

disentangle the experiences of particular racial/ethnic groups. Other demographic factors 

also should be considered such as students’ socioeconomic background or sexual orientation 

identity disclosure. Future research should also add more robust assessments, as our school 

hostility index showed lower reliability. Similarly, while our assessment of advocacy 

included examples of raising awareness and activism meant to challenge engrained systemic 

oppression (e.g., homophobic harassment), other specific forms of advocacy that directly 

challenge oppressive policies or that promote affirming policies should be considered. 

Finally, our sample was limited to students in GSAs that were able to attend regional 

meetings across Massachusetts. There could be even more variability across GSAs than we 

documented when considering the reasons other GSAs may have been unable to attend (e.g., 

facing greater hostility, having fewer financial resources). Because participants were from 

Massachusetts, it is not a nationally representative sample. Greater distinctions may exist 

across GSAs when making broader geographic comparisons.

Our findings carry implications for research on GSAs and similar programs. Research on 

GSAs is at a juncture to take an increasingly nuanced approach to how they and their 

members are studied. This approach should attend to the diverse experiences of youth who 

are members of their GSAs and to the varied ways in which GSAs operate. For instance, 
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how do GSAs balance their internal provision of support to members as well as their focus 

on advocacy that extends beyond immediate members? Research should consider 

mechanisms by which involvement in various types of activities (e.g., socializing or 

advocacy) lead to healthy developmental outcomes for youth in GSAs. Finally, research 

should consider how even broader social systems affect youths’ experiences in GSAs. As 

examples, studies should consider the effects of the political climate of the community, 

presence of LGBT protective policies, or level of support from district administrators. As a 

practical implication, our findings suggest the value of a network of GSAs to provide 

support and strategies for how these settings may meet the varied needs and interests of 

diverse members. Ultimately, the movement of research to address these broader and more 

complex processes will contribute to the identification of best practices for GSAs and related 

youth settings that stand to benefit the diverse range of youth who participate in them.
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Appendix A

Below is the full list of socializing and advocacy activities/events in which students reported 

their involvement. These were randomly ordered in the survey. Students also were provided 

space to write in additional activities/events that were coded as socializing or advocacy.

Socializing Activities/Events

BAGLY Prom

Coffee House

Dances

Facebook Page

Halloween Dance

Movie Nights

Poetry Slam

Talent Show

Valentine’s Day Dance

Note. BAGLY (Boston Alliance of LGBT Youth) is a large statewide network of LGBT 

community-based youth groups in Massachusetts not limited to Boston.

Advocacy Activities/Events

Ally Week

Classroom Presentations

Day of Silence
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Decorating School Bulletin Board

Diversity Week

National Coming Out Day

Tabling at Open Houses

Tabling in Cafeteria

T-Shirts/Sweatshirts

Workshops or Conferences

Wristbands/Buttons

Youth Pride

Note. Although T-shirts/sweatshirts and wristband/buttons are not as large-scale or as 

prominent as school- or community-wide events such as Day of Silence or National Coming 

Out Day, we confirmed with the GSA Network and GSA advisors that these activities are 

done with the express intent to raise awareness of LGBT issues in the school, and thus we 

classified them as advocacy.
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Figure 1. 
Conceptual model of group and individual factors accounting for variability in socializing 

and advocacy.
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Table 2

Individual and GSA-Level Factors Associated with Amount of Socializing and Advocacy

Socializing
Advocacy

s

Coefficient SE Coefficient SE

Level 1: Individual-Level Factors

 Sexual orientation 0.13 0.11 0.27 0.19

 Race/ethnicity −0.09 0.16 0.03 0.18

 Membership duration 0.06 0.07 0.40** 0.09

 Engagement level in GSA 0.04 0.07 0.43** 0.10

 Perceived school LGBT hostility 0.06 0.06 −0.01 0.10

 Socializing done — — 0.52** 0.10

 Advocacy done 0.22** 0.04 — —

 Social justice self-efficacy 0.04 0.07 0.10 0.11

Level 2: GSA-Level Factors

 Proportion sexual minorities −0.003 0.004 0.01 0.01

 Proportion racial/ethnic minorities 0.00 0.005 −0.01 0.01

 Collective perceived school hostility 0.10 0.22 0.98** 0.34

 Collective socializing done — — 0.53* 0.23

 Collective advocacy done 0.19** 0.07 — —

 Collective social justice efficacy −0.38 0.32 1.21* 0.47

Fit Indices

AIC 1003.7 1303.3

BIC 1029.0 1328.7

−2Ln(Likelihood) 973.7 1273.3

Note. Unstandardized coefficients are presented with their standard errors (SE). AIC = Akaike Information Criteria; BIC = Bayesian Information 
Criterion. At Level 1 and 2, advocacy done was included as the predictor in the socializing model, while socializing done was included as the 
predictor in the advocacy model.

*
p < .05.

**
p < .01.
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