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Abstract

Drawing from a person-environment fit framework, we identified profiles of youth in Gay-Straight 

Alliances (GSAs) based on the extent to which they received information/resources, socializing/

support, and advocacy opportunities in their GSAs and the extent to which this matched what they 

desired from their GSA along these three functions. Further, we examined profile differences in 

positive developmental competencies while accounting for community-contextual factors. In a 

sample of 290 youth from 42 Massachusetts GSAs, latent profile analyses dentified five 

subgroups. Overall, youth receiving less from their GSAs than they desired, particularly regarding 

opportunities for advocacy, reported lower levels of self-reflection, bravery, civic engagement, and 

agency than youth who received information, socializing/support, and advocacy that matched or 

exceeded what they desired.

Despite sizable social and political progress in the past two decades to support the civil 

rights of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) populations, LGBT youth continue 

to face considerable adversity. LGBT youth are at disproportionate risk for experiencing 

deleterious physical and mental health outcomes (Coker, Austin, & Schuster, 2010; Hughes, 

Szalacha, & McNair, 2010; Saewyc, 2011), which are largely a function of experiencing 

identity-related victimization (Nadal et al., 2011; Russell, Toomey, Ryan, & Diaz, 2014; 

Saewyc, 2011). In the absence of such victimization, LGBT youth can thrive and achieve 

positive psychosocial outcomes in adulthood (Russell et al., 2014). Further, heterosexual 

cisgender allies play an important role in helping to counteract discrimination and to serve 

as sources of peer support for LGBT youth (Lapointe, 2015). Yet, there is a dearth of 
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literature on programs that promote positive development among LGBT youth and their 

allies (National Research Council & Institute of Medicine, 2002; Saewyc, 2011).

School-based organizations can provide appropriate contexts to foster positive development 

competencies, such as self-reflection, agency, bravery, and civic engagement (Mahoney, 

Larson, & Eccles, 2005; National Research Council & Institute of Medicine, 2002; Rusk et 

al., 2013). However, because of their stigmatized identities, LGBT youth may face 

additional challenges in finding safe contexts for developing these strengths. In this respect, 

school-based Gay-Straight Alliances (also known as Genders & Sexualities Alliances; 

GSAs), which are student-led and adult-advised groups for LGBT youth and heterosexual 

cisgender allies, represent one setting that has the potential to promote positive development 

among LGBT youth and their allies (Griffin, Lee, Waugh, & Beyer, 2004). Because they are 

positioned in schools, GSAs are uniquely situated to provide vital and consistent support to 

LGBT youth as well as to allies. A number of studies now show that students in schools with 

GSAs (inclusive of LGBT, heterosexual, and cisgender students) report fewer experiences of 

school-based victimization, lower depressive symptoms, higher self-esteem, greater college 

enrollment, and sometimes lower odds of risky substance use behaviors (Goodenow, 

Szalacha, & Westheimer, 2006; Heck, Flentje, & Cochran, 2011; Konishi, Saewyc, Homma, 

& Poon, 2013; Kosciw, Greytak, Palmer, & Boesen, 2014; Szalacha, 2003; Toomey, Ryan, 

Diaz, & Russell, 2011). As the number of GSAs in the United States increases (Kosciw et 

al., 2014), there is a greater need to understand how to optimize their potential to promote 

resiliency among their members.

GSAs promote positive developmental competencies through three major functions: 

providing LGBT-specific information and resources, safe spaces for socializing and 

receiving social support, and opportunities for advocacy around LGBT and other social 

justice issues (GLSEN, 2007; Griffin et al., 2004). In the present study we draw from the 

framework of person-environment fit to consider differences among youth in GSAs 

according to whether their desire for these functions match what they report receiving from 

their GSA. To examine potential diversity in patterns of fit between what is desired on one 

hand, and what is received on the other, we use a person-centered analytic approach. We also 

investigate potential individual differences, such as along sexual orientation, gender, and 

race/ethnicity that may be associated with certain patterns of person-environment fit. 

Further, we consider potential contextual differences based on characteristics of the broader 

environment in which GSAs are located, including urbanicity, representation of LGBT 

relationships in the community, the socioeconomic context, and the political context.

GSAs and Person-Environment Fit

The person-environment fit framework posits that optimal outcomes emerge when there is a 

match between the desires and goals expressed by the individual and the perceived supports 

and resources available in a setting (Moos & Lemke, 1983). The person-environment fit 

framework has been previously applied to theorize the ways in which school environments 

physically, programmatically, and socially institute heteronormativity and homophobia 

(Chesir-Teran, 2003). As a safe space, GSAs may be a valuable developmental context for 

LGBT students and allies to find resources and support that may be lacking in the overall 
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school environment. A relevant variant of the person-environment fit framework—stage-

development fit (Eccles et al., 1993; Eccles & Midgley, 1989)—further clarifies the 

importance of examining GSA participant and GSA environment match/mismatch for the 

optimization of positive developmental competencies. According to stage-development fit, 

youth whose social environments respond to their changing needs may be more likely to 

experience positive outcomes. For LGBT youth, adolescence is often a period of onset of 

identification as a sexual minority and when other sexual orientation milestones (e.g., first 

same-gender attractions, sexual contact, relationships) are experienced (Calzo, Antonucci, 

Mays, & Cochran, 2011; Rosario, Schrimshaw, Hunter, & Braun, 2006). For gender 

minority youth, adolescence is also a period of heightened vulnerability for school-based 

victimization (McGuire, Johnson, Toomey, & Russell, 2010). The emergence of LGBT 

identities in adolescence may thus increase exposure to identity-related social stigma and 

victimization (Meyer, 2003), but also motivate the pursuit of connections with LGBT 

resources and organizations and opportunities to engage in service and advocacy related to 

LGBT issues (Kosciw, Palmer, & Kull, 2015). Drawing from the person-environment fit 

framework, generally, and stage-development fit framework, specifically, LGBT youth may 

desire more information and resources from their GSAs relative to heterosexual and 

cisgender youth. In addition, it is possible that youth who report discrepancies between what 

they desire from their GSA and what they receive (e.g., desiring more opportunities for 

advocacy than are available from the GSA; desiring more support than the GSA can 

provide), regardless of their sexual orientation and gender identity, will be less likely to 

experience positive developmental gains.

Thus far, research on GSAs has largely focused on the associations between GSA presence 

and students’ psychosocial functioning and educational attainment (Goodenow et al., 2006; 

Heck et al., 2011; Konishi et al., 2013; Kosciw et al., 2014; Szalacha, 2003; Toomey et al., 

2011). These studies often speak to the positive role of GSAs, yet associations are 

sometimes inconsistent across such studies, potentially because simple comparisons of the 

presence vs. absence of a GSA – or GSA members vs. non-members – mask the variability 

of GSA experiences for youth involved in them. More recently, studies have examined GSAs 

with greater nuance by considering how youth, advisor, and structural characteristics relate 

to variability among members in their experiences and in their wellbeing (Heck, Lindquist, 

Stewart, Brennan, & Cochran, 2013; Poteat, Calzo, & Yoshikawa, 2016; Poteat, Scheer, 

Marx, Calzo, & Yoshikawa, 2015; Toomey & Russell, 2011; Watson, Varjas, Meyers, & 

Graybill, 2010). For example, advisors differ in their training backgrounds and how they 

approach their roles as advisors (Poteat, Yoshikawa et al., 2015; Watson et al., 2010), and 

students vary in how they perceive their experiences in the GSA and participate in their GSA 

(Heck et al., 2013; Poteat, Calzo, et al., 2016; Toomey & Russell, 2011). Recent studies on 

GSAs within the Massachusetts GSA Network have examined variability in the extent to 

which GSAs provide socializing and advocacy opportunities, and group- and individual-

level factors that contribute to this variability (Blinded for Peer Review, 2015). Additional 

research within the network has examined factors that predict greater student agency 

(Blinded for Peer Review, 2016) and level of active engagement in GSAs (Blinded for Peer 

Review, 2016), GSA advisor self-efficacy to address issues affecting LGB youth of color 

and transgender youth (Blinded for Peer Review, 2016), GSA member self-efficacy to 
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address issues around race/ethnicity and gender identity (Blinded for Peer Review, in press), 

and GSAs as a potential setting to discuss diverse health promotion topics (e.g., substance 

use, mental health, and sexual health; Blinded for Peer Review, 2017). As exemplified by 

these studies, GSAs are not homogenous, monolithic entities in what they do, nor do all 

youth members participate in their GSAs in the same way or have the same experiences. 

Although these studies address the nuanced effects of GSAs on multiple dimensions of 

positive youth development, such studies have not taken into account what GSA members 

desire from their GSAs, whether these desires align with what their GSAs offer, and the 

implications of such alignment for youth development.

Research from the general field of youth development programs suggests that youth 

participate in organized activities for different reasons and to meet distinct individual needs 

and preferences (Dawes & Larson, 2011; McLellan & Youniss, 2003). Applied to GSAs, 

such a perspective suggests that the meaning and effects of GSAs may be illuminated by 

understanding the fit between the needs and goals young people have for participating in a 

GSA, and the support and resources they gain from actual participation. For example, the 

needs and goals of LGBT students in GSAs may differ substantively from members who 

identify as allies (i.e., heterosexual and heterosexual-cisgender students) based on the need 

for specific minority identity-related support or sense of affinity. Students who identify as 

allies may be drawn to GSAs to support fellow classmates, or potentially in alignment with 

social justice and advocacy aspirations (Goldstein & Davis, 2010; Lapointe, 2015). 

Although GSAs may offer a range of experiences to meet the different interests of diverse 

youth, there are a number of barriers and constraints in doing so. For instance, some 

advisors report facing hostility from school administrators in doing certain activities, or 

having limited access to time and resources (Watson et al., 2010). Students also often 

collectively decide on the focus of meetings (Poteat, Yoshikawa et al., 2015), which could 

lead some youth in the minority to feel that the GSA is not focusing on their particular 

needs. Given some of these constraints, it is likely that some youth in GSAs may experience 

a degree of mismatch between the type and level of needs they have regarding their GSAs 

and what they believe they actually receive from their GSAs.

Potential Differences across Groups of GSA Members

From a program evaluation standpoint, the match or mismatch between individual 

preferences and the opportunities of a setting are a critical determinant of overall program 

success (Lerner, 1983; Moos, 1984). In particular, it is possible that this degree of match 

likely relates to youths’ sense of agency (i.e., confidence in working toward larger goals; 

Snyder et al., 1996), overall levels of civic engagement, and capacity for critical self-

reflection. For example, settings that provide fewer opportunities for advocacy in relation to 

the level desired by some youth could undermine youths’ development of agency and civic 

engagement by providing insufficient opportunities for them to build confidence in working 

towards larger goals, to engage in community service, and connect to social justice or 

political organizations (Ballard, 2014). GSAs are also positioned to promote self-reflection 

by facilitating supportive and educational discussions among members related to sexual 

orientation and gender identity and building critical awareness of systems of oppression as 

part of advocacy efforts (Marx & Kettrey, 2016; Toomey & Russell, 2011). Thus, GSAs may 
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be best able to enhance youths’ development of self-reflection when the availability of 

information and educational resources and advocacy opportunities are in-line with members’ 

levels of information seeking and desires for advocacy.

Identifying correlates of match and mismatch can also provide useful information for 

identifying youth who may be better served than others within GSAs, and for eventually 

constructing more responsive GSA-based programming. Correlates may be experiential, 

such as length of membership duration or number of past experiences of victimization. For 

example, because of their greater ongoing involvement in the GSA, longer-serving members 

may report desiring and receiving more information and resources, socializing and support, 

and opportunities for advocacy than those who more recently joined. Also, students who 

report experiencing victimization more frequently than others may report a greater desire for 

information and resources (e.g., for coping strategies), socializing and support (e.g., for peer 

emotional support), or advocacy (e.g., to promote anti-bullying policies); yet, it is unclear 

whether members who are more victimized than others perceive their GSAs to match their 

level of need along these dimensions.

Although GSAs aim to include members from both marginalized and dominant groups (e.g., 

sexual minority and heterosexual youth, or transgender and cisgender youth) to collectively 

support one another and counter oppression, this also raises challenges for GSAs to meet the 

needs of a diverse membership. Thus, correlates of match and mismatch may also be 

demographic. It would be important to determine if sexual minority members are more 

likely than heterosexual members to be represented in groups that perceive a match or 

mismatch between what they desire from the GSA and what they receive from the GSA. 

Also, in general, there remains limited attention to diversity within young LGBT populations 

(Del Toro & Yoshikawa, 2016; Mustanski, 2015). There have been calls to determine 

whether youth settings, including GSAs, adequately meet the needs or capitalize on the 

strengths of youth from specific marginalized backgrounds (Diaz & Kosciw, 2009; Fredricks 

& Simpkins, 2012; Poteat & Scheer, 2016). For instance, studies have found that youth of 

color reported feeling less supported in their GSA than white youth (McCready, 2004; 

Poteat, Yoshikawa et al., 2015). Thus it would be important to note whether youth of color 

are more likely than White youth to be in groups that represent a mismatch between their 

desires and what they perceive receiving from their GSA. Similarly, given the range of 

unique barriers and forms of discrimination faced by transgender youth in schools (Greytak, 

Kosciw, & Diaz, 2009), it would be important to determine if transgender youth are more 

likely than cisgender youth to be in groups that represent a mismatch between their desires 

and what they perceive receiving from their GSA.

Finally, it is also important to situate GSAs (and students’ experiences within them) in the 

larger contexts of their schools and communities (Kosciw, Greytak, & Diaz, 2009). From a 

socioecological perspective, school and community-level variables may further shape both 

the desires of the students for information, socializing, support, and advocacy opportunities, 

and the capacity of GSAs to deliver on these opportunities. For example, as an 

extracurricular organization, GSAs in communities with higher poverty levels may 

encounter difficulties meeting the needs of their students, or providing resources and 

trainings to staff and teachers (Kosciw et al., 2009). Previous research has found that LGBT 
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youth in rural communities face particularly hostile school climates (Kosciw et al., 2009), 

which may be attributed to a multitude of factors, including greater political conservatism 

(Pew Research Center, 2017) and potentially constrained access to LGBT social networks 

and resources in rural communities (Fisher, Irwin, & Coleman, 2013). By contrast, in 

communities where LGBT resources may be more available, such as in cities, GSAs can 

serve as a gateway for students to connect to additional resources (Porta et al., 2017). Taken 

together, it is possible that the local political context and urbanicity may have a distal effect 

on person-environment fit for students in GSAs by creating a milieu of social support for 

LGBT issues and increasing availability of additional resources for LGBT individuals. In 

addition, as prior research on macro-level indicators of LGBT well-being and health has 

demonstrated (Hatzenbuehler, 2011), visible indicators of LGBT integration in the local 

context may also shape the developmental experiences of LGBT youth. For example, prior 

research has found that greater density of same-gender couples in a school’s district is a 

protective factor among LGB youth for suicide attempts (Hatzenbuehler, 2011).

Current Study

In order to analyze the complexities of person-environment fit within the GSA context, we 

use latent profile analysis (LPA; Masyn, 2013; Muthen & Muthen, 2000), a person-centered 

technique which allows researchers to infer, from observed multivariate data, subgroups that 

are not directly observable within a population. In this study, we use LPA to identify 

different subgroups of GSA youth based on the particular combination of their levels of 

expressed desire across the three main dimensions of GSA functions (information and 

resources, socializing and support, and advocacy) and their perceptions of how much they 

received from the GSA along these dimensions. Although groups that emerge from LPA are 

largely based on unobserved patterns within a dataset, and cannot generally be identified a 

priori, we anticipate that several groups of youth may be evident. First, we expect one group 

will comprise those who report wanting a high level of information and resources, 

socializing and support, and advocacy, while also reporting that they receive high levels of 

these provisions from their GSA. We anticipate the emergence of this group because youth 

program research suggests that some youth in such settings are highly engaged and 

motivated to be involved in these programs and that they derive substantial benefits from 

their high engagement, likely because their needs and interests are well met (Fredricks, 

Hackett, & Bregman, 2010; Ryan & Deci, 2000). Second, we expect another group to 

emerge on the opposite spectrum, in which they report low desire for information and 

resources, socializing and support, and advocacy opportunities from the GSA, as well as 

report receiving low levels of these from the GSA. We suspect that this category of youth 

may be present because other studies suggests that some youth join programs for self-

serving reasons, some youth are more externally motivated to attend programs, and because 

some youth may utilize GSAs as one of multiple settings in which they access opportunities 

and services (e.g., joining a club to spend time with friends or a favorite teacher, or to bolster 

a resume in preparation for college admissions; Fischer & Theis, 2014; McLellan & 

Youniss, 2003; Perkins et al., 2007). Third, we anticipate a group of youth who may report 

high levels of desire for information and resources, socializing and support, and advocacy 

opportunities, but who perceive that they do not receive these provisions at a comparable 
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level (i.e., a mismatch between what they desire and what they receive). This group may 

emerge due to the barriers faced by some GSAs to provide certain resources or opportunities 

as well as practical constraints for GSAs to meet the diverse needs of all youth. Based on the 

person-environment fit framework, we anticipate that GSA members who exhibit a 

mismatch will also report lower levels of positive developmental competencies compared to 

GSA members who exhibit a match between desired and received GSA functions. Analyses 

of experiential, demographic, and contextual correlates of subgroups are exploratory, but 

based on emerging findings in other areas of LGBT youth research, we anticipate potential 

differences across profiles on these variables.

Method

Participants and Procedure

In collaboration with the Massachusetts GSA Network, we conducted secondary data 

analyses of 2014 Massachusetts GSA Network statewide survey of GSA members. The 

network is a joint program of the Massachusetts Commission on LGBTQ Youth and the 

Massachusetts Safe Schools Program for LGBTQ Students. It gathers data in an ongoing 

manner as part of needs assessments, program evaluations, and to identify best practices for 

GSAs. The data from the 2014 survey were collected at five regional conferences throughout 

Massachusetts and through postings to GSA advisors on their GSA-based listserv. At the 

regional conferences, surveys were given during a 15-minute period at the start of the 

conference. Through the listserv, GSA advisors requested surveys that they then made 

available to and collected from youth (the surveys were sent to GSAs that had not attended 

regional conferences). In both cases, youth voluntarily completed an anonymous short 

survey if their GSA advisor granted adult consent. The GSA Network uses 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 complete the survey at the conferences were able to 

do other activities. Students who did not want to complete the survey made available through 

their GSA advisor could elect not to ask for or pick up a survey from their advisor. We 

secured IRB approval from [institution masked for review] for our secondary data analysis.

The full sample included 295 youth in 42 GSAs, ranging in age from 13–20 years old. There 

were 4 youth in 8th Grade, 47 in 9th Grade, 90 in 10th Grade, 95 in 11th Grade, and 55 in 12th 

Grade; 4 youth did not report their grade level. There were 87 youth who identified as 

heterosexual, 73 as lesbian or gay, 59 as bisexual, 18 as questioning, and 55 self-reported 

other sexual orientation identities; 3 youth did not report their sexual orientation. Of the 

participants, 200 identified as cisgender female, 66 as cisgender male, 9 as genderqueer, 11 

as transgender (10 as female to male, 1 as male to female), and 7 self-reported other gender 

identities; 2 youth did not report their gender. There were 201 youth who identified as 

White, 32 as biracial or multiracial, 18 as Latino/a, 16 as Asian or Asian American, 16 as 

Black or African American, 4 as Native American, and 5 self-reported other racial/ethnic 
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identities; 3 youth did not report their race/ethnicity. The average membership duration of 

youth in their GSA was 1.56 years (SD = 1.22 years).

Measures

GSA functions desired and received.—For each of the three dimensions that 

characterize the aims and functions of GSAs (providing information and resources, 

socializing and support opportunities, and advocacy opportunities), participants rated the 

same set of items both in terms of opportunities or experiences they personally received/did 
and opportunities or experiences they personally desired overall in their GSAs. Items 

assessing components that were received were preceded by a question stem asking 

participants to report the extent to which they personally felt they received or did the 

described component (“What I get from the GSA”). Conversely, items assessing components 

desired were preceded by a question stem asking participants to report how much they 

desired the described component (“What I need/want from the GSA”). In both cases, 

response options ranged from 1 (not at all) to 5 (a lot).

Youth reported the amount of information and resources they received and desired from their 

GSA across three items: (a) Receive training on diversity issues; (b) Receive resources on 

services available; (c) Learn ways to deal with stress (αReceived=0.84; αDesired=0.87). Youth 

reported the amount of socializing and support they received and desired from their GSA 

across seven items: (a) A place of safety; (b) Emotional support; (c) Validation and 

reassurance; (d) A place where I share any concerns; (e) Hang out with others; (f) Just be 

myself with others; and, (g) Meet new people or make new friends (αReceived=0.90; 

αDesired=0.97). Youth reported the amount of advocacy they had done and advocacy 

opportunities desired from their GSA across seven items: (a) Organize school events to build 

awareness of LGBT issues; (b) Educate those not in the GSA on diversity issues; (c) Give 

presentations about LGBT issues outside of our GSA; (d) Do advocacy events in the 

community; (e) Work with other student groups on diversity issues; (f) Speak out for LGBT 

issues; (g) Speak out for other minority group issues (αDone=0.87; αDesired=0.96).

Positive developmental competencies.—Indicators of positive developmental 

competencies included self-reflection, bravery, civic engagement, and agency. Self-reflection 
was assessed with 7 items from the Self-Reflection and Insight Scale for Youth (e.g., “I 

often think about how I feel about things”; Sauter, Heyne, Blote, van Widenfelt, & 

Westenberg, 2010). Response options ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly 
agree). Higher average scale scores represent higher levels of self-reflection (α=0.93). 

Participants’ bravery was assessed with the 6 item measure from the International 

Personality Item Pool (IPIP; e.g., “I take frequent stands in the face of strong opposition”; 

Goldberg, 1999; Goldberg et al., 2006). Response options ranged from 1 (very inaccurate) to 

5 (very accurate), with higher average scores across the items representing greater bravery 

(α=0.86). Participants indicated their level of civic engagement on the 6-item participatory 

citizenship scale (e.g., “I work with groups to solve problems in my community”; Flanagan, 

Syverstsen, & Stout, 2007), with response options ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 

(strongly agree), and higher average scores indicating greater civic engagement (α=0.93). 

Agency was assessed using the six-item State Hope Scale (Snyder et al., 1996) that assesses 
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agency and pathways to achieving goals (e.g., “If I should find myself in a jam, I could think 

of many ways to get out of it;” “At the present time, I am energetically pursuing my goals”), 

with response options ranging from 1 (definitely false) to 8 (definitely true). Higher average 

scale scores represent greater sense of agency (α=0.91).

Victimization.—Participants reported past-month experiences of victimization by 

responding to 7 items describing potential incidents of victimization (e.g., In the last 30 days 

I got picked on, made fun of, or teased by others), with response options of 0 times, 1–2 
times, 3–4 times, 5–6 times, and 7 or more times (scaled 0 to 4; α=0.86).

Membership duration was measured as the number of months and/or years participants had 

been involved in their GSA. We converted responses to be expressed as a continuous 

variable in the number of years.

Demographics.—Youth reported their grade (8th-12th), sexual orientation, gender 

identity, and their race/ethnicity. Sexual orientation response options were: lesbian or gay, 

bisexual, questioning, heterosexual, or other write-in responses (write-in responses 

represented non-heterosexual identities such as pansexual or queer). Gender identity 

response options were: male, female, transgender (male to female), transgender (female to 
male), gender-queer, or other write-in responses. Because of the limited number of youth 

represented in the specific transgender, gender-queer, and other write-in responses, we 

considered them together in a transgender/genderqueer group for our analyses (write-in 

responses were largely reflective of genderqueer identities such as gender fluid or non-

binary/pangender). Race/ethnicity response options were: Asian/Asian American, Black or 
African American, Latino/a, Native American, White (non-Hispanic), bi/multiracial, or other 

write-in responses. We dichotomized the responses as white or racial/ethnic minority youth 

because of the limited number of youth represented in each specific racial/ethnic minority 

group.

Structural indicators.—An indicator of socioeconomic status of the overall school was 

measured as the percentage of students who qualify for free (or reduced-price) lunch, as 

indicated by the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Second Education 

(Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, 2018). Urbanicity of 

the school was coded as urban, suburban, and rural based on urban-centric locale codes 

provided by the National Center on Education Statistics (National Center for Education 

Statistics, 2006). Liberal voting patterns for the local voting precincts where each school was 

located were scored as the percentage of voters who voted democrat in the 2014 

Massachusetts gubernatorial election, drawing from election results from the state election 

results database (Secretary of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, 2018). Finally, an 

approximate measure of the sexual minority adult population in the school district area was 

measured using the density (per 1000 adults) living in same-gender partnered households in 

the county. This value was calculated by the Williams Institute utilizing 2010 US Census 

Data and 2011–2013 American Community Survey data (The Williams Institute - UCLA 

School of Law, 2016).
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Analysis

To identify groups of individuals with similar response patterns for what youth reported 

wanting or needing and doing along the three dimensions of GSA functions, latent profile 

analysis (LPA) models were estimated in Mplus with the mean information and resources, 

socializing and support, and advocacy variables as indicators. Missing data on LPA 

indicators were accounted for using full-information maximum likelihood, assuming 

missing-at-random, in Mplus. While accounting for the clustering of participants within 

GSAs, two- to seven-latent profile solutions were estimated during the profile enumeration 

process to determine the optimal number of groups. The final group solution was selected 

based on: (1) substantive relevance (Marsh, Hau, & Grayson, 2005; Nylund, Asparouhov, & 

Muthen, 2007); (2) embodiment of homogeneity (i.e., strong characterization of a group 

based on item response) and separation (i.e., item response distinguishes subgroups; Collins 

& Lanza, 2010); and (3) recommended LPA fit statistics, including the log-likelihood (LL) 

value, the Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC), and the Lo-Mendell-Rubin likelihood 

ration test (LMR-LRT; Kass & Wasserman, 1995; Masyn, 2013). Following the 

recommendations of Masyn (2013), BIC values were used to calculate the correct model 

probability (cmP). Greater LL values, lower BIC values, significant LMR-LRT values, and 

cmP values closer to 1 indicate better model fit. After identifying the final group solution, 

groups were first compared on demographic and experiential covariates (sexual orientation, 

gender identity, racial/ethnic background, membership duration, victimization experiences), 

structural indicators, and then on positive developmental competencies using the 3-step 

approach in Mplus. The 3-step approach in Mplus conducts overall Wald Chi-Square tests 

for the equality of the distribution of categorical covariates and the equality of means for 

continuous covariates, as well as post-hoc pair-wise comparisons (Asparouhov & Muthen, 

2014).

Results

Class Enumeration

After dropping participants who were missing data on all latent profile indicators (n=5), the 

analysis sample consisted of 290 participants. Demographic descriptive statistics for the 

analysis sample are provided in Table 1. The BIC continued to decrease and the BLRT p 
remained significant throughout subsequent class estimation models. Although multiple 

class enumeration fit statistics did not converge on a similar profile solution, the class 

enumeration process evaluated solutions based on substantive relevance, homogeneity, and 

separation of classes. In contrasting the 4- and 5-profile solutions, the 5-profile solution 

contributed substantively relevant separation between classes with regards to potential 

person-environment fit that was not observed in the 6- and 7-profile solutions (which yielded 

additional profiles that differed modestly in mean responses on items). Based on these 

comparisons, as well as the diminishing decrements on the BIC values, and the clear correct 

model probability score (Table 2), the class enumeration process generally supported the 5-

profile solution. As displayed in Figure 1, the estimated within- and between-profile means 

for each indicator were clearly distinguished, thus providing evidence of separation and 

homogeneity. With regard to substantive relevance, the patterns were highly interpretable 

and consistent with likely configurations of match and mismatch in person-environment fit. 
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The largest group was the High Desired-High Received group (n=124), whose members 

exhibited consistently high levels of desired and received information and resources, 

socializing and support, and advocacy opportunities from their GSA. The High Desired-

High Received group was similar to the Moderate Needs Met group (n=42) in that both 

groups exhibited a desire for advocacy that exceeded the advocacy opportunities they 

received from their GSAs, but it was different from the Moderate Needs Met group in that 

participants in the Moderate Needs Met group generally reported receiving information and 

resources and opportunities to socialize and receive support that matched or exceeded what 

they desired. The remaining three groups exhibited large discrepancies between what they 

desired and received from their GSAs. Participants in the More Information and Advocacy 

Desired than Received group (n=84) exhibited high overall desire and receipt of socializing 

and support, yet also desire for information and resources and advocacy opportunities that 

differed vastly from what they reported receiving from their GSAs. Participants in the Low 

Desired-High Received group (n=26) overall reported receiving more information and 

resources, socializing and support, and advocacy opportunities relative to what they desired 

from their GSAs. Last, participants in the smallest group—More Desired than Received 

(n=14)—reported desiring more information and resources, socializing and support, and 

advocacy opportunities relative to what they received from their GSAs.

Group Differences in Positive Developmental Competencies

As displayed in Table 3, participants in the More Desired than Received group reported the 

lowest average scores on self-reflection, bravery, and civic engagement. By contrast, 

participants in the Low Desired-High Received and High Desired-High Received groups 

reported the highest bravery, civic engagement, and agency scores. These results are 

generally consistent with the expectation that match or fulfillment between what is desired 

and what is available in a setting can lead to optimal outcomes. Further reinforcing person-

environment fit expectations, participants in the Moderate Needs Met and More Information 

and Advocacy Desired than Received groups—two groups that exhibited both match and 

mismatch between desire and receipt for GSA support functions—generally scored between 

the More Desired than Received and the High Desired-High-Received groups in these 

indicators of positive developmental competencies.

Correlates of Profile Membership

As displayed in Figure 2 and summarized in Table 3, the groups differed along several 

demographic and experiential dimensions. Participants in the More Desired than Received 

and Low Desired-High Received group had a higher probability of identifying as a racial/

ethnic minority than participants in the More Information and Advocacy Desired than 

Received group. Participants in the More Desired than Received and Low Desired-High 

Received groups also had a higher probability than those in the More Information and 

Advocacy Desired than Received group of self-identifying as heterosexual. Participants in 

the More Information and Advocacy Desired than Received and High Desired-High 

Received groups had higher probability than those in the More Desired than Received group 

of self-identifying as questioning their sexual orientation. There were no cisgender males in 

the More Desired than Received group, and no transgender/genderqueer individuals in the 
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Moderate Needs Met group. Participants in the Low Desired-High Received group had the 

lowest average number of years of GSA membership duration.

With regards to structural indicators, the proportions of students in the school eligible for 

free or reduced price lunch, liberal voting patterns in the school’s voting precinct, and 

county-level density of adults living in same-gender households were not associated with 

latent profile membership. However, urbanicity was associated with profile membership, 

such that participants in the More Desired than Received group had a lower probability of 

living in an urban region relative to participants in the Moderate Needs Met and High 

Desired-High Received groups. As reflected in Figure 2, all of the students in the More 

Desired than Received group resided in either suburban or rural communities. No 

participants in the Low Desired-High Received group resided in rural communities (Table 3; 

Figure 2).

Ancillary analyses on the sexual minority subsample.—Covariate analyses 

revealed sexual orientation differences in the probability of belonging to different latent 

profiles. Although GSAs are meant to be inclusive of both sexual and gender minority 

students and heterosexual and cisgender allies, the motivations that sexual and gender 

minority students have for joining GSAs may differ substantively from heterosexual and 

heterosexual-cisgender allies. For example, youth who currently identify as heterosexual and 

heterosexual-cisgender allies may join GSAs primarily for advocacy reasons or to support 

sexual and gender minority peers (Lapointe, 2015; Scheer & Poteat, 2016), and thus the 

degree to which they report desiring or receiving GSA-specific opportunities may differ 

from sexual and gender minority students. Thus, we conducted an ancillary analysis to 

examine whether five profiles could be identified after excluding the 87 heterosexual 

participants, and whether these profiles would resemble the structures of match-mismatch in 

person-environment fit identified in the original analysis. Results from the ancillary analysis 

(available upon request from the authors) supported a 5-profile solution with nearly identical 

configurations of person-environment match-mismatch as the profiles extracted when LPA 

was conducted on the overall sample.

Discussion

Previous research on GSAs as supportive developmental contexts for LGBT youth has 

focused on the effects of overall exposure vs. no exposure. However, from a person-

environment fit perspective, the match between the desires and goals expressed by individual 

members and the perceived supports and resources received from a setting is a critical 

determinant of successful outcomes. This match may be particularly important for 

marginalized populations in the few settings where they may receive support for their needs, 

such as GSAs for LGBT populations and their allies (Chesir-Teran, 1993). This study 

examined the extent to which the availability of information and resources, socializing and 

support, and advocacy opportunities matched the desires of GSA members along these 

functions, and whether variation in this person-environment fit were associated with positive 

developmental competencies. One pattern of match and four patterns of mismatch were 

detected in the data. These groups differed in their composition along dimensions of race/

ethnicity, sexual orientation, gender identity, and number of years of membership duration. 
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Profiles also differed with regards to urbanicity, reflecting the possible implications of the 

larger community in which youth, GSAs, and schools are situated for impacting person-

environment fit. Furthermore, we identified differences in positive developmental 

competencies based on youths’ group membership. GSA members who reported desiring 

more from their GSA than they received, particularly regarding opportunities for advocacy, 

reported lower levels of self-reflection, bravery, civic engagement, and agency than youth 

who received information, socializing/support, and advocacy that matched or exceeded what 

they desired. The findings emphasize the importance of taking into account the desires of 

GSA members for information and resources, socializing and support, and advocacy as well 

as the extent to which GSAs meet these needs in order to facilitate optimal development.

One of the anticipated groups that emerged from our analyses was the High Desired-High 

Received group, which was the largest subgroup in the sample. We anticipated the 

emergence of this group based on findings among other youth programs suggesting that 

some students are highly motivated and engaged within certain youth programs (Fredricks et 

al., 2010; Ryan & Deci, 2010). Within GSAs, this group of students could represent those 

who have had their needs and interests met, yet continue to establish new interests and goals 

in the context of the GSA or in light of emergent civic engagement and social advocacy. 

Consistent with this interpretation, members of this profile reported the highest scores on the 

positive developmental competencies. In addition, although this group generally scored high 

on receiving all GSA functions, the group indicated desiring more advocacy than they 

received. With regards to other characteristics, members of this profile group tended to be 

longer-involved GSA members, and they were more likely to identify as transgender or 

genderqueer, or to identify their sexual orientation as questioning relative to members of 

other groups. Consistent with stage-development fit frameworks, it is possible that members 

in this group find their GSAs an ideal match for their current advocacy and identity 

development-related needs.

The person-centered analysis also identified four patterns of mismatch that are of substantive 

relevance. Perhaps of principal importance is the More Desired than Received group, whose 

members exhibited an overall pattern of disparity between what they desired in their GSAs 

and what they received across all three GSA functions. Although a small group, this group 

stood in sharp contrast to the others, with its members reporting lower self-reflection, 

bravery, civic engagement, and agency scores than members of other groups. More research 

is required to understand and more richly characterize this group of GSA members, whose 

desires for information and resources, socializing and support, and advocacy may be 

unfulfilled. The demographic and experiential data analyzed in the current study provided 

some insights into potential characteristics of this profile, with members of this subgroup 

having a high probability of identifying as a cisgender female, as a racial/ethnic minority, 

and as heterosexual relative to members of the other groups. The disparities reported by 

GSA members in this subgroup may be a reflection of encounters or perceptions of 

exclusion that these members experience in their GSAs (e.g., gender-based harassment; 

insufficient opportunities to advocate as cisgender allies or heterosexual allies). For example, 

prior research has found that racial/ethnic minority youth report feeling less supported in 

their GSAs than white youth (McCready, 2004; Poteat, Yoshikawa et al., 2015). 

Unfortunately, the current data do not provide opportunities for a deeper examination of 
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these potential interpretations. By drawing contrast to the High Desired-High Received 

group, the results for the More Desired than Received group provide further support for the 

importance of taking into account person-environment fit in examining variability in how 

GSAs adequately meet the needs and interests of youth from different backgrounds. Given 

the discrepancy between their strong desire for resources and perceptions of receiving few of 

these resources, it may be critical for GSAs to identify more effective ways to fully meet the 

needs and interests of this group of youth in order to capitalize on the strong motivation of 

these students to be active and contributing GSA members.

In contrast to the More Desired than Received group, the Low Desired-High Received group 

exhibited an overall pattern of reporting greater levels of received than desired resources, 

most notably receiving high levels of socializing and support opportunities from their GSA. 

Members of this group were more likely than the High Desired-High Received group to self-

identify as heterosexual, had the shortest average membership duration in the sample, and 

yet had comparable probability of identifying as transgender/genderqueer as participants in 

the High Desired-High Received group. Possible interpretations of this profile are that this 

subgroup includes new GSA members (e.g., who join out of curiosity and interest), 

heterosexual allies (i.e., who may not need LGBT-specific resources, yet nonetheless benefit 

from GSA functions), and GSA members whose acute social and/or support needs are met 

by the GSA. Despite reporting low desire for information and resources, socializing and 

support opportunities, and advocacy opportunities from the GSA, members of the Low-

Desired-High Received group exhibited similar levels of bravery, civic engagement, and 

agency as members in the High Desired-High Received group. Findings from other studies 

suggest that some GSA members become less involved in their GSA over time as their needs 

are met (Poteat et al., 2015). Given their high positive developmental competencies, yet 

possible tendency for short membership, identifying ways to increase the membership 

duration of members who fit the Low Desired-High Received profile may be beneficial to 

GSAs.

The final two groups to emerge were the More Information and Advocacy Desired than 

Received group and Moderate Needs Met group, which were the second and third largest 

subgroups, respectively. Both groups were similar to the High Desired-High Received group 

with regard to desiring more advocacy relative to what they perceived their GSAs as 

providing. Although both groups reported higher positive developmental competencies than 

the More Desired than Received group, they scored lower on all developmental 

competencies than the High Desired-High Received group, thus suggesting the need for 

additional research to understand and explore ways to address these forms of mismatch in 

person-environment fit in GSAs. Prior research indicates that GSA members may become 

more interested or motivated to participate in advocacy opportunities after having 

information and socializing and support needs fulfilled (Poteat et al., 2015). In turn, 

engagement in GSA advocacy opportunities can be a powerful behavioral context for 

developing positive developmental competencies, such as agency, bravery, and civic 

engagement. Members in the More Information and Advocacy Desired than Received group 

could represent GSA members who are in GSAs that are providing adequate support, but 

have limited informational resources or opportunities to engage in advocacy. Approximately 

29% of the participants were in the More Information and Advocacy Desired than Received 
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Group. Given the large discrepancy in desired and received information and advocacy 

opportunities, and their lower positive developmental competencies compared to the High 

Desired-High Received group, it appears that GSAs that focus primarily on providing a 

space for socializing and social support may be devoting less attention to important 

motivations and potential sources of prosocial growth among their members. The Moderate 

Needs Met group may represent participants with lower overall interest and motivation to 

engage with GSA functions relative to the High Desire-High Received group. Nevertheless, 

given their higher desire for advocacy relative to what they receive, it is possible that 

improvements in person-environment fit can potentially manifest in enhanced positive 

developmental competencies. For both the More Information and Advocacy Desired than 

Received group and Moderate Needs Met group, increasing opportunities to engage in 

advocacy, such as through organizing school events to build awareness of LGBT issues, 

could lead to positive shifts in developmental competencies. Although both groups indicate 

adequate opportunities to engage in socializing and support in GSAs, the More Information 

and Advocacy Desired than Received group also indicated a desire for more information, 

which includes learning about diversity issues, methods to cope with stress, and ways to 

access resources and services. Advisor and student-led advocacy trainings could also include 

components centered on working with other student and community groups on diversity 

issues, coalition building, and creating asset maps, which can further enhance prosocial 

development among GSA members.

Drawing from socioecological frameworks, structural indicators, such as global assessments 

of the socioeconomic status of students in the school, political voting patterns in the local 

district, and proportion of same-gender couples in the region (a proxy for potential LGB 

population) also were expected to be associated with the degree to which students expressed 

needs for resources, or degree to which GSAs could provide opportunities to meet student 

needs. However, most of these factors were not significantly associated with profile 

membership. It is possible the these structural indicators, particularly voting patterns and 

proportion of same-gender couples, are too distal to the school-based experiences of 

adolescents, or less relevant (relative to mental and behavioral health outcomes) to outcomes 

such as information-seeking, socializing and support, and advocacy. The only structural 

indicator that emerged as a significant factor was urbanicity, with results highlighting that no 

participants in the More Desired than Received group reside in urban areas, and no 

participants in the Low Desired-High Received group reside in rural areas. From a person-

environment fit perspective, one possible interpretation is that urban areas provide additional 

resources for LGBT youth beyond those available in the school context. Prior research has 

indicated that greater rurality is associated with greater exposure to hostile school contexts 

(Kosciw et al., 2009), which is somewhat consistent with the More Desired that Received 

group pattern. GSAs can also serve as a facilitator of connections to other resources for 

students (Eisenberg et al., 2018; Porta et al., 2017); in settings with few resources (e.g., 

suburban or rural areas with few LGBT-specific agencies or social settings), this may not be 

so helpful. However, in resource rich settings, such as may be the case in some cities, this 

networking capacity of GSAs can be of benefit. Consistent with this possible interpretation, 

both the Moderate Needs Met group and High Desired-High Received group had high 

proportions of students in urban areas.
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Limitations, Strengths, and Future Research

There are several limitations of this study to note. First, data are cross-sectional; thus, it is 

difficult to determine directionality of effects. For example, the self-report pattern of the 

Low Desired-High Received group could be interpreted as youth who have received 

abundant support in the face of no need for support (i.e., many resources, but no need for 

them), or youth who have had their earlier support needs satisfied. In addition, longitudinal 

research could help to determine whether the positive developmental competencies 

examined in this study, such as civic engagement, are actually factors that motivate some 

youth to become members of GSAs, rather than direct outcomes of GSA person-

environment fit. It is possible that there could be a reciprocal causal effect between GSA 

involvement and these variables. Furthermore, whereas person-environment fit research 

often relies upon multiple sources of information to measure environment, this study utilized 

single-source (i.e., participant report) measures of environment. The low number of racial/

ethnic minority youth prevented us from examining potentially relevant subgroup differences 

in GSA experiences. Similarly, although 87 participants identified as heterosexual, the 

sample was not of sufficient size to fully examine relevant similarities or differences in latent 

profiles across sexual orientation beyond the covariate analysis. Future researchers may 

consider recruiting a larger sample of heterosexual and heterosexual-cisgender allies—who 

represent core subgroups within GSAs—to enable rigorous testing of multiple forms of 

latent profile similarity, such as configural (number of profiles) and structural aspects 

(Morin, Meyer, Creusier, & Bietry, 2016). Participants were recruited from regional 

meetings from the Massachusetts GSA Network, and thus their experiences may not be 

generalizable to GSA youth across the state or youth from other states where the 

sociopolitical climate may differ and where GSAs may not be as connected with one 

another. For instance, there may be a proportionally greater number of youth in the More 

Desired than Received profile in states or regions with greater hostility toward GSAs or in 

schools with fewer resources available to GSAs. Despite these limitations, notable strengths 

of the study include its application of the person-environment fit approach to understanding 

GSA-based experiences in relation to positive youth competencies among LGBT and ally 

youth, the focus on resiliency rather than pathology, and the application of LPA to examine 

person-environment fit patterns.

The study findings have several implications for future research and GSA practice. With 

regards to research, longitudinal and mixed method studies are required to further explore 

the directionality of effects. Multi-source and multilevel analyses can further contextualize 

and distinguish profiles from one another (e.g., whether certain profiles are more likely to 

emerge in rural vs. urban settings or based on the sociopolitical climate of the school 

district), as well as investigate the roles of peers and advisors in ensuring that GSAs can 

flexibly meet the various needs and interests of youth members to promote an optimal match 

between members’ needs and interests and what they receive from the GSA. Youth who 

perceived a discrepancy between what was offered in the GSA and what they needed, which 

could be construed as a position of deficit, reported the lowest levels of positive 

developmental competencies in the sample. The findings indicate the importance for GSA 

advisors and peer leaders to conduct needs assessments among members and to strategize on 

ways of meeting these needs throughout the course of the school year. Beyond practices 
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such as weekly check-ins, understanding the motivations of students can help advisors and 

peer leaders tailor the GSA experience to meet the diverse desires for information, 

socializing and support, and advocacy for their members. In addition, relevant demographic 

and experiential differences emerged indicating that advisors and peer leaders may consider 

focusing on particular groups of GSA members or aspects of the GSA experience beyond 

those identified in a needs assessment in order to maximize positive youth development. For 

example, desire for advocacy appears to be associated with longer membership in the GSA, 

whereas youth who reported being in a GSA for fewer years indicated that their desires for 

advocacy, information and resources, and socializing and support were small relative to what 

they received from their GSAs. Longitudinal research will be an important next step for 

unpacking how GSAs address acute and emerging information, socializing and support, and 

advocacy needs among their members.
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Figure 1. 
Estimated within-profile means (1= not at all, 5= a lot) and standard errors for information 

and resources, socializing and support, and advocacy desired and received.
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Figure 2. 
Significant within-profile student characteristics and structural indicators. Profile 1= More 

Desired than Received (n=14); Profile 2= Moderate Needs Met (n=42); Profile 3= Low 

Desired-High Received (n=26); Profile 4= More Information and Advocacy Desired than 

Received (n=84); Profile 5= High Desired-High Received (n=124).
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Table 1

Descriptive Statistics for Key Variables

Mean Standard Deviation

GSA Functions
(Range: 1=not at all, to 5=a lot)

 Information Received 3.68 1.05

 Information Desired 3.95 1.14

 Socializing/Support Received 4.46 0.67

 Socializing/Support Desired 4.13 1.17

 Advocacy Received 3.12 0.96

 Advocacy Desired 4.20 0.99

Positive Youth Competencies

 Self-Reflection (Range: 1=Strongly disagree to 6=Strongly agree) 4.43 1.27

 Bravery (Range: 1=Very inaccurate to 5=Very accurate) 3.46 0.96

 Civic Engagement (Range: 1=Strongly disagree to 5=Strongly agree) 2.97 1.03

 Agency (Range: 1=Definitely false to 8=Definitely true) 5.04 1.69

Victimization (Range 0=0 times in past mo. to 4=7+ times in past mo.) 0.54 0.72

Membership Duration (Years) 1.56 1.22

Demographics n %

Grade Level

 8th 3 1.0

 9th 46 16.1

 10th 88 30.8

 11th 94 32.9

 12th 55 19.2

Racial/Ethnic Minority Identity 90 31.4

Sexual Orientation

 Heterosexual 87 29.5

 Lesbian/Gay 73 24.7

 Bisexual 59 20.0

 Questioning 18 6.1

 Other Identity 55 18.6

Sex and Gender Identity

 Cisgender Female 200 67.8

 Cisgender Male 66 22.4

 Transgender MTF 1 0.3

 Transgender FTM 10 3.4

 Genderqueer, or other identity 16 5.5

Structural Indicators

Students Eligible for Free Lunch at School 31.2

Urbanicity

 Urban 24 8.3
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Mean Standard Deviation

 Suburban 249 85.9

 Rural 17 5.9

Liberal Voting Pattern 53.5

Same-Gender Households (Density per 1000) 8.08 3.66

Note. Descriptive statistics are reported for participant demographics, victimization experiences, and Gay-Straight Alliance (GSA) functions 
received and desired, and positive developmental competencies. Analysis sample n=290. Structural indicators: Urbanicity was coded at the level of 
the school and assigned to each student. Proportion students eligible for free lunch is reported at the level of the school and represents the overall 
average across schools in the sample. Liberal voting pattern represents percentages voting democrat in the 2014 Massachusetts gubernatorial 
election within the voting precinct of the school. Same-gender households represents the density per 1000 adults in same-gender households in the 
county of the school. More details can be found in the Method.
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Table 2

Class Enumeration Fit Statistics

Classes Free parameters   LL   BIC cmP LMR-LRT p BLRT p

1 12 −2168.51 4405.048 0.00 -- --

2 19 −1928.63 3964.988 0.00 0.08 0.00

3 26 −1817.17 3781.758 0.00 0.57 0.00

4 33 −1745.03 3677.172 0.00 0.12 0.00

5 40 −1705.61 3638.014 1.00 0.85 0.00

6 47 −1670.13 3606.752 0.00 0.21 0.00

7 54 −1636.93 3580.023 0.00 0.44 0.00

Note. Fit statistics are for the analysis of information, socializing and support, and advocacy opportunities received and desired from GSAs. The 
chosen solution is in bold. LL=Log-likelihood; BIC=Bayesian Information Value; cmP=Correct Model Probability; LMR-LRT p= significance 
value from Lo-Mendell-Rubin Likelihood Ratio Test, and Bootstrap Likelihood Ratio Test (BLRT) p value.
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