Moving Away From a Risk Paradigm
to Study Rural Communities Among
LGBTQ+ Youth: Promotion of a Strengths
Perspective in Research, Practice, and Policy

Megan S. Paceley

Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer (LGBTQ+) youth are growing up in a
society that stigmatizes and marginalizes their sexual and/or gender identities. Stig-
ma and marginalization have deleterious effects on LGBTQ+ youth including higher
rates of depression, suicidality, anxiety, stress, and substance use and lower rates
of self-reported physical health (Almeida, Johnson, Corliss, Molnar, & Azrael, 2009;
Burton, Marshall, Shisolm, Sucato, & Friedman, 2013; Day, Fish, Perez-Brumer, Hat-
zenbuehler, & Russell, 2017; Fish, Schulenberg, & Russell, 2019; Mereish & Poteat,
2015; Paceley, Fish, Thomas, & Goffnett, 2019; Paceley, Goffnett, & Gandy-Guedes,
2017; Pollit, Mallory, & Fish, 2018; Tucker et al., 2016; Woodford, Paceley, Kulick, &
Hong, 2015). This research has been important in establishing that LGBTQ+ youth
are not inherently more likely to experience poorer outcomes than heterosexual
and cisgender youth; rather, their risks are situated within oppressive systems and
societies. A predominant focus on risk, however, fails to account for the individual
strengths and resilience of youth. Additionally, given the association between stig-
matizing environments and well-being, it is important to examine the social environ-
ments in which LGBTQ#+ youth are situated.

One important and understudied social environment that LGBTQ+ youth traverse
is their geographic community. The community may act in ways that enable stigma
and marginalization or promote well-being and resilience. For example, commu-
nities may include hostile attitudes toward LGBTQ+ people, which may lead to
increased stress (see Woodford et al., 2015). Alternatively, communities may sup-
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port SGM youth by providing access to SGM-affirming resources and positive social
climates. Additionally, the community encompasses many of the youth’s other social
contexts, such as family, school, church, and/or work. One key distinction between
the communities in which LGBTQ+ youth live is size. Research on community size
has primarily examined the differences between LGBTQ+ youth’s experiences grow-
ing up in rural versus urban communities or compared the experiences between
LGBTQ+ and heterosexual or cisgender youth living in rural communities.

Like the research on LGBTQ+ youth themselves, the majority of research on rural
communities as they pertain to LGBTQ#+ youth is situated within a risk paradigm.
The positioning of rural communities as inherently risky and hostile toward LGBTQ+
youth fails to provide opportunities to identify a community’s strengths and oppor-
tunities to support the resilience of LGBTQ+ youth. Additionally, it limits our ability
as researchers to make recommendations that community leaders may hear and
apply in order to reduce risk and promote resilience for LGBTQ+ youth; recommen-
dations that engage with the strengths of communities rather than focus on their
deficits. It also frequently compares rural communities to urban communities, posi-
tioning urban as the “norm” to which rural communities are compared. Gray (2009)
advocated for viewing rural communities as different from, but not inferior to, urban
communities, a perspective that aligns well with social work.

Given the importance of the rural community context for LGBTQ+ youth and the
predominant focus on community risk, it is essential for researchers to consider

the ways in which the strengths perspective might provide a unique and important
framework through which to research rural communities. In the past ten years,

an increase in research on LGBTQ+ youth has utilized a strengths perspective, or
examined factors such as resiliency and positive youth development; however, the
strengths perspective has rarely been applied to the rural communities in which
many LGBTQ+ youth are growing up. The strengths perspective offers researchers
opportunities to examine rural communities holistically, focusing on risks in the con-
texts of strengths and opportunities and exploring ways to promote both well-being
and risk reduction for LGBTQ+ youth.

This chapter serves as a call to action for scholars engaged in research with LGBTQ+
youth to consider rural communities from a strengths perspective. Focusing on
strengths does not negate the recognition of risks within rural communities; rather,
it allows for a comprehensive examination of the factors within rural communi-

ties that may promote well-being and reduce risks and offers opportunities for
strengths-based practice recommendations. The following sections include an over-
view of the strengths perspective, a summary and critique of the research surround-
ing rural communities and LGBTQ+ youth, and recommendations for future research
situated within a strengths perspective.
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STRENGTHS PERSPECTIVE

Within clinical social work practice, the strengths perspective emerged out of a need
to move away from the pathology-focused nature of social work. A strengths per-
spective provides tools for social workers to engage with individuals with a focus on
resilience, personal and community resources, and strengths, rather than focus sole-
ly on their risks or problems (Saleeby, 1996). Although initially developed as a prac-
tice approach, the strengths perspective has been utilized within community-based
practice, education, and research (Saleeby, 1996). Utilizing the strengths perspec-
tive in a community context requires identifying the ways in which a community is
supporting its members and opportunities to promote resilience and reduce risk.
Saleeby (1996) identified supportive communities broadly as nurturing the strengths
of community members, providing opportunities for residents to impact their
community, and creating supportive networks. Research within a strengths perspec-
tive does not fail to acknowledge challenges or risks; rather it frames them within
individual strengths and the ways in which communities can cultivate resilience.

The strengths perspective aligns closely with research on LGBTQ+ youth that aims to
reduce risks such as stigma, victimization, and the pathologization of LGBTQ+ youth
(Hulko & Hovanes, 2017). A decade ago, scholars called for research on LGBTQ+
youth to move away from a focus on risk and focus “on understanding the ways in
which (LGBTQ+) youth negotiate their development within various social contexts”
(Horn, Kosciw, & Russell, 2009, p. 863). Although research on the experiences of
LGBTQ+ youth has included a greater focus on resilience, positive development, and
strengths, research on their social context, particularly rural communities, remains
risk-focused.

LGBTQ+ YOUTH AND RURAL COMMUNITIES

Community size is often conceptualized as urban versus rural, creating a dichoto-
mous divide between towns with populations less than 50,000, for example, and
any larger town. This distinction may not account for the varying experiences of
LGBTQ+ youth in small college towns or mid-size cities separate from major metro-
politan areas yet classified as urban due to population sizes larger than traditionally
rural communities. Therefore, some research has explored LGBTQ+ youth’s commu-
nity experiences across a continuum of community size (see Paceley, 2016). Re-
gardless of measurement, rural communities are often situated as risky settings for
LGBTQ+ youth (Gray, 2017).

RURAL COMMUNITIES AND RISK

The dominant narrative surrounding rural communities is that they are inherently
hostile toward LGBTQ+ youth (Gray, 2007; Kazyak, 2011; Oswald & Culton, 2003;
Wienke & Hill, 2013). Some research supports this narrative. Historically, schol-
ars identified how LGBTQ+ people in rural communities experienced high rates of
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isolation (Bell & Valentine, 1995; Cody & Welch, 1997; D’Augelli & Hart, 1987) and
challenges accessing supportive resources (Cody & Welch, 1997). Although the cli-
mate toward LGBTQ+ people has shifted during the past two decades, primarily for
gay and lesbian, White, middle-upper class individuals, research on LGBTQ+ people
living in rural communities suggest continued challenges and risks. For example,
rural LGBTQ+ adults report greater anti-LGBTQ+ sentiment, discrimination, and
violence than urban LGBTQ+ adults (Swank, Fahs, & Frost, 2013). Additionally, in one
study, rural teachers reported negative attitudes toward sexual minority students
(O’Connell, Atlas, Saunders, & Philbrick, 2010).

Currently, research on rural communities and LGBTQ+ youth includes studies of
community climate, victimization, and health outcomes. Community climate is
defined as the level of support or hostility toward LGBTQ+ people in a communi-

ty (Oswald, Cuthbertson, Lazarevic, & Goldberg, 2010) and very few studies on
community climate have explicitly included LGBTQ+ samples in rural communities.
One study found that LGBTQ+ rural youth experience more hostile social climates at
school (Kosciw, Greytak, & Diaz, 2009) than urban LGBTQ+ youth. A mixed-method
study utilizing surveys and interviews with transgender youth revealed conflicting
findings (Paceley, Okrey-Anderson, & Heumann, 2017b). On the survey, rural partic-
ipants were significantly more likely to rate their community as hostile than youth
in small or large urban communities; however, qualitative interviews revealed very
little difference in the way youth in rural and small urban communities described
the climate. All youth in rural and small urban communities identified their commu-
nity as including the presence of both support and hostility. One qualitative study
explored LGBTQ+ youth’s perceptions of their rural or small urban communities in
Canada (Hulko & Hovanes, 2018). Some youth identified conservative ideologies as
predominant in small towns and indicated they planned to move away when they
could. These findings coupled with the findings using adult samples suggests that
rural communities may be perceived as more hostile by LGBTQ+ youth, yet further
research is needed to explore these complexities.

Victimization and mental or physical health have also been studied within the rural
context. Rural LGBTQ+ youth report more acts of physical and non-physical victim-
ization based on their sexuality or gender than urban LGBTQ+ youth (Paceley et al.,
2017a). Given what we know about the association between stigma, victimization,
and health disparities (Meyer, 2015), it is not surprising, therefore, that studies com-
paring the experiences of rural and urban LGBTQ+ youth have also found negative
well-being outcomes for rural LGBTQ+ youth. For example, rurality is associated
with greater suicidal behavior among sexual minority boys and greater substance
use by sexual minority girls when compared with urban sexual minority youth (Poon
& Saewyc, 2009). Alternatively, Paceley et al. (2019) included community climate

in a model comparing health outcomes among rural and urban LGBTQ+ youth and
found that community size was not related to physical and mental health outcomes.
Perceived climate, however, was associated with mental health such that LGBTQ+
youth in communities they perceived as hostile or tolerant reported greater anxiety
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and depression than youth who lived in communities they perceived as support-
ive. Although community size should not be discounted as important to the health
and well-being of LGBTQ+ youth, particularly given that rural youth are more likely
to report hostile climates than urban youth (O’Connell et al., 2010; Paceley et al.,
2018; Swank et al., 2013), these findings do suggest that community climate may
be important to consider alongside community size. This has important implications
for social work practice and research; community climate is a factor in communities
that may be able to shift to be more positive, whereas we cannot change the size of
a community.

Some scholars have examined comparisons between youth with and without mar-
ginalized sexualities and genders living in rural communities, rather than comparing
them to urban cities. For example, Cohn & Leake (2012) found that rural sexual
minority youth reported greater distress than urban sexual minority youth. Ballard,
Jameson, & Martz (2017) examined differences in risk factors between rural sexual
minority youth and rural heterosexual youth. They found that rural sexual minority
youth had significantly higher suicide risks, drug use, sexual risk-taking behavior, and
experiences of victimization and violence at school.

In sum, these findings suggest that LGBTQ+ youth in rural communities do face add-
ed risks including hostile community climates, increased victimization and discrim-
ination, and poor mental and physical health outcomes. However, there are limita-
tions to this collection of research. In general, there are a small number of studies
exploring the rural community context for LGBTQ+ youth and even fewer exploring
the specific community-level factors that affect youth’s health and well-being. If
indeed, rural LGBTQ+ youth are more at risk of victimization, depression, and suicide
because of more hostile climates, it will be useful to identify the ways in which

the community enables or mitigates these experiences. Additionally, much of the
research has compared urban and rural communities, situating urban as the norm
to which rural is compared. This creates a narrative that assumes that LGBTQ+ youth
aim to escape rural life as soon as they are able and move to urban spaces assumed
to be accepting (Weston, 1995).

RURAL COMMUNITIES AND STRENGTHS

Contrary to this common narrative is research and scholarship that disrupt the no-
tion of the “hostile rural community”. This research focuses less on identifying risk
and more on exploring the lived experiences of rural LGBTQ+ people. This collection
of research provides a more nuanced context of rural communities, focusing on
both challenges and opportunities for resilience. Strengths-based studies among
rural LGBTQ+ adults highlight the positive aspects of living in rural communities

and challenge the concept that rural residents are “worse off”. For example, Kazyak
(2011) interviewed gay and lesbian adults about growing up or living in rural com-
munities. Participants challenged the idea that rurality was associated with hostility
and that rural LGBTQ+ people aim to “flee immediately and move to a big city” (p.
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8). They identified positive aspects of living in small towns, such as how their neigh-
bors cared more about their individual character than their sexuality. Character was
often assessed as having strong ties to the community or being perceived as a good
person. Oswald and Culton (2003) surveyed LGBTQ adults in a rural Midwestern
state and asked them to qualitatively identify the “best” and “worst” thing about
living in their geographic region. Participants described their family and friends, the
rural quality of life, the local LGBTQ community, and personal self-acceptance as the
best things. They described being accepted by those close to them, having the abil-
ity to enjoy a higher standard of living without city stress, being intolerant (versus
hostile) communities, and accessing LGBTQ+ groups and organizations. Consistent
with the strengths perspective, Oswald and Culton examined strengths alongside
challenges. Participants described challenges within the local LGBTQ+ community,
homophobia, and lack of civil rights as the worst things. They discussed the LGBTQ+
community as small and invisible and LGBTQ+ resources as inaccessible or nonexis-
tent, residents as anti-LGBTQ+, and lacking statewide protections based on sexuality
and gender.

Other research on rural LGBTQ+ adults also challenges the idea that LGBTQ+ people
are isolated from others. Several studies have found LGBTQ+ adults report close
connections to other LGBTQ+ people in their rural communities (Cody & Welch,
1997; Leedy & Connolly, 2008; Oswald & Culton, 2003). Some research even compli-
cates the idea that rural communities are associated with poorer health for LGBTQ+
people. Wienke and Hill (2013) measured differences between rural gays and
lesbians and urban gays and lesbians on multiple measures including happiness and
health. They found that rural participants reported greater happiness and health
than urban participants.

Research on LGBTQ+ youth in rural communities that are situated within a strengths
perspective differs from risk-focused research by engaging with the complexity of
rural communities and youth’s experiences within them, rather than identifying

the ways in which they differ from urban communities. One seminal study explored
the lived experiences and identity development processes of LGBTQ+ youth living
in rural Appalachia (Gray, 2007). Through ethnographic methods and prolonged
engagement with youth, Gray disrupted the narrative that rural communities were
isolating spaces where LGBTQ+ youth were unsafe to be open about their identity.
She argued that rural communities were different from urban communities and
deserved attention to their entire context. Her findings revealed how rural LGBTQ+
youth are resilient and develop their own pathways to well-being and positive iden-
tity development that are different from, but not inferior to, urban LGBTQ+ youth.
For example, some youth described using the internet to connect with similarly
situated peers while others met up at a local Walmart to participate in drag shows.

Dahl, Scott, and Peace (2015) interviewed seven youth growing up in rural Appala-

chia to understand their coming out and identity development experiences within
the rural context. Their questions were open-ended and analyses revealed themes
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that endorsed challenges to living in a rural community as well as strengths and re-
silience. For example, challenges to living in a rural community as an LGBTQ+ youth
included the religious nature of the community and the anti-LGBTQ+ sentiment
associated with it, as well as navigating relationships with friends and family due to
a general lack of acceptance toward people with diverse sexualities and genders.
Consistent with other research, participants also indicated a lack of LGBTQ+ resourc-
es and support. Alternatively, youth in this study indicated they had positive experi-
ences coming out to some friends and family, both in person and over the internet.
The internet provided options for support, networking, and resources that may have
been absent in the physical community. Additionally, youth described the sense of
resilience and accomplishment they felt at overcoming challenges and accepting
and affirming their own identities.

Other research examines factors within the community that can support rural
LGBTQ+ youth. For example, Paceley (2016) interviewed LGBTQ+ youth in rural
and small urban communities to identify their needs for support and resources.
This provided an opportunity to engage with potential challenges and community
strengths simultaneously. Participants indicated they needed help in reducing the
isolation they felt, broad social acceptance and visibility, emotional support and
safety, and assistance with LGBTQ+ identity development. Analyses from the same
study revealed the factors that LGBTQ+ youth in rural and small urban communi-
ties identified as making their communities supportive (Paceley, Thomas, Toole &
Pavicic, 2018). Youth described four areas of support: supportive people, LGBTQ+
visibility, LGBTQ#+ resources and education, and LGBTQ+-inclusive policies. Identi-
fying the needs of youth and their perceptions of what factors promote support in
the community provides important ways to recommend community interventions
that build on the existing strengths and resources in a community. Some studies
have also included a focus on protective factors within a broader study also assess-
ing risk and challenges in rural communities. Cohn and Hastings (2010) found that
for rural lesbian youth, having supportive families, large amounts of social support,
supportive teachers, and access to Gender and Sexuality Alliances (GSAs) at school
enhanced their resilience as rural sexual minorities. Additionally, Cohn and Leake
(2012) found that among rural sexual minority youth only, high levels of belonging
at family and school were associated with lower rates of distress.

Finally, two articles discussed strengths-based community interventions to pro-
mote resilience and well-being for LGBTQ+ youth in rural communities. Snively
(2008) encouraged the use of youth-adult collaborations to promote the growth
of community-based supportive programs for LGBTQ+ youth in rural communities
taking the approach that attempting to address problems would be less successful
than attempting to promote positive development and strengthen existing protec-
tive factors for LGBTQ+ youth. They described the historical development of such a
program and the positive benefits on the local rural communities. Hall, Witkemper,
Rodgers, Waters, and Smith (2017) used photovoice to engage in a community in-
tervention in a rural community in Southeastern state. LGBTQ+ youth took pictures
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to illustrate the issues they faced as LGBTQ+ youth. Adults attended the exhibit of
photographs and then completed a survey about their experiences. The majority of
the rural adult residents described feeling positive about the project and 81% said
the photographs had inspired them to engage in more advocacy and LGBTQ+-affirm-
ing behavior.

This literature on LGBTQ+ youth in rural communities highlights the benefits of
situating such research within a strengths perspective. The findings indicate that
rural communities are much more complex spaces than the existing risk-based lit-
erature would suggest. Table 1 displays the key findings from both risk-focused and
strengths-focused research.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR RESEARCH

This summary of the literature suggests that rural communities are more than
simply hostile spaces occupied by LGBTQ+ youth. Research also clearly illustrates
the potential strengths and opportunities for resilience within rural communities. A
predominant focus on risk fails to account for the ways in which rural communities
may be supporting LGBTQ+ youth. Additionally, comparing rural communities to
urban communities with the goal of understanding differences in risk simultaneous-
ly sets up a false dichotomy that ignores the experiences of LGBTQ+ youth in small
urban communities and situates urban as the “norm” to which rural communities
should aspire to be. As Gray (2007) indicated, rural communities must be studied
as separate and different from, but not inferior to, urban communities. The urban/
rural dichotomy and identification of risk differences does not prove useful when
attempting to consider how to make rural communities safer and more accepting
for LGBTQ+ youth.

The strengths perspective provides a promising framework through which to
conduct research on rural communities and LGBTQ+ youth. Attending to strengths
alongside challenges provides an opportunity to understand rural communities ho-
listically. For example, understanding the mechanisms within rural communities that
result in challenges for LGBTQ+ youth may also help us identify mechanisms within
the community that can alleviate or mitigate these risks. Simply understanding the
risks compared to urban youth provides little information about potential interven-
tions given that urban-based interventions may not translate to a smaller commu-
nity (e.g. a rural community may not have resources to support the development of
an LGBTQ+ community-based organization).

Given the ways in which LGBTQ+ youth’s sexualities and genders are marginalized
in society, it is also important to attend to the role of oppression and power when
situating research within the strengths perspective. Guo and Tsui (2010) argue that
while the strengths perspective is important in identifying sources of resilience and
strengths within individuals, it may lack attention to the role of oppression and
power within society and their effect on individuals experiencing marginalization.
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They argue that social workers must go beyond promoting attention to individual
strengths and support individuals experiencing oppression and marginalization in
“resisting and even subverting power relations” (p. 238). They reiterate Saleebey’s
(2006) sentiment that social workers should focus on strengths rather than prob-
lems, yet note that “strength...is not only found in resilience; it is also evident in
resistance and strategies for survival despite adversity” (Guo & Tsui, 2010, p. 239).
This suggests that in utilizing the strengths perspective in research on LGBTQ+
youth’s rural communities, researchers must also consider the role of power and
oppression and the ways in which youth are navigating these contexts within their
communities. Additionally, studies on how LGBTQ+ youth are resisting oppressive
systems and working within their communities can highlight both LGBTQ+ individ-
ual resilience and potential prevention or intervention strategies for use in rural
communities.

Considering the ways in which to incorporate the strengths perspective with
research on rural communities and LGBTQ+ youth is essential, but not simple.
Researchers may identify ways to ask questions that assess resilience, strengths,
and challenges within the same study to create a more holistic picture of LGBTQ+
youth’s experiences in rural communities. Additionally, mixed-method studies

may provide opportunities to ask similar questions in different ways to more fully
explore the community context (e.g. Paceley et al). It will be important for research
examining rural communities to also include measures of community climate, given
the important ways in which they intersect. Although rural communities cannot be
turned into larger communities (and we wouldn’t want to!), the local climate has
the potential to shift to provide increased support for LGBTQ+ youth.

The strengths perspective has a rich history in social work and has important po-
tential when applied to community-based research on LGBTQ+ youth. Recognizing,
identifying, and understanding the strengths of rural communities provides oppor-
tunities to meet communities where they are in supporting and affirming LGBTQ+
youth, another important social work value. We need more in-depth and thorough
research to understand both the challenges and strengths of rural communities in
order to truly promote the well-being and resilience of LGBTQ+ youth.
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