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The California State University (CSU) system and each CSU campus use student
demographic data to gain a better understanding of the population we serve. Data
points range from first-generation status to racial and ethnic identities. These data
can help us form new policies to support equitable outcomes and create programs
that support and empower various populations. For example, the CSU Graduation
Initiative 2025'uses data to identify equity gaps in graduation rates and determine
how we can improve our policies and practices to reduce these disparities. We can
also use data to assess the need for new affinity centers, DEI trainings, specialized
support programs, and more.

This Knowledge Center memo is one in a series on supporting LGBTQIA2S+
students created by the CSU Student Success Network (Network). The Knowledge
Center is an online resource created by the CSU Network that will provide curated,
synthesized, and succinct information and links to support faculty, staff, and
administrators in adopting equity-minded and student-centered approaches on
their campus. The CSU Network was created by and for CSU faculty, staff,
administrators, and students to advance equitable student learning, engagement,
progression, and success. It is facilitated by the Education Insights Center
(EdInsights) at Sacramento State, an independent research and policy center
devoted to student success and the public benefits of education.

'The Network uses the inclusive acronym “LGBTQIA2S+” in reference to both gender and sexual identities,
acknowledging that the LGBTQIA2S+ population is diverse in composition and varied in affiliation. When
describing a particular LGBTQIA2S+ community or portion of the LGBTQIA2S+ population, we use the naming
convention that applies directly to that group.
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A significant demographic notably absent from these reports are LGBTQIA2S+
communities, specifically data on Sexual Orientations and Gender Identities (SOGI)
within our student body. While the CSU system and individual campuses may collect
such data in accordance with CA AB 620," accessibility and reporting of the data
varies widely among campuses. Among the 23 campuses and the Chancellor’s Office,
none provide readily accessible statistics on sexual orientation, though campuses do
report on gender and/or sex. The lack of accessible SOGI information on our LGBTQIA2S+
student populations can perpetuate institutional marginalization and influence how
each campus recognizes, supports, and empowers the queer community. Additionally,
the visibility of these data may impact how queer individuals perceive their sense of
belonging within the CSU.

Even when demographic numbers are collected and made accessible, they provide

an incomplete understanding of our students and an inadequate basis for creating
relevant programs and policies. While these data provide valuable insights, they must
be complemented by a multi-faceted and intersectional approach. A Quantitative
Critical Theory (QuantCrit) framework, rooted within Critical Race Theory, recognizes
that numbers alone do not capture the complex social, cultural, and historical contexts
that shape our students’ experiences.™ QuantCrit challenges us to move beyond
surface-level statistics and delve deeper into the qualitative aspects of students’ lives
while keeping a social justice and equity-oriented mindset.

In this memo, | will bring forth key challenges with SOGI demographic data collection
and explore other approaches used to understand the experiences of LGBTQIA2S+
students, using a QuantCrit lens. Through this review, | contribute to ongoing
conversations within the CSU community about enhancing policies and practices to
better recognize, support, and empower our LGBTQIA2S+ populations.

Key Findings from the Literature
Sexuality, gender, and sex are not the same.

LGBTQIA2S+ communities encompass both sexual orientations and gender identities,
which are independent from one another. Sexual orientation refers to a person’s
sexual, emotional, and/or romantic attraction to others. Gay, lesbian, bisexual, and
asexual are just a few examples. Gender identity is how a person understands their
own gender, which can include identifying as a man, a woman, someone between the
binary, or someone completely outside of the binary. Gender can align with the sex a
person was assigned at birth (cisgender) or differ from it (transgender, nonbinary, and
more). A person’s sex refers to their physical traits or sex characteristics. Currently,
male and female are usually the labels used to assign sex at birth, although some
doctors also use the label intersex." A commonly-used educational tool, Genderbread
Person version 4" does a good job of visualizing the differences. It is important to
acknowledge that these aspects of identity exist on a spectrum and are not confined
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to rigid categories. As society becomes increasingly aware and accepting of diverse
identities, the terminology and labels people use to describe themselves continue
to expand, reflecting the complexity and richness of human experiences within
LGBTQIA2S+ communities.

When creating surveys to understand these different aspects of LGBTQIA2S+
communities, it is important not to conflate or aggregate LGBTQIA2S+ identities."viivi
However, QuantCrit also cautions against excessive disaggregation, as it can result
in numerical data that become overly fragmented and detached from the broader
context.* The challenge, then, is deciding which identities to include in surveys and
how that decision will impact research outcomes and, subsequently, LGBTQIA2S+
students’ experiences.* For examples of how two CSUs disaggregate their data, see
Chico State’s Student Gender Identity Data report and Cal Poly Humboldt's Gender
Diversity Report.

LGBTQIA2S+ identities and the queer community have grown over time.

A recent study conducted by Pew Research shows that an increasing number of
young adults in the U.S. are identifying as LGBTQIA2S+. According to their findings,
among U.S. adults under 29 years old, 5.1% do not identify with the gender they

were assigned at birth. Additionally, 17% in this age group identify as gay, lesbian,

or bisexual. In comparison, for those aged 30-49, the corresponding percentages

are 1.6% and 8%, respectively (see figures below). Moreover, the college years often
serve as a pivotal period during which students explore and evolve various aspects
identity with which they enter college to undergo significant changes over the course
of their higher education journey. Some researchers argue that because LGBTQIA2S+
individuals still represent a relatively small portion of the population, they cannot be
properly studied. Moreover, “the very implication that those separated, minoritized
identity groups must meet a specific quantification perpetuates a heterogendered
norm and begins erasing those experiences on campus.”™" While such cautions are
valid, they do not consider differences between reported and actual numbers, given
the growing LGBTQIA2S+ communities and challenges that LGBTQIA2S+ individuals may
face in understanding and disclosing their identities, even on anonymous surveys.
Failing to act on quantitative data, no matter how small, may hinder the advancement
of equity-based discussions on LGBTQIA2S+ students’ success.

R Rr———


https://wildcats-bi-ext.csuchico.edu/t/InstitutionalResearch/views/EmployeeStudentDiversity/StudentbyGenderIdentity?iframeSizedToWindow=true&:embed=y&:showAppBanner=false&:display_count=no&:showVizHome=no
https://irar.humboldt.edu/GenDiv
https://irar.humboldt.edu/GenDiv
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2023/06/23/5-key-findings-about-lgbtq-americans/

Young adults are more
likely than older adults to 12% of young U.S. adults describe

be t":“sge"de’ or themselves as bisexual
nonbina
g/ % of U.S. adults who think of themselves as ...
% of U.S. adults who say their gender
is different from their sex assigned at
birth m Gay or lesbian Bisexual Net
m Trans man/woman
- e S S -
All i es 18-29 17
acuns 30 16 Ag | 4 12
18-29 . -
50-64 [JERIE 5
30-49 E 1.6 65+ 1 2
50+ I 0.2 0.3

Note: Figures may not add to subtotals due to rounding.
Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted July 18-Aug. 21, 2022.

Note: Figures may not add to subtotals due
to rounding. Trans men are those who said PEW RESEARCH CENTER
they were assigned female at birth and
described their gender as a man. Trans
women are those who said they were
assigned male at birth and described their
gender as a woman.

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted May
16-22, 2022.

PEW RESEARCH CENTER

Demographic data collection is not enough.

QuantCrit asserts that all academic and scholarly research methods are deeply rooted
in systems of oppression.»*ixi Historical examples, such as eugenicists’ misuse of
numbers and statistics to propagate white supremacist ideologies, underscore how
data and analyses can be manipulated to harmful ends. To disrupt these systems of
oppression and maintain a social justice and equity orientation, QuantCrit urges us

to recognize that numbers are far from neutral, and cannot “speak for itself.*viixx |t
compels us to confront our assumptions and biases that are always present even
when we aim to be objective. QuantCrit suggests that incorporating qualitative
approaches and actively involving marginalized communities in the research process
can contribute to disrupting these systems of oppression. For example, using counter-
narratives and mixed methods triangulation facilitate involvement of marginalized
voices in the research process, allowing their perspectives and experiences to shape
the findings and ensuing discussions.** Approaches such as these provide a model
for collaboration between campuses and LGBTQIA2S+ communities to gain a deeper
understanding of these communities’ intricate experiences and identities.
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People in LGBTQIA2S+ communities are more than just their sexual or gender identities.
When advancing a social justice and equity-minded agenda, it is important to
acknowledge and address the intersectionalities therein. ' LGBTQIA2S+ individuals
often navigate a complex interplay of factors, including but not limited to race,
ethnicity, socioeconomic status, dis/ability, and age, which profoundly shape their
experiences and challenges xiixvxvxvi These jntersecting identities can influence
access to resources, experiences of discrimination, and varying degrees of privilege.
Therefore, it is imperative that any efforts to support and empower LGBTQIA2S+
communities take into account these multifaceted aspects.

Implications

Taking a QuantCrit approach to understanding the populations of LGBTQIA2S+ students
within the CSU requires engagement from individuals at all levels to critically assess
current demographic data collection and reporting practices. This approach can

aid in discussions aimed at improving these practices in line with the institution’s
values of equity and social justice. Campuses should consider how the collection and
presentation of these data may affect the perceptions of those in the community and
those considering joining the community, but also perceptions of state and federal
agencies that oversee institutional funding. Those who wish to be a part of current
system-wide discussions related to this issue should consider getting involved with
ongoing initiatives. Additionally, those who do not work directly with or closely to SOGI
demographic data may be called on to identify other ways LGBTQIA2S+ students can be
recognized, supported, and empowered, within their spheres of influence.

Changes in LGBTQIA2S+ demographic data collection and reporting practices will impact
students. Ideally, such changes will foster a sense of belonging within the CSU and

its campuses, validating and supporting students’ identities. As we seek to better
understand the LGBTQIA2S+ community on our campuses, queer culture may become
more normalized, creating a stronger sense of community. Additionally, the data
provided can inform the development of inclusive and LGBTQIA2S+ affirming programs
for future generations. However, it is crucial to recognize the sensitivity of this data
and the potential vulnerability it may create for LGBTQIA2S+ students. Given existing
and growing hostilities toward LGBTQIA2S+ communities, any potential exposure of
personally identifiable information should be handled with care and scrutiny. Consider
how qualitative approaches might mitigate some of the dangers of quantitative

data collection. Furthermore, take note of available student support resources. It is
important that LGBTQIA2S+ students’ voices are not only heard but actively supported
in related conversations to prevent potential harm.
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Collecting both qualitative and quantitative SOGI data and involving students in the
research process will contribute to a more informed, inclusive, equitable, and social
justice-oriented higher education landscape where LGBTQIA2S+ students are better
understood, supported, and empowered in their academic journeys. It will also inspire
practitioners to adapt their approaches to meet the evolving needs of LGBTQIA2S+
communities.

Reflection Questions

For those interested in developing strategies to understand LGBTQIA2S+ populations
on your campus, | offer the following questions for reflection:

- How does my campus currently collect, use, and disseminate SOGI demographics? What are
my campus policies around SOGI demographic data collection?

- Do we conflate or aggregate sexual orientations and/or gender identities in our surveys,
and if so, how might this impact our LGBTQIA2S+ students? In what ways can we avoid
excessive disaggregation while still capturing the diversity of LGBTQIA2S+ identities?

- How often does our campus collect demographic information? Does the frequency of
data collection prepare us to support students who may be exploring and evolving their
LGBTQIA2S+ identities during their college years?

- How can we ensure that we maintain a social justice and equity orientation in our data
collection and research practices?

- What policies, programs, and resources does my campus/department have in place to
support and empower LGBTQIA2S+ students? How does my campus/department determine
if new policies, programs, or resources are needed?

- How does my campus communicate to both internal and external audiences that LGBTQIA2S+
students are welcome and supported on our campus? Conversely, what information
might inadvertently convey an unwelcoming or unsupportive atmosphere for LGBTQIA2S+
students? How might reported data influence these perceptions?

Recommendations

Based on the work of the scholars cited here, | recommend that CSU faculty, staff, and
administrators take the following steps to support equitable student outcomes:

- Proactively and intentionally include LGBTQIA2S+ students in conversations around policies
and programs that will directly impact their community. Also, involve LGBTQIA2S+ staff,
faculty, and administrators. Be aware of including and empowering voices that encompass
marginalized intersectional identities.

- Develop mixed methods research that can better capture complex identities than
quantitative data alone. Consider ways to capture this information throughout a student’s
time at your campus.
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- Evaluate current perceptions of campus support and inclusion for the LGBTQIA2S+populations
from both inside and outside the campus community. If your role encompasses working
with students, consider checking in with LGBTQIA2S+ students and asking what you can do
to better support them.

- Create spaces, policies, and programs that support LGBTQIA2S+ and intersecting identities,
including but not limited to racial, ethnic, dis/ability, and spiritual identities.

Resource List

I include the following resources to highlight some of the challenges and strategies
referenced throughout this memo, and to provide LGBTQIA2S+ students’ perspectives
on campus support.

- The CSU Diversity/Inclusivity Style Guide

- Chico State’s Student Gender Identity Data report

- Cal Poly Humboldt’s Gender Diversity Report

- San Jose State University’s PRIDE Center Resources page
- What is QuantCrit? report by STEM Equity

- Counter-Narrative, an overview of the qualitative method by the Center for Intercultural
Dialogue

- Collecting Data About LGBTQI+ and Other Sexual and Gender-Diverse Communities, a report
by the Center for American Progress

- LGBTQ-Inclusive Data Collection: A Lifesaving Imperative, a report by the Human Rights
Campaign Foundation

« Counting the LGBTQ Community: Why the Census Needs to Be More Inclusive, a video in
UCLA’s Fig. 1 video series on groundbreaking research

- “Ask Me”: What LGBTQ Students Want Their Professors to Know, a video by the Chronicle of
Higher Education

Limitations

This memo provides an overview but not a comprehensive review of all existing
research on the topic of LGBTQIA2S+ college students, nor does this memo provide
extensive information about methodologies of the literature included. The literature
cited was also not from within the CSU or from California generally. Due to these and
other limitations, the CSU Network does not endorse the strategies presented in this
memo as “best practices,” and the strategies presented may need to be tailored to
specific contexts within CSU campuses.
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