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Sexual Orientation Health Disparities
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Structural
State Policies, Institutional Practices

Interpersonal
Abuse, Rejection, Discrimination

Individual
Self-Stigma, Concealing

Stigma: A Multi-Level Construct

“Societal-level 
conditions, cultural 
norms, and 
institutional policies 
and practices that 
constrain the 
opportunities, 
resources, and 
wellbeing of the 
stigmatized” 
(Hatzenbuehler & 
Link, 2014, p. 1).

“The under-
representation of 
[structural 
stigma] is a 
dramatic 
shortcoming in 
the literature on 
stigma, as the 
processes 
involved are likely 
major 
contributors to 
unequal 
outcomes” 
(Link et al., 2004, 
p. 515).
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Challenges in Studying Structural Stigma and LGB Health

• Lack of structural-level measures
• Sexual minority stigma is largely assessed at the individual or

interpersonal level of analysis

• Lack of variation in structural stigma
• Some forms were, until recently, ubiquitous exposures (e.g.,

DOMA)

• Lack of data structures
• Few population-based health data sets that include measures of

sexual orientation and provide geographic units of analysis (e.g.,
state) that enable researchers to link in structural stigma variables
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Measure #1: 
State-Level Policies Targeting LGB Populations
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Constitutional Amendments Banning Same-Sex 
Marriage (2004)

• Red = States passing 
constitutional 
amendments

• Blue = States not 
passing 
constitutional 
amendments

National Epidemiologic Survey on Alcohol and Related Conditions 
(2001-2005)
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LGB Adults Living in States that Banned Same-Sex 
Marriage Experienced Increase in Mood Disorders 
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AOR = 1.67 (95% C.I. 1.01, 2.77) AOR = 0.69 (95% C.I., 0.47, 1.01)
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23.6% decrease

Covariates: sex, age, race/ethnicity, SES, marital status

Please do not disseminate, or post on other sites, without permission from the author.

Presented at the 2016 CDUHR Mini-Conference on Structural Variables - December 13, 2016



•P8

Effect of Marriage Bans Specific to LGB Adults
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Measure #2:
Behavioral Indices of Structural Stigma
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LGBT Assault Hate Crimes (Obtained Via Police Records): 
Boston
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Boston Youth Survey

• Linked ecologic data on LGBT hate crimes at the neighborhood level 
to individual-level data

• Boston Youth Survey
• Public high school students grades 9-12 in Boston who provided 

complete residential address
• Measure of sexual orientation identity
• Bullying experiences in the past 30 days (Rigby, 1998)
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Bullying More Likely To Occur Among Sexual Minority Youth 
Living In Neighborhoods With A Greater Prevalence Of 

LGBT Assault Hate Crimes

Bullying Outcome No1 Yes1 P-value2

Relational 11.95 21.58 0.01

Electronic 13.29 26.73 0.03

Verbal 14.15 18.44 0.22

1LGBT assault hate crimes (N=98) expressed as per 100,000 population.
2Wilcoxon two-sample t-test.  

No association between LGBT assault hate crimes and bullying among heterosexual youth 
(N=1,129).

No association between bullying and overall violent and property crimes (N=31,254) among 
sexual minority youth (N=108).  

Hatzenbuehler et al., 2015

Please do not disseminate, or post on other sites, without permission from the author.

Presented at the 2016 CDUHR Mini-Conference on Structural Variables - December 13, 2016



•P13

Measurement #3: 
Composite Measures of Structural Stigma
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Country-Level Policies

Policy index from International LGBTI Association
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Structural Stigma Measure

• Derived country-level attitudes towards sexual minorities from 
the 2008 European Values Survey, a cross-national survey of 
social attitudes that randomly sampled ~1500 residents per 
country.
• Included proportion of respondents in each country who (1) thought 

homosexuality “could be justified”; (2) agreed that “homosexual couples 
should be able to adopt children”; and (3) did not indicate not wanting to 
have “homosexuals as neighbors.”

• Calculated the standardized mean of these three variables
• Averaged the mean with the standardized policy index to create 

a country-level index of structural stigma   
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Methods

• Linked ecologic data on structural stigma at the country level 
(N=38 European countries) to individual-level outcomes among 
MSM living in these countries (n=174,209 MSM)

Pachankis, Hatzenbuehler et al., 2015
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Outcomes AOR (95% CI) AOR (95% CI), 
controlling for 
concealment

Inadequate HIV prevention reach 1.43 (1.27-1.62)*** 1.34 (1.19-1.50) ***+

Incorrect HIV transmission 
knowledge

1.16 (1.08-1.26)*** 1.11 (1.03-1.20)*+

No HIV test result (12 mo.) 1.14 (1.05-1.24)** 1.04 (0.96-1.13) +

No STI screen (12 mo.) 1.21 (1.07-1.36)** 1.12 (0.99-1.26) +

Condoms never/seldom used 1.30 (1.10-1.54)** 1.28 (1.09-1.51)**+

No sex/MSM discussion when 
tested

1.52 (1.29-1.80)*** 1.39 (1.17-1.65)***+

Covariates: Age, relationship status, employment status, education, settlement size, HIV status, Gini
index. ** p ≤ .01, *** p ≤ .001, + significant mediation via distribution-of-the-product method 

Structural Stigma Associated with HIV Risk Outcomes 

Pachankis, Hatzenbuehler et al., 2015
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Measure #4: 
Newer Measurement Approaches
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Measure #4: 
New Measurement Approaches
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Measure #4: 
New Measurement Approaches
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Methods for Studies on Structural Stigma

• Datasets must have the following variables:
• Demographic measures of stigmatized group of interest
• Covariates (at both the individual and structural level) to control 

for confounders/alternative explanations
• Dependent variables (i.e., health outcomes)
• Geographic information (e.g., ZIP code, FIPS code) to link 

structural stigma variables to individual-level data

Hatzenbuehler (2014), Current Directions in Psychological Science
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Conclusion: 
Multi-Measure, Multi-Method Approach to Studying 

Structural Stigma and LGB Health

• Measures of structural stigma:
• Social policies (e.g., same-sex marriage laws)
• Social attitudes 
• Social behaviors (e.g., LGBT assault hate crimes) 

• Methods:
• Observational designs (cross-sectional, longitudinal)
• Quasi-experimental designs
• Laboratory designs
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