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Cultural Immersion Research and Events: LGBTQ+
Research: Four Key Elements
This essay explores the multifaceted dynamics of the LGBTQ+ community, exploring inter-group and intra-group characteristics, prevalent attitudes, beliefs, values, distinctive customs and practices, and the significant historical events and figures that have shaped its cultural and societal perceptions.
Inter and Intra-Group Characteristics
Inter-Group Characteristics. Inter-group characteristics common to LGBTQ+ members include minority stress, coming out, and legal and political challenges. LGBTQ+ individuals experience minority stress from various sources, including outward events like slurs and anti-same-sex marriage laws, the anticipation of discrimination, and internalizing negative societal attitudes (Hays & Erford, 2023). The process of coming out can be challenging, as it involves revealing one's sexual orientation or gender identity, potentially affecting relationships and personal development (The Trevor Project, 2023). Furthermore, LGBTQ+ youth face additional stress from anti-LGBTQ legislation and sociopolitical rhetoric, leading to limited access to healthcare services, bans on transgender youth in sports, and housing discrimination (Ramos et al., 2023).
           Intra-Group Characteristics. Intra-group characteristics common to LGBTQ+ members include intersectionality, social support, and legal and political challenges. Intersectionality plays a significant role as LGBTQ+ individuals also belong to other marginalized groups, leading to added stress and potential health disparities, particularly for LGBTQ+ people of color (McConnel et al, 2018). Social support is crucial within the LGBTQ+ community, forming strong bonds and choosing families to widen their support system (Hays & Erford, 2023). Additionally, LGBT older adults face unique economic and health challenges, possibly experiencing poverty, physical and mental health issues, neglect, and mistreatment due to lifetime minority stress (McConnel et al, 2018).Top of Form

Attitudes, Values, and Beliefs
Attitudes. Limited research has been conducted on intragroup attitudes within the LGBTQ+ community, possibly because LGBTQ+ members are often perceived as a closely-knit group unified by their sexual and gender identities (Weiss, 2003). However, existing studies indicate the presence of heterosexism within gay and lesbian communities, directed towards bisexuals and transgender individuals (Weiss, 2003). When it comes to societal acceptance, bisexual women experience more perceived acceptance, with 33% feeling more accepted, however, bisexual men only report 8% feeling accepted (Pew Research Center, 2020). Additionally, transgender adults are viewed as less accepted by society compared to other LGBT groups (Pew Research Center, 2020).
Values. On the other hand, pride holds a central place in the cultural fabric of the LGBTQI community, symbolizing unity, identity, and defiance against discrimination and violence (PRIDE values, n.d.). It represents a collective bond that welcomes LGBTQI individuals as valued and cherished members of the community, with its symbolism, like the vibrant rainbow colors, serving as a powerful communication of acceptance and inclusion (PRIDE values, n.d.).
Beliefs. A significant majority of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender adults in America (92%) believe that society has become more accepting of them over the past decade (Pew Research Center, 2020). While many LGBT adults acknowledge that there has been progress in social acceptance, only a small percentage (19%) believe that there is currently a lot of acceptance for the LGBT population whereas the majority (59%) feel that there is some level of acceptance, and 21% believe that there is little or no acceptance in society today (Pew Research Center, 2020).
Customs, Practices, and Behaviors
Customs. Prominent customs within the LGBTQ+ community include drag queens and pride festivals. Drag is an art form that exaggerates gender theatrically, providing a platform for LGBTQ+ performers and enthusiasts for over a century, affirming and uplifting their identities (Andrew, 2023). Pride Fest is a national celebration and nationwide support (Metcalf, n.d.), including parades, music, and advocacy efforts to raise awareness of discrimination and oppression.
Practices. Practices common to LGBTQ+ members are pronoun sharing and creating safe spaces. LGBTQ+ members advocate for safe spaces that embrace pronoun sharing, as it affirms gender identities and fosters a sense of inclusion and safety (National Education Association, 2022). This practice contributes to building positive relationships between the LGBTQ+ community and the non-LGBTQ+ community (CDC, 2022).
Behaviors. LGBTQ+ members take pride in their identities, often displaying symbols like rainbow flags or clothing to assert visibility and celebrate their community. This aligns with the common behavior of "coming out," where individuals disclose their sexual orientation or gender identity. However, encouraging youth to come out at younger ages can make them more vulnerable to peer disapproval, victimization, and family ruptures (Rand et al., 2021). 
Historical Events and Figures Impacting the Cultural and Societal Perceptions. 
The following historical events and figures represent a small fraction of the significant impact the LGBTQ+ community and its allies have had on shaping cultural and societal perceptions.
1. The 1969 Stonewall Riots: Marked the beginning of the modern LGBTQ+ rights movement in the U.S. and is celebrated annually during Pride Month (Hays & Erford, 2023).
2. Harvey Milk: Milk was a strong advocate for LGBTQ+ rights and he was the first openly gay elected California official who was assassinated in 1978 (Weststrate, & McLean, 2023).
3. AIDS Epidemic: Brought attention to LGBTQ+ health issues and highlighted societal stigmas and discrimination. The response to the crisis catalyzed activism and community support (Halkitis, 2019).
4. Transgender Visibility and Activism: Popular public figures like Laverne Cox and Chaz Bono have become influential advocates contributing to greater understanding and acceptance of transgender individuals (Mocarski et al, 2019).
5. Conversion Therapy Bans: Many countries and regions have taken steps to ban so-called conversion therapy due to the growing recognition of the harmful impact it has on LGBTQ+ individuals. Conversion therapy disregards the equal moral value of LGBTIQ+ individuals and infringes upon protected areas of liberty and equality linked to the concept of human dignity (Trispiotis & Purshouse, 2021)
Historical and Current Oppression of the LGBTQ+
Historical Oppression
	Throughout history, the LGBTQ+ community has endured oppression and discrimination, resulting in marginalization and poor mental health outcomes. LGBTQ+ individuals have been subjected to prejudice, ostracism, and even death due to their sexual orientation or gender identity (Moagi et al, 2021). The journey toward LGBTQ+ rights and acceptance has been challenging with pivotal events like the Stonewall Riots in 1969 serving as catalysts for the modern LGBTQ+ rights movement (Hays & Erford, 2023). Additionally, the AIDS epidemic of the 1980s further exposed the community's vulnerability and unveiled societal prejudices (Halkitis, 2019). In the past, publications created by Gays and Lesbians faced charges of obscenity and were confiscated until a significant turning point in 1958 when a Supreme Court ruling prohibited such actions (American Bar Association, 2022). Additionally, there was a time when LGBTQ+ individuals were prohibited from forming groups at public colleges and universities (American Bar Association, 2022). Furthermore, they endured being labeled as unfit custodial parents and were denied opportunities to hold certain jobs, including serving in the United States military (American Bar Association, 2022).
Current Oppression
	Despite significant progress, the LGBTQ+ community continues to experience various forms of oppression in the present day. Discrimination and violence persist, negatively impacting the well-being and quality of life of LGBTQ+ individuals (Moagi et al, 2021). In 76 countries, same-sex relationships, and non-binary gender identities are still criminalized or stigmatized by both laws and cultural norms (Moagi et al, 2021). Transgender individuals experience a range of socio-economic and cultural injustices, primarily stemming from the denial of recognition, where heterosexuality is privileged, and homosexuality is devalued (Moagi et al., 2021). 
Events
Event One
	I attended an LGBTQ+ event at Club Escapade, a Drag Queen Bar in Belleville, IL. I found it to be an eye-opening experience that immersed me in a vibrant and inclusive atmosphere. The lively energy of the crowd, adorned with rainbow colors and pride flags, exuded acceptance and unity. Drag performances became a powerful medium of self-expression, showcasing a diverse range of identities and styles. Engaging with attendees, I discovered stories of resilience and empowerment, each contributing to the broader tapestry of LGBTQ+ awareness.
	Advocating for LGBTQ+ awareness took shape through conversations that broke down stereotypes and misconceptions. The event facilitated discussions about challenges faced by the LGBTQ+ community and the importance of fostering understanding and empathy. The sense of belonging was felt, as individuals of various backgrounds shared their personal journeys and triumphs. This experience underscored the significance of safe spaces like these in promoting awareness, acceptance, and ultimately, unity within the LGBTQ+ community and beyond.
Event Two
	I Attended an LGBTQ+ event in downtown St. Louis that focused on raising LGBTQ+ awareness. The event kicked off with paper surveys that prompted participants, including myself, to ponder thought-provoking questions about LGBTQ+ perspectives and issues. This interactive approach encouraged self-reflection and deeper understanding. Following the surveys, an open discussion about LGBTQ+ culture unfolded, where passersby and attendees could freely ask questions. The willingness of those leading the discussion to answer openly and honestly created an environment of open dialogue and learning. Conversations and discussions advocating for the LGBTQ+ community flowed naturally.
Being a part of this event left me feeling both educated and connected. Witnessing people from all walks of life engage in conversations to promote understanding was truly inspiring. It was a platform for the transformative power of open conversations in breaking down misconceptions and creating acceptance. This experience reinforced the importance of creating spaces for dialogue to bridge gaps and promote connections among diverse individuals.	
Participation and Emotional Impact
	Event 1: Participating in an LGBTQ+ event like the one at Club Escapade was truly an eye-opening experience for me, as someone who had never been to such an event before but considers myself open-minded. At first, there was a mix of anxiety, curiosity, and excitement as I entered an environment that embraced diverse identities. As the night went on, I became more relaxed witnessing the captivating drag performances. Engaging with attendees sparked a sense of wonder and connection within me as they openly accepted me without hesitation. This experience prompted me to reflect on any preconceived notions I might have held and encouraged me to reconsider them. By the end of the event, I found myself genuinely moved, carrying with me a newfound sense of empathy and a commitment to advocating for LGBTQ+ rights and awareness in my own circles. I attribute my compassion and open-mindedness to being able to connect with the LGBTQ+ community.
Event 2: I found that participating in this particular event I was anxious about potential negative reactions from others. Initially, my anxiety heightened my sensitivity to the atmosphere, causing me to feel a bit on edge. However, as the event started and the paper surveys and open discussions began, my apprehension began to ease. Engaging in real conversations and seeing how willing people were to openly discuss LGBTQ+ topics slowly shifted my emotional experience. Despite the handful of hurtful comments and obscene gestures made in passing, my anxiety gradually transformed into a sense of empathy, empowerment, and connection.
I feel my nervousness was triggered by my thoughts of possible hate crimes, not knowing how to appropriately navigate negative conversations, and fear of saying the wrong thing or unintentionally offending someone. However, witnessing the curiosity and positive responses from others challenged the negative scenarios I had previously imagined. By the end of the event, my anxious feelings were replaced with a sense of achievement.
Three Key Learnings Not Reflected in Research
	Participating in the two LGBTQ+ events has allowed me to explore a world beyond the confines of research, offering insights and lessons that research alone cannot capture. Immersing myself in such events has granted me a firsthand understanding of the community's dynamics, challenges, and resilience. In this context, my attendance at the two very unique LGBTQ+ awareness events, characterized by open conversations and interactive surveys, has provided me with eye-opening experiences and profound insights that go beyond text and literature.
	Key Learning 1: Being able to participate in the two unique LGBTQ+ events taught me the profound impact of human connection and genuine understanding. Hearing personal stories and engaging in conversations with LGBTQ+ individuals and advocates provided insights beyond what research could offer. These interactions fostered a deeper empathy and a more authentic grasp of their experiences and challenges.
	Key Learning 2:  Both events underscored the real-world significance of LGBTQ+ visibility. Having personally witnessed the community's diversity, listening to stories of resilience, and seeing different identities celebrated revealed the tangible effects of positive representation. It was a front-row seat to personally see how visibility can shatter stereotypes, challenge biases, and create a more inclusive society.
	Key Learning 3: Having participated in the events I feel they showcased the remarkable strength that unity and support within the LGBTQ+ community can bring. Feeling the collective energy of the people working together to raise awareness and promote acceptance was incredibly empowering. It illuminated the influence of collaborative efforts in creating positive change not just within the LGBTQ+ community, but in shaping a more compassionate world for everyone.
	In conclusion, my participation in the events has been a truly transformative journey. Engaging directly with individuals of the LGBTQ+ community and their supporters, listening to their stories, and joining open discussions have deepened my comprehension of the community's struggles, achievements, and aspirations. Through this experience, I've learned the significance of human connection, the power of representation, and the strength of unity within the LGBTQ+ community. These events have been a reminder that genuine understanding and meaningful change come from engaging with lived experiences rather than solely relying on written accounts.
Counseling Theories
	Among the major counseling theories, the Person-Centered and Cognitive-Behavioral theories have been empirically validated as effective when working with LGBTQ+ individuals. These theories have demonstrated their ability to address the unique needs and challenges faced by the LGBTQ+ community, promoting positive outcomes and improved mental well-being.
	Person-Centered Counseling Theory: The Person-Centered approach emphasizes empathy, acceptance, and creating a safe and supportive therapeutic environment, which is particularly valuable for LGBTQ+ individuals seeking validation and understanding (Hays & Erford, 2023). Recent research highlights the potential effectiveness of Person-centered therapy, particularly when working with transgender clients, owing to its capacity to excel in cases involving those who deviate from conventional societal norms (Knutson & Koch, 2022). Additionally, the approach is recommended for addressing conflicts within individuals or groups, where there exists a disparity between an individual's true identity and the values they have internalized from others or society (Knutson & Koch, 2022). Central to the Person-centered theory is the portrayal of individuals as unified and complete entities, rather than fragmented amalgamations of intersecting identities.
	Cognitive-Behavioral Counseling Theory: Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy offers practical strategies to address specific concerns, such as anxiety, depression, or coping with stigma and discrimination, aligning well with the LGBTQ+ community's diverse mental health needs (Craig et al, 2021). Research indicates affirmative cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) shows potential in addressing elevated psychosocial distress among young gay and bisexual men and sexual gender minority adolescents and young adults (SGMY) aged 15–18 (Craig et al, 2021). By validating stigmatized identities and targeting cognitive, affective, and behavioral processes, such as through the ESTEEM CBT curriculum, depressive symptoms were significantly reduced (d = 0.55) among gay and bisexual men aged 18–35 (Craig et al, 2021). Affirmative CBT equips SGMY with SGM-specific intervention skills, enabling them to assess stress impact on well-being and alleviate self-blame and stigma-related shame, effectively addressing depression and psychological distress (Craig et al, 2021).
	In conclusion, Person-Centered therapy offers a safe and validating environment, particularly beneficial for those seeking understanding and acceptance (Knutson & Koch, 2022). Its value is highlighted in supporting transgender clients and addressing internal conflicts. On the other hand, Affirmative CBT shows promise in alleviating depression and stigma-related shame among young gay and bisexual men and SGMY, enhancing their mental health outcomes (Craig et al, 2021).
Conclusion
	In this research, I’ve explored the dimensions of the LGBTQ+ community, embracing inter-group and intra-group characteristics, attitudes, values, customs, practices, and behaviors. I’ve also observed how key historical events and figures have shaped cultural and societal perceptions. Through personal engagement I witnessed the transformative power of connection and understanding, teaching lessons beyond research. In exploring counseling theories, I found Person-Centered and Cognitive-Behavioral approaches, to be empirically valid tools for promoting mental well-being among LGBTQ+ individuals.
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