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Researchers often discuss and study social identities (e.g., ethnicity, sexual
identity, gender) as if people experience each identity in isolation from one
another. These approaches fail to acknowledge intersectionality— how these
combinations of social identities shape our lives. This week, as part of our Special
Series on Addiction in the LGBTQ community, The DRAM reviews a study by
Daniel Demant and colleagues that explores how people with intersecting
identities experience alcohol-related problems.

What is the research question?

When taking account of individual ethnicity, sexual identity, and gender, do
people experience alcohol-related problems differently?

What did the researchers do?

The researchers used 2015 data from the Global Drug Survey (GDS), an online
survey of drug use worldwide. The GDS asked 90,941 participants questions

about demographic characteristics (e.g., gender', ethnicity’, sexual identity?),
substance use behaviors (e.g., lifetime use of alcohol, tobacco, or cannabis), and
alcohol-related problems (e.g., items from the Alcohol Use Disorders
Identification Test such as “Have you or someone else been injured because of
your drinking?”). The researchers used logistic regression analyses to assess how
different combinations of gender, ethnicity, and sexual orientation predict
alcohol-related problems.

What did they find?

Participants who identified as an ethnic minority were equally likely as
participants who identified as white/Caucasian to report alcohol-related problems.
Participants who identified as a sexual minority were 15% more likely than
participants who identified as heterosexual to report alcohol-related problems.
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However, when the researchers combined these groups to compare their
intersections, they found that people who identified both as an ethnic minority
and as a sexual minority were 30% less likely than participants who identified as
white/Caucasian and heterosexual to report alcohol-related problems.

Likelihood of reporting alcohol-related problems by participant identity

Participant identity category Odds Ratio

Reference category 1.00
Ethnic minority (compared to white/Caucasian) 1.02
Sexual Minority (compared to heterosexual) 1.15#
Female gender (compared to male) 0.63*
Intersections between groups :

Ethnic minority and sexual minority 0.70%
Ethnic minority and female gender 1.09
Female gender and sexual minority 1.36%
Female gender, ethnic minority, and sexual minority | 1.06

Figure. Adjusted Odds Ratios for the association between identity group and
reporting alcohol-related problems. Asterisks represent statistically significant
effects. Click image to enlarge.

Why do these findings matter?

Studies which explore single identity (e.g., sexual orientation) comparisons might
oversimplify the complexity of human nature. Policy and treatment programs
based on these studies might do a disservice to people whose intersecting
identities protect them from or increase their risk for alcohol-related harms.
Policy and programs informed by intersectional research might lead to more
meaningful treatment outcomes among people with substance use problems. For
instance, the New York City health department recently launched a public health
ad campaign designed specifically for Chinese men. The ads, in Mandarin,
emphasize men’s familial roles and encourage men to question what their families
would do without them.

Every study has limitations. What were the limitations in this study?

The majority of participants within this study identified as white/Caucasian and
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heterosexual, so the researchers combined smaller groups (e.g., Hispanic/Latino,
Asian) into bigger categories (e.g., ethnic minority) in order to make comparisons.
This might have obscured important differences between those smaller groups.

For more information:

Fenway Health offers substance use treatment services designed for members of
the LGBTQ community in Boston, Massachusetts. Access to other addiction help
resources can be found on the BASIS Addiction Resources page.

— Pat Williams

What do you think? Please use the comment link below to provide feedback on
this article.

'The GDS defined gender as male/female.

*The GDS defined ethnicity as white/Caucasian, mixed, Hispanic/Latino, Asian,
Black, or other.

The GDS defined sexual identity as heterosexual, bisexual, and homosexual.
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