THE INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF
INFORMATION, DIVERSITY, & INCLUSION

The Reading Habits and Preferences of LGBTIQ+ Youth

Rachel Wexelbaum, St. Cloud State University, USA

Abstract

The author of this article presents the available findings on the reading habits and preferences
of LGBTIQ+ youth. She will discuss the information seeking behavior of LGBTIQ+ youth and
challenges that these youth face in locating LGBTIQ+ reading materials, whether in traditional
book format or via social media. Finally, the author will provide recommendations to librarians
on how to make LGBTIQ+ library resources more relevant for youth, as well as identify areas that
require more research.
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today, like the generations of LGBTIQ+ youth before them, are active readers (Wargo,

2017). While LGBTIQ+ youth seek out books about LGBTIQ+ characters and issues, they also
rely heavily on social media as a source of reading (Birdi & Ford, 2018; Brammer, 2017; Craig &
Mclnroy, 2014; Fox & Ralston, 2016; McBee, 2013; Pruitt, 2016; Robards, 2016; Wargo, 2017;
Wexelbaum, 2015a; Wexelbaum, 2015b; Wexelbaum, 2017b). LGBTIQ+ youth consume a wide
variety of content for community building, educational purposes, entertainment, self-reflection,
and sanctuary (Birdi & Ford, 2018; Brammer, 2017; Craig & MclInroy, 2014; Fagan, 2013; Flanders,
Pragg, Dobinson, & Logie, 2017; Hamer, 2003; Hillier & Harrison, 2007; Kivel & Kleiber, 2000, p.
222-223; Lucero, 2017; McBee, 2013; Paridis, 2016; Pruitt, 2016; Wargo, 2017; Wexelbaum,
2017a; Wexelbaum, 2017b). To this day, librarians serving LGBTIQ+ youth continue to focus
predominantly on books and films in their efforts to provide LGBTIQ+ resources and services for
youth (Cart & Jenkins, 2004; Chapman, 2013; Chapman, 2014; Chapman, 2015; Naidoo, 2015;
Oltmann, 2015; Wexelbaum, 2017a). In reality, these traditional media may only appeal to a
small percentage of LGBTIQ+ youth who may prefer reading blogs on Tumblr or seeking out
information in more interactive contexts such as Facebook groups or Twitter communities
(McBee, 2013; Robards, 2016; Wargo, 2017).

L esbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, intersex, queer, and questioning (LGBTIQ+") youth

Depending on the country in which they live, LGBTIQ+ youth experience very different levels of
protection and information access at home, school, and in libraries (Equaldex, 2018; Gay Lesbian
Straight Education Network, 2018; International Lesbian and Gay Association, 2017; Stewart,
2009; UNESCO, 2012a; UNESCO, 2012b; Wexelbaum, 2015a; Wexelbaum, 2017b). The Gay Lesbian
Straight Education Network (GLSEN) and UNESCO developed international best practices to
improve LGBTIQ+ support and representation in school environments, curriculum, and textbooks
and to eliminate LGBTIQ+ related school bullying (UNESCO, 2012a; UNESCO, 2012b). For some
reason, neither of the UNESCO reports address libraries as a source of support for LGBTIQ+ youth.
Libraries play a special role in providing sanctuary and information resources for LGBTIQ+ youth,
however, and for this reason the information provided in this article should be of interest to
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librarians, educators, and all practitioners dedicated to improving the welfare of youth around
the world.

The International Federation of Library Associations and Institutions (IFLA) states that all
librarians and information workers still must provide equitable information access and service to
all people regardless of their status in the country where they work. According to the IFLA Code
of Ethics for Librarians and Other Information Workers “Part 2. Responsibilities toward individuals
and society”:

In order to promote inclusion and eradicate discrimination, librarians and other
information workers ensure that the right of accessing information is not denied and
that equitable services are provided for everyone whatever their age, citizenship,
political belief, physical or mental ability, gender identity, heritage, education,
income, immigration and asylum-seeking status, marital status, origin, race, religion
or sexual orientation. (IFLA, 2016)

The International Federation of Libraries and Archives (IFLA) acknowledges that, as a global
professional organization for information professionals around the world, it must do better to
provide professional support for librarians of all nations in regard to meeting the needs of
LGBTIQ+ users:

As part of our professional commitment to provide access to information, librarians
are charged to support the full range of users’ informational needs including those
of lesbians, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer/questioning (LGBTQ) people. That
said, substantial discussion of issues related to library services for LGBTQ community
members have not taken place at IFLA. The LGBTQ Users SIG will address this gap in
professional knowledge by offering opportunities to engage in discussions about this
often invisible user group. (IFLA, 2015)

As the author writes this article, the IFLA LGBTQ+ Users SIG is developing an international,
multilingual survey to determine how libraries around the world currently provide resources,
services, space, and programming for LGBTIQ+ populations. The group will use the results of
that survey to draft international guidelines for LGBTIQ+ resources, services, library space, and
programming. To support IFLA’s work, and to improve LGBTIQ+ collection development
practices, the author of this article presents the available findings on the reading habits and
preferences of LGBTIQ+ youth through a review of existing scholarly, professional, and popular
resources. She will discuss the information seeking behavior of LGBTIQ+ youth and challenges
that these youth face in locating LGBTIQ+ reading materials, whether in traditional book format
or via social media. Finally, the author will provide recommendations to librarians on how to
make LGBTIQ+ library resources more relevant for youth, as well as identify areas that require
more research.

A New Definition of Reading

A broadly accepted definition of “reading” is “discover(ing)” information “by reading it in a
written or printed source” (Oxford Living Dictionaries, 2018). At the same time, this definition
may no longer serve 21st-century readers of younger generations. To this day, English teachers,
reading specialists, and librarians differ in their definitions of reading, and continue to focus on
the book as the main currency of literacy (Brown, 2017; Commission on Reading of the National
Council of Teachers of English, 2004; International Reading Association, 2014; Moyer, 2010;
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National Endowment for the Arts, 2007; National Endowment for the Arts, 2009; National Literacy
Trust, 2017). For this reason, national studies of youth reading habits give the impression that
youth read less than in previous generations (National Endowment for the Arts, 2007; National
Endowment for the Arts, 2009; National Literacy Trust, 2017). While the print book continues to
serve as a mode of information gathering and entertainment for youth (National Endowment for
the Arts, 2009; National Literacy Trust, 2016; Zickuhr & Rainie, 2014), they spend more time
consuming online social media that combines text, images, and audiovisual content (National
Literacy Trust, 2016; Zickuhr & Rainie, 2014). The failure to include social media within the
scope of a definition of reading paints a false picture of the amount of reading that youth actually
do and of their desire to read.

Surveys of youth in English-speaking countries reveal conflicting information about the amount
of reading that youth actually do (International Reading Association, 2014; Moyer 2010; National
Endowment for the Arts, 2007; National Endowment for the Arts, 2009; Rainie, 2018; Zickuhr &
Rainie, 2014). Studies conducted by English teacher associations and reading associations state
that the amount of reading that youth do decreases as they grow older, and that youth develop
a disdain for reading books because they are required to read materials that do not interest them
(International Reading Association, 2014; National Endowment for the Arts, 2007; National
Endowment for the Arts, 2009). At the same time, the Pew Internet Survey and library
associations state that youth are the highest percentage of library users and that they check out
more books than older populations (Moyer 2010; Rainie, 2018; Zickuhr & Rainie, 2014). Finally,
publishing associations note that the sale of books is actually increasing in this age of social
media, with books for children and young adults making up a significant percentage of those
sales (Cain, 2016; Peterson, 2018).

LGBTIQ+ youth read a wide variety of physical and electronic material formats. These materials
include print books, electronic books, blogs, and social media content. For these youth, reading
often takes the form of a social activity, an identity-affirming activity, and an emotional
regulation activity much more so than an academic cognitive process (Bittner, 2017; Blackburn
& Clark, 2011; Brammer, 2017; Craig & Mclnroy, 2014; Fabian, 2015; Fagan, 2013; Flanders et
al., 2017; Hamer, 2003; Hillier & Harrison, 2007, p. 95; Kivel & Kleiber, 2000, p. 222-223; Lucero,
2017; Paridis, 2016; Pruitt, 2016; Wexelbaum, 2017a; Wexelbaum, 2017b). For these reasons,
for future assessments of reading habits and preferences of LGBTIQ+ youth, we must develop a
new definition of reading.

Limitations of Current Research on LGBTIQ+ Reading Habits and Preferences

Studies conducted on the traditional reading habits of youth do not collect information on the
sexual orientation or gender identity of participants. Compounding this problem, the research
articles written for and by librarians on traditional LGBTIQ+ collection development for youth
often do not include qualitative or quantitative evidence of the reading preferences of their
young LGBTIQ+ patrons. Instead, these papers focus on what librarians ought to do based on the
experiences of older generations of LGBTIQ+ librarians whose reading preference, historically,
has been print books (Cart & Jenkins, 2004; Chapman, 2013; Chapman, 2014; Chapman, 2015;
Naidoo, 2014, p. 86; Naidoo, 2015; Oltmann, 2015; Wexelbaum, 2017a). Reviewers of LGBTIQ+
books for youth and panelists on book award panels are often at least one generation removed
from the readers whom the librarians aim to serve.

The few studies that do exist of reading habits and preferences of LGBTIQ+ populations often
include readers from all age groups (Abrams, 2013; Creelman, 1990; Freely, 2013; Goldthorp,
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2007; Joyce & Schrader, 1997; Norman, 1999; Pruitt, 2016; Rothbauer, 2004; Wexelbaum,
2015b). These studies originate from English-speaking countries where most study participants
identify as white and have access to libraries that have LGBTIQ+ collections and unfiltered,
ubiquitous broadband Internet (Goldthorp, 2007; Pruitt, 2016; Rothbauer, 2004a; Rothbauer,
2004b; Rothbauer, 2004c; Wexelbaum, 2015a; Wexelbaum, 2015b; Wexelbaum, 2017). Most
studies of LGBTIQ+ youth reading habits focus on small populations who may not accurately
represent “the average” LGBTIQ+ youth (Bittner, 2017; Goldthorp, 2007; Kievel & Kleiber, 2000;
Pruitt, 2016; Rothbauer, 2004a; Rothbauer, 2004b; Rothbauer, 2004c). Finally, not all
researchers who collect data on reading habits include social media consumption within their
definition of reading. For these reasons, we can only speak about the reading habits of a
privileged few, and can only estimate the reading habits and preferences of a global LGBTIQ+
youth. More research is needed on the reading habits and preferences of non-English speaking
LGBTIQ+ youth, as well as those LGBTIQ+ youth living in non-English speaking countries.

Desire and Motivation to Read Among LGBTIQ+ Youth

Studies of LGBTIQ+ youth reveal that LGBTIQ+ identity development processes are their primary
motivators to read. Through reading, they seek out others like themselves, role models, and
safe spaces to live as they wish (Craig & Mclnroy, 2014; Hamer, 2003; Kivel & Kleiber, 2000, p.
222-223). For younger LGBTIQ+ people, the motivation to read begins as an escape from hostility
(Fagan, 2013). Some studies find that a significant percentage of LGBTIQ+ youth also receive
labels such as “gifted,” “talented,” and “overperforming” (Cowan, 1988; Hegarty, 2011;
Hoskinson, 2001; Pachankis & Hatzenbuehler, 2013; Stern, 2013; Treat, 2006; Wexelbaum &
Hoover, 2014, p. 74-75; Wilcove, 1998), these students are often placed into or select
accelerated classes where they are expected to read more books, therefore socializing with a
peer group who read. In a study of 10,000 LGBTIQ+ teenagers, 94.5% stated that they intended
to go to college and had no concerns about academics (Human Rights Campaign, n.d; Kosciw &
Boesen, 2015). Of those college bound survey participants, 69.7% stated that they would major
in an arts, humanities, or social sciences discipline when they went to college (Kosciw & Boesen,
2015). These subject areas require a great deal of reading and interpretation of texts.

LGBTIQ+ youth engage in heavy social media usage (Brammer, 2017; Craig & Miclnroy, 2014;
Flanders et al., 2017; Hillier & Harrison, 2007; Lucero, 2017). Their motivation to go online is to
search for others like themselves, to be out, and to locate LGBTIQ+-specific information about
sexuality and health (Brammer, 2017; Craig & Mclnroy, 2014; Flanders et al., 2017; Hamer, 2003;
Hillier & Harrison, 2007, p. 95; Lucero, 2017; Paridis, 2016). LGBTIQ+ youth are often active
social media users due to heteronormative physical spaces such as school, home, or libraries
restricting their access to traditional information resources (Craig & Mclnroy, 2014, p.98;
Flanders et al.,, 2017; Paridis, 2016; Wexelbaum, 2017). They are five times more likely than
cisgender heterosexual youth to search online for sexuality and health information (Gay Lesbian
Straight Education Network, 2013). While LGBTIQ+ youth enjoy Twitter, Facebook, Instagram,
and Snapchat as much as their cisgender heterosexual peers, they are more frequent users of
Tumblr, YouTube, and LGBTQ+ blogs (Brammer, 2017; Fabian, 2015; Pruitt, 2016). In fact, a
Google search for “lgbt blogs” yields several authoritative lists of recommended LGBTIQ+ blogs,
including a “Top 60 LGBT Blogs and Websites for the LGBT Community” blog, updated regularly
(Agarwal, 2018). These blogs encourage LGBTIQ+ youth to follow the bloggers, share content on
other social media platforms, and discuss the content with others. In some cases, the LGBTIQ+
youth who read blogs about LGBTIQ+ issues find their voice, gain consciousness, and decide to
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generate their own content for others to read, share, and discuss (Brammer, 2017; Fabian, 2015;
Pruitt, 2016).

How LGBTIQ+ Youth Locate Reading Material

The ways in which LGBTIQ+ youth locate reading material differ from context to context. In some
instances, locating desired LGBTIQ+ reading material is serendipitous, while in other cases, youth
may employ intentional strategies with the help of people, search engines, and social media
algorithms (Bittner, 2017; Schaller, 2011). Different populations within the LGBTIQ+ community
may have distinct preferences for locating LGBTIQ+ reading material based on availability of
options, access to libraries or resource centers with quality reading material and friendly staff,
and personal Internet access (Bittner, 2017; Hamer, 2003).

Family and Friends

Today, more youth are growing up with LGBTIQ+ parents, family members, and friends. These
youth may serendipitously encounter LGBTIQ+ books and films at home or in the homes of their
family members or friends. Children with same-sex parents or transgender parents may receive
picture books about children in similar families, which reflects their family structure and
validates their identities. If these youth come out to their parents, family members, or friends
who own LGBTIQ+ reading materials, it is possible that those trusted allies would recommend or
share LGBTIQ+ books and media with the youth.

Teachers

More schools are incorporating LGBTIQ+ content into curriculum to meet state or national
standards (California Department of Education, 2018; Illinois General Assembly, 2018; RFSU,
2017). Students going to those schools may encounter LGBTIQ+ historical figures, artists, writers,
musicians, theorists, or scientists in their school textbooks. It is possible that students may have
to complete a research assignment involving a notable LGBTIQ+ person from their class reading.
This would require that students visit the library, if they have access to one, or go online to
locate information.

Librarians

Youth unaccustomed to using their library on a regular basis may experience “library anxiety”
where they become overwhelmed by the vast number of books and complexity of the library
website and catalog (e.g., Cleveland, 2004). LGBTIQ+ youth experience additional stress in
library environments if they perceive that library employees or patrons will harm them if they
request or search for LGBTIQ+ materials (Drake & Bielefield, 2017; Oltmann, 2016; Wexelbaum,
2015a; Wexelbaum, 2015b; Wexelbaum, 2017b). To this day, youth may feel uncomfortable
asking library employees for assistance in locating or checking out materials, or will assume that
they do not have any (Drake & Bielefield, 2017; Naidoo, 2014; Rothbauer, 2004b). For that
reason, they may leave the library without attempting to search, or will search the Internet for
materials that may not be part of the library collection (Drake & Bielefield, 2017; Rothbauer,
2004b; Rothbauer, 2004c). According to library literature, some LGBTIQ+ youth want a stand-
alone LGBTIQ+ collection to make LGBTIQ+ books easy to find, although such a section would
make other LGBTIQ+ youth feel “ghettoized” and at risk for harm (Chapman, 2013). Libraries
that have LGBTIQ+ ebooks, online subject guides, lists of recommended LGBTIQ+ books on the
library website, or LGBTIQ+ books integrated in regular displays make it easier and safer for
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youth to locate those materials (Naidoo, 2014; Wexelbaum, 2015a; Wexelbaum, 2015b;
Wexelbaum, 2017b). Public library events such as “Drag Queen Story Hour” and LGBTIQ+
children’s literature for a broad audience have begun to normalize queer bodies in the library
(https://www.dragqueenstoryhour.org/).

LGBTIQ+ Community Center or Resource Center

If youth live in proximity of an LGBTIQ+ community center or LGBTIQ+ resource center, they may
have access to a computer lab and a book collection (CenterLink, 2018, p. 3; Marine, 2011; Sanlo,
2000).2 The LGBTIQ+ center may be less likely to have someone on staff to manage the book
collection, but those interested in reading have a safe space to browse and read books that may
be unsafe to read in other spaces. Otherwise, the youth could make use of the computer lab to
search for LGBTIQ+ content (CenterLink, 2018). Forty-four percent of LGBTIQ+ community
centers provide services for homeless LGBTIQ+ youth (CenterLink, 2018, p. 18); it is likely that
LGBTIQ+ youth who visit these community centers also use computers there.

Social Media and the Internet

LGBTIQ+ youth perceive the Internet as a “safe space” (Hillier, Mitchell, & Ybarra, 2012;
Schaller, 2011; Wexelbaum, 2017b). Reading often is a social activity for LGBTIQ+ youth (Birdi
& Ford, 2018; Brammer, 2017; Fagan, 2013; Hillier & Harrison, 2007; Pruitt, 2016; Wexelbaum,
2017b). Through online communities and private groups on mediated social media channels,
LGBTIQ+ youth have found not only community, but fellow readers and spaces to talk about and
recommend reading materials—some published by others, and some created by themselves.

Some youth like to go online to check reviews of a book prior to reading it (Bittner, 2017; Pruitt,
2016). This desire to check reviews, combined with the sociability of reading, may indicate why
the LGBTIQ+ reading community has an active presence on GoodReads. As of October 2018, 591
LGBTIQ+-specific active book groups exist on GoodReads. Of those LGBTIQ+-specific book groups,
the “YA [Young Adult] LGBT Books” group has almost 11,000 members—the second largest
LGBTIQ+ book group on GoodReads. Facebook, Twitter, and Tumblr also have groups dedicated
to LGBTIQ+ youth who enjoy reading and talking about books. Pruitt (2016) describes a YouTube
channel called “BookTube” where he studied the queer space created by seven different LGBTIQ+
readers to discuss and critique LGBTIQ+ books and authors as well as cisgender heterosexual
authors.

Bookstores

As of 2018, fifty queer bookstores still exist in North America, Europe, Asia, Australia and New
Zealand (Oder, 2018). Unfortunately, the majority of LGBTIQ+ youth have no access to these
stores. If they do purchase LGBTIQ+ books, they will most likely choose Amazon as their
“bookstore” (Wexelbaum, 2015b, p. 216-218). While the Amazon site is easier to use than a
library catalog, people searching for LGBTIQ+ ebooks through Amazon may perceive that the
ebooks are of poorer quality than traditionally published LGBTIQ+ books if they do not know what
search terms to use or do not have an exact title or author in mind (Wexelbaum, 2015b, p. 216-
218). While more mainstream bookstores are increasing their LGBTIQ+ inventory and inviting
LGBTIQ+ authors for readings and signings, or making space for LGBTIQ+ book discussion groups,
they still do not actively promote LGBTIQ+ books or events for children or young adults.
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Reading Preferences of LGBTIQ+ Youth

In 2016, researchers asked survey participants to write in the term that best described their
gender and sexual orientation and received over 500 distinct responses (Steinmetz, 2017).
LGBTIQ+ youth today, diverse and hyperindividualistic, is nearly impossible to pin down for
publishers as a marketing demographic. For this reason, there is no current information from
publishers about the book purchasing habits of LGBTIQ+ youth.

From online sites such as GoodReads where people have the opportunity to review books,
researchers will not always know whether or not a review came from an LGBTIQ+ youngster unless
they self-identify. GoodReads does allow people to create lists of books with a common theme
or genre, where other GoodReads users can vote, but the number of voters is often small
compared to the number of people in the LGBTIQ+ GoodReads community as a whole. Neither
Amazon nor libraries collect information on the sexual orientation, gender, or age of their users.
For this reason, most information on the reading preferences of LGBTIQ+ youth is historical and
anecdotal.

Since the advent of paperback novels, science fiction and fantasy have been popular genres for
LGBTIQ+ youth (Bittner, 2017; Foster, 2017; Smith, 2016). This is because science fiction and
fantasy stories have opened up realms of possibilities for alternative modes of reproduction and
non-cisgender heteronormative societies (Marchesani, 2002). LGBTIQ+ youth who identify as
science fiction and fantasy fans go beyond traditionally published books in this genre and will
visit fan fiction and slash fiction sites,> where peers will write and share their own stories—often
with a queer twist—based on existing science fiction and fantasy stories (Berger, 2010; Bittner,
2017).

According to one recent large scale online survey of self-identified LGBTIQ+ youth (13 to 21 years
old) who use the Internet, 31% of LGBTIQ+ youth go online “mostly to gain information about
LGBTQ lives, people, culture, or history” (Paridis, 2016, p. 95). This response was the second
most popular reason to go online, after “socialize.” While none of the survey questions asked
where exactly they go online to search for such information, or what type of resources they
prefer, it is highly likely that the youth would retrieve Wikipedia articles, blog posts, online
journal articles, and access to ebooks on these topics. Historically, LGBTIQ+ youth have searched
for books that had LGBTIQ+ characters like themselves (Blackburn & Clark, 2011). As students
are coming out and claiming their gender identities at earlier ages, underrepresentation of
LGBTIQ+ characters in composition readers and textbooks force these students into silence and
invisibility in the classroom, prodding them to search for such characters in their leisure reading
(Hudson, 2007).

Major concerns of LGBTIQ+ youth include finding LGBTIQ+ friends and romantic partners. More
LGBTIQ+ youth search for friends and romantic partners online than non-LGBTIQ+ youth (DeHaan,
Kuper, Magee, Bigelow & Mustanski, 2012; Hillier, Mitchell, & Ybarra, 2012). This also generates
interest in stories about LGBTIQ+ friendships and romance and could explain why publishers and
librarians promote young adult literature with such themes to teenagers, and why some LGBTIQ+
young adult novels, such as Nancy Garden’s Annie on My Mind (1982), still resonate with young
readers today (Stepaniuk, 2018).

Australian researchers who conducted a large-scale study of the social media use of LGBTIQ+
youth discovered that over 60% of LGBTIQ+ youth in Australia use Tumblr (Robards, 2016). These
youth considered Tumblr the most useful of all social media sites because of the safe “queer
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ecosystem” in that space, the community building, and the information that they received from
peers about gender, sexuality, and activism (Robards, 2016). American and British youth have
echoed these sentiments about Tumblr, particularly those who identify as transgender (McBee,
2013; Wargo, 2017).

Challenges for Young LGBTIQ+ Readers

LGBTIQ+ youth in rural, socially conservative areas often have the least access to LGBTIQ+
content (Bittner, 2017; Naidoo, 2014; Wexelbaum, 2017b). If their school or public library does
not have LGBTIQ+ books, and if their school and family maintain Internet filters on the
computers, they will struggle to locate LGBTIQ+ reading material or find an LGBTIQ+ community
(Bittner, 2017; Wexelbaum, 2015a; Wexelbaum, 2017b).

More K-12 school districts are doing away with school librarians—and sometimes libraries—
altogether, and few K-12 teachers are teaching students about online searching or how to
evaluate online information (Kachel, 2018). For these reasons, LGBTIQ+ youth may have a more
difficult time searching independently for traditional reading materials if they do not have
friends or trusted adults who can help. They may also struggle in locating authoritative,
trustworthy information about safe sex, transitioning, or other LGBTIQ+ specific issues. While
blogs written by peers can be entertaining or affirming, they are no substitute for professional
medical guidance or advice from a mental health professional.

A small study of 35 Canadian transgender and queer youth from British Columbia who identify as
active readers and library users revealed that this population found most LGBTIQ+ fiction
didactic, alienating, and portraying stereotypes (Bittner, 2017, pp. 109-110). While researchers
should replicate this study with transgender and queer youth across North America to confirm
whether this perception is common within this population, it is true that the number of YA novels
with transgender or queer characters remains small, and that they are often written for the
purpose of educating or entertaining cisgender people (Bittner, 2017, p. 74-75).

LGBTIQ+ youth with multiple identities—LGBTIQ+ youth of color and LGBTIQ+ youth with
disabilities in particular—remain underrepresented in traditional reading materials. As the
majority of LGBTIQ+ online spaces remain predominantly white and able-bodied, these youth do
not always feel safe or fully accepted in these environments. Unless they have friends or trusted
adults who can help them locate the resources they need to locate community and seek
validation, these youth may be at higher risk for self-harm (Haas, Rodgers, & Herman, 2014).

LGBTIQ+ youth—particularly LGBTIQ+ youth of color—are over 120% more likely to experience
homelessness than white cisgender heterosexual youth (Dashow, 2017). An estimated 20 to 40
percent of LGBTIQ+ youth in the U.S. experience homelessness, disrupting their education and
free time to reflect (Lambda Legal, n.d.; True Colors Fund, 2018). Homeless LGBTIQ+ youth
depend heavily on libraries and LGBTIQ+ community centers for temporary shelter, access to
services, information, and computers (CenterLink, 2018; Lambda Legal, n.d). While no
information exists on the leisure reading habits of homeless LGBTIQ+ youth, all homeless youth
seek out print and online guides providing contact information for shelters, counseling services,
food banks, HIV testing, pregnancy testing, and other sexual health or medical services in safe,
welcoming spaces (Hill, 2016; Lambda Legal, n.d.; Winkelstein, 2013). Some LGBTIQ+ homeless
youth also try to connect with online educational opportunities in libraries, including test
preparation services (Hill, 2016; Lambda Legal, n.d.; Winkelstein, 2013). The American Library
Association’s Gay Lesbian Bisexual Transgender Roundtable recognizes the needs of LGBTIQ+
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homeless youth and published an excellent resource guide produced by Julie Ann Winkelstein for
the 2013 American Library Association Annual Conference called “Safe in the Stacks: Community
Spaces for Homeless LGBT Youth” (Winkelstein, 2013).

Minors, homeless and otherwise, do not have the same level of physical privacy as adults, which
could affect their ability to bring home library books or other physical media with LGBTIQ+
content (Naidoo, 2014; Wexelbaum, 2015a; Wexelbaum, 2017b). Not all minors have the same
level of Internet privacy as adults, especially in school libraries (Naidoo, 2014; Wexelbaum,
2015a; Wexelbaum, 2017b). If minors do have access to unfiltered Internet and go to unmonitored
social media sites, they may encounter graphic talk or videos for which they may not be
prepared. One study revealed that, for LGBTIQ+ ebooks on Amazon without proper search terms,
the odds that they retrieve erotica or pornographic material will be high (Wexelbaum, 2015b).

Finally, while LGBTIQ+ youth view the Internet as “safe,” they are at higher risk for bullying,
sexual harassment, and online crime than cisgender heterosexual youth (Gay Lesbian Straight
Education Network, 2015, pp. x-xii). Negative experiences online may affect their desire to seek
out LGBTIQ+ information, reading material, or community online.

Recommendations and Future Research

Based on current findings, LGBTIQ+ youth have a high motivation to read. They seek out
traditional reading materials and online media to locate LGBTIQ+-related information, to
validate their identity, to find community, and to share experiences and knowledge. As LGBTIQ+
youth spend more time online than cisgender heterosexual youth (Gay Lesbian Straight Education
Network, 2015, pp. x-xii), it is important for teachers and librarians to reach LGBTIQ+ youth
through social media channels and other online fora to provide reading recommendations for
online resources as well as traditionally published books (e.g., Wexelbaum, 2017).

GoodReads remains an untapped source of data about LGBTIQ+ book readers, as are Tumblr,
Twitter, and the moderated Facebook groups for LGBTIQ+ readers. These sites remain highly
popular and stable; in English-speaking countries, at least, they show no sign of disappearing.
With respect to anonymity and user privacy, discovering strategies to mine that data to learn
more about contemporary LGBTIQ+ youth reading preferences would greatly benefit librarians,
teachers, publishers, and writers. With that said, young LGBTIQ+ readers are a diverse group; it
is quite possible that differences in reading habits and preferences exist within this population
that may also provide more information as to the differences in reading habits and preferences
between genders, sexualities, races, and other demographics.

As younger generations consume multiple forms of content, the definition of reading should
include the interpretation of online multimedia as well as traditional print books. Once that is
established, researchers can adjust the questions they ask youth in surveys about their reading
habits and preferences. In the case of determining reading habits and preferences for LGBTIQ+
youth, researchers must include their online information seeking behavior and find out what
types of sites they visit for that information. In conducting these studies on the online
information seeking behavior of LGBTIQ+ youth, researchers should always include specific
questions about the use of the library website or catalog to locate information, social media
channels, or other online fora, as opposed to the general Internet-related questions. Librarians
still do not know if or how LGBTIQ+ youth access their online resources, and without that
information, we will continue to make assumptions about this population based on what we did
when we were children.
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Endnotes

' The author will use the acronym “LGBTIQ+” to capture the broadest spectrum of sexual and
gender identities possible. The author uses “transgender” and “queer” in this acronym as
umbrella terms to capture all other possible gender and sexual identities. The new generation
of LGBTIQ+ youth, incredibly diverse and hyperindividualistic, employs a much broader
spectrum of labels to identify themselves than previous generations. No acronym can capture
the full range of identity labels used by sexual minority youth and gender non-conforming
youth. Organizations cited in this article often use other variations of this acronym; the author
will maintain the integrity of those organizational names and titles.

2 The national organization CenterLink: The Community of LGBT Centers publishes a report on
facilities, budgets, staffing, and usage demographics for LGBT community centers that does not
include information about book collections. The Consortium of LGBT Higher Education LGBT
Resource Professionals maintains a website called “Find an LGBT Resource Center,” and
Campus Pride has a “Pride Index” that tells potential college students about LGBTIQ+
resources, services, and climate at higher education institutions, but none of these resources
provides information about the book collections at LGBT community centers or resource
centers. The author of this paper, in preparing another publication, reviewed existing LGBT
resource center and LGBT community center webpages to determine how many have book
collections. More than three quarters of those centers have book collections.

3 Slash fiction is “a type...of fan fiction involving...same-sex romantic relationships between
fictional characters or famous people, whether or not the romances actually exist [in the
original narratives or in real life]” (Dictionary.com, 2018).
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