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ABSTRACT
Developed over decades, a body of research identifies the factors
that affect people’s willingness to report crime to law
enforcement. In a context in which studies of anti-LGBTQ
violence and peoples’ responses to such victimisation are
proliferating, a timely question warrants attention: What predicts
the willingness of sexual minorities (SMs) (ie, lesbian, gay,
bisexual and queer)1 to report hate crime to the police? Utilising
original data collected from a multi-site survey, this article
assesses factors that shape the probability that young SMs will
report bias-motivated crime victimisation to the police. We find
that, compared to their non-SM heterosexual counterparts, SMs
express a wider range of willingness to report crime as well as
more legal cynicism and lower perceptions of police legitimacy.
Our multivariate analyses reveal that SM identity indirectly
influences reporting behaviour vis-a-vis legal cynicism and
perceptions of police legitimacy. The implications of these
findings for future research are discussed in the context of a
growing body of literature that reveals the plethora of ways in
which LGBTQ communities are both over-policed and underserved.
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Introduction

For decades, social scientists, policymakers and advocates for minority communities have
sought to understand the factors influencing people’s decisions to report crime to the
police. A growing body of empirical literature identifies demographic, biographical, con-
textual, situational and historical factors that encourage and discourage crime reporting.
A central finding in this literature is that minorities are typically more skeptical of the
police, express more legal cynicism and are often less inclined to report crime to the
police (Berg et al. 2016; Carr et al. 2007; Luhur et al. 2021; Nadal and Davidoff 2015;
Tyler and Fagan 2008). At the same time, minorities and the communities they comprise
often face the paradox of ‘over-policing and underprotection’ (Campeau et al. 2021;
Powell and Phelps 2021; Rios 2011). As Powell and Phelps describe, concerning the
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experiences of women of colour in Minneapolis, there is a ‘dual frustration’ insofar as
they ‘want… protection from neighborhood and gender-based violence yet remain
reluctant to enlist police assistance due to a history of racialized social control against
themselves and their loved ones’ (2021, 430).

Other minority communities face the same paradox. Research reveals that sexual
and gender minorities (ie, lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, etc.)2 are dispro-
portionately vulnerable to violence in general and bias-motivated crime in particular
(Bender and Lauritsen 2021; Katz-Wise and Hyde 2012), including violence at the
hands of the police (Mallory et al. 2015). Recent FBI statistics suggest that over
20% of all reported hate crimes occurred against sexual minorities (SMs) (U.S. Depart-
ment of Justice 2021). Victimisation surveys suggest even higher victimisation rates,
with up to one-third of sexual and gender minorities reporting previous bias-motiv-
ated victimisation (Burks et al. 2018; Herek 2009). As a spokesperson for the
Human Rights Campaign observed regarding official statistics on anti-LGBTQ vio-
lence: ‘[T]hese alarming statistics likely represent only a fraction of such violence’
(Ronan 2020).

Researchers continue to emphasise police surveillance as a salient factor in the over-
representation of SMs in the criminal justice system (Luhur et al. 2021). At the same time,
many police departments in the United States have undertaken efforts to train officers to
be attentive to LGBTQ people (Israel et al. 2014) and proactively liaise with the LGBTQ
community (Dwyer and Ball 2013; Mallory et al. 2015; Wolff and Cokely 2007). In this
context, the nascent literature reveals how LGBTQ communities are ‘over-policed and
underprotected’. Researchers continue to explore the factors that predict whether SMs
decide to report crime, including bias-motivated incidents, because of their marginalised
status.

As such, SMs have good reasons to avoid the police and good reasons to need the pro-
tection the police are supposed to provide. This article draws on original survey data to
provide an empirical assessment of factors that shape the probability that SMs will report
bias-motivated crime to law enforcement. We contribute to the growing literature on
LGBTQ hate crime reporting to examine whether young people’s SM identity impacts
the likelihood of hate crime reporting. Specifically, we address three interrelated ques-
tions: (1) Does identifying as a SM impact the likelihood of reporting future hate
crime victimisation? (2) How does identifying as a SM shape views of the legitimacy
of the legal system in general and the police in particular? (3) How do legal cynicism
and perceptions of police legitimacy shape the likelihood of reporting hate crime victimi-
sation among those who identify as a SM?

To address these questions, we utilise survey data collected by the Vera Institute of
Justice that captures experiences with hate crime victimisation and reporting, as well
as legal cynicism and perceptions of law enforcement. The findings presented in this
article reveal that identifying as a SM is not a statistically significant predictor of willing-
ness to report bias-motivated crime. However, SMs express a broader range of reporting
behaviours than their non-SM heterosexual counterparts, and SM identity is a statisti-
cally significant predictor of perceptions of police legitimacy and legal cynicism, which
in turn impact willingness to report.

2Throughout this article, we have reported the acronyms and attendant verbiage used in the work being cited.
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Literature review

Crime reporting

Decades of research have advanced our understanding of the factors that enable and
inhibit crime reporting. Although empirical findings vary across studies, research con-
sistently finds that race, gender identity, sexual orientation and one’s relationship to
one’s victimisers are important factors influencing who reports victimisation to the
police (Berg et al. 2016; Kaylen and Pridemore 2015; Miles-Johnson 2013; Powers
et al. 2020; Zaykowski et al. 2019). Some research suggests that racialised minorities
may be opposed to calling the police, and other work suggests race and ethnicity have
no effect (Baumer 2002; Felson et al. 1999; Tarling and Morris 2010; Wolitzky-Taylor
et al. 2011; Zavala 2010). Still, other studies suggest the odds of reporting to police are
significantly lower for White crime victims than non-White victims of serious assault.
Black women, especially, are significantly more likely to report to the police (Kaylen
and Pridemore 2015). Similarly, research on the effects of socio-economic marginalisa-
tion is mixed, with some work finding a higher likelihood of reporting among low
income individuals (Kaylen and Pridemore 2015) and other research finding no effect
(Akers and Kaukinen 2009; Gottfredson and Hindelang 1979). Scholarship on gender
differences finds that women are more likely than men to report crime (Baumer 2002;
Berg et al. 2016; Felson et al. 1999; Tarling and Morris 2010; Wolitzky-Taylor et al.
2011; Zavala 2010).

Victim-offender race and sex dyads also impact the likelihood of reporting victimi-
sation (Powers et al. 2020; Weiss et al. 2018). A recent study suggests that Black-on-
White and Black-on-Black crimes are more likely to be reported to the police com-
pared to White-on-Black or White-on-White crimes (Powers et al. 2020). Weiss
and colleagues’ (2018) analysis of data from the National Crime Victimization
Survey (NCVS) shows that male-on-female crime victimisation is more likely to be
reported to police than any other offender-victim sex dyads. Zaykowski and colleagues
(2019) contend that an intersectional lens explains these crime reporting patterns.
Using data from the NCVS, they find that Black women, women with less than a
high school degree and women living in families below the poverty line had an
increased likelihood of reporting crime. They suggest that these gendered distinctions
could account for previously mixed findings regarding the relationships between race,
class and reporting behaviours.

Police contact with SMs also has negative consequences for crime reporting. A
recent study conducted by researchers at the Williams Institute finds that SMs are
more likely to experience police contact and are more likely than the general popu-
lation to view these contacts negatively (Luhur et al. 2021). Additionally, SMs
report lower satisfaction in their most recent police contact compared to the
general population (77.0% and 5.1% respectively; Luhur et al. 2021). Using data
from the Bureau of Justice Statistics Police-Public Contact Survey and the nationally
representative Generations Survey of SMs, Luhur and colleagues (2021) find that 6%
of the general population reported being unlikely to contact the police in the future
and 22% of SMs reported the same. Similarly, Toby Miles-Johnson (2013) finds
that both male and female lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and intersex individuals
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are significantly less likely to report victimisation to police than heterosexual people,
in part due to beliefs in police homophobia.

Hate crime reporting

The factors influencing hate crime reporting are less explored than crime reporting in
general. The Hate Crime Statistics Act of 1990 committed the United States federal gov-
ernment to producing official counts of bias-motivated crimes as distinct types of crim-
inal incidents. Since then, the collection of hate crime statistics has provided extensive
data on bias-motivated victimisation. For example, the Federal Bureau of Investigation
reports that over 22% of all hate crimes in 2020 were offenses motivated by sexuality
or gender identity (U.S. Department of Justice 2021).

Like crime reporting in general, research consistently finds that hate crimes are under-
reported, though at a greater extent than general crime (Wiedlitzka et al. 2018), and the
degree of underreporting varies by type of hate crime perpetration and attendant victi-
misation. For example, victims of race-based hate crime are less likely to report their vic-
timisation to the police than other victims of hate crimes (Zaykowski 2010), and victims
of religious-based hate crime are highly unlikely to report to law enforcement (Walfield
et al. 2017).

Herek’s (2009) pathbreaking research utilised data from a national probability sample
of SMs and found that nearly 20% of SM respondents had experienced victimisation
based on their sexual orientation, with gay men more likely to experience violent and
property crimes compared to lesbians and bisexuals (Herek 2009). More recently, in a
study of SM adults in Houston, Burks and colleagues (2018) found that over 33% of par-
ticipants had experienced at least one bias-motivated incident based on their sexuality,
with an average of five previous victimisation experiences in their lifetime. Across the
United States, of those who experience anti-LGBTQ violence, nearly half (44%) identify
as cisgender men, 21% identify as cisgender women, 26% identify as transgender women
and men, and the remaining identify as genderqueer or gender non-conforming
(National Coalition of Anti-Violence Programs 2017).

Related to these comparatively high rates of victimisation, Scheuerman and colleagues
(2020) point to the impact of structural and state-level conditions on reporting behaviors
among LGBTQ hate crime victims. Their research suggests that LGBTQ individuals are
more likely to report their victimisation in states with higher levels of urbanisation.
Urbanisation, they argue, creates environments in which more significant numbers of
LGBTQ people reside (in absolute and per capita numbers), increasing the potential
for victimisation and reporting counts. While some studies find that sexual and
gender minorities appear no less likely to report hate crime victimisation than their
non-LGBTQ counterparts (Briones-Robinson et al. 2016; Flores et al. 2020), their high
rates of victimisation are underreported in official statistics. This gap suggests that
members of LGBTQ communities underreport their victimisation, potentially due to
beliefs in police homophobia (Miles-Johnson 2013) and/or police failure to document
hate crime offenses accurately.

Comparing findings from the NCVS and the FBI’s Uniform Crime Report further
supports the presence of a dark figure of hate crime reporting (Pezzella et al. 2019).
For example, victimisation surveys collected between 2013 and 2017 suggest that
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nearly 205,000 individuals experienced bias-motivated victimisation. However, official
data from the Uniform Crime Report accounted for only 7500 hate crimes during the
same period (Oudekerk 2019). Clearly, there is a gap between how hate crime victims,
including SMs, perceive and experience hate crime victimisation and whether official
reports capture their experiences. The gap, in turn, contributes to the invisibility of
hate crimes against LGBTQ people who are victimised because they are minoritised,
as presented in official portrayals of hate crime in the United States.

As with other types of crime reporting, demographic, experiential and perceptual factors
may come into play in ways that shape the reporting of anti-SM crime. For bias-motivated
victimisation to appear in the official data, individuals must recognise that hate or bias was
a motivating factor, decide to mobilise the law and report the victimisation to the police
(McDevitt et al. 2000; Nolan and Akiyama 1999). Likewise, law enforcement must deter-
mine that bias is a motivating factor in a criminal incident and indicate it in their crime
reports. For these and other reasons related to the historical and contemporary context
defined by fraught police-community relations that arguably are conducive to legal cyni-
cism and negative views of the police (Agee 2006; Duberman 2019; Hanssens et al.
2014; Meyer et al. 2017; Mogul et al. 2012), it is important to examine hate crime reporting
by people who are SMs as a distinct type of crime reporting.

Historical contexts of LGBTQ communities and police

Many of the same factors that influence crime reporting among other marginalised
groups, such as legal cynicism and perceptions of police (il)legitimacy, are likely relevant
for SMs, too. Understanding whether and how these factors influence hate crime report-
ing by SMs requires situating LGBTQ communities in a historical context defined by
contentiousness and a contemporary context that reveals fraught police-community
relations. Currently, the relationship between LGBTQ communities and police is compli-
cated because it carries the weight of history (Dwyer and Tomsen 2016) and, at the same
time, is infused with efforts by police and their representatives to engage with LGBTQ
communities in ways that are respectful and are designed to develop and institutionalise
trust and good will.

LGBTQ communities have a contentious history with the police, exemplified in one
instance by the Stonewall Uprisings and related actions in other jurisdictions that
marked the beginning of the modern gay rights movement (Duberman 2019). The
period after Stonewall continued to witness discrimination and abuse of LGBTQ individ-
uals by police (Agee 2006), and bar raids continued to occur, with raids of gay bars
reported as recently as 2009 (McKinley 2009). Over the late-twentieth and twenty-first
centuries, laws criminalising the public gathering of LGBTQ people, cross-dressing,
same-sex intimacy and other elements of LGBTQ life were repealed or fell into disuse,
while new laws meant to protect sexual and gender minorities—such as hate crimes legis-
lation—were enacted (Jenness and Grattet 2004; Jenness 2007). There also have been
concerted efforts in recent years to improve relations between LGBTQ communities
and law enforcement (Dwyer 2019; Russell 2019). These efforts have included
LGBTQ-police liaisons within police departments and LGBTQ sensitivity training
(Mallory et al. 2015; Wolff and Cokely 2007). In some places, the LGBTQ movement
has created alliances with law enforcement, and police often march in Pride parades as
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a show of support for LGBTQ communities. Though, as Emma Russell (2019) suggests,
these efforts are negatively affected by police culture, law-and-order agendas and persist-
ent LGBTQ inequalities, and activists continue to push for change out of fear that ‘it
could be worse’.

Alliances and public shows of solidarity notwithstanding, relations between law enfor-
cement and some segments of LGBTQ communities have reached a boiling point in
recent years, as exemplified by recent news headlines like ‘Police are a Force of Terror:
The LGBT Activists Who Want Police Out of Pride’ (Levin 2019) in The Guardian
and, less stridently from the New York Times, ‘Do the Police Belong at Pride?’ (Stack
2019). Organisers of LGBTQ Pride festivals in cities from Toronto to St. Louis to Sacra-
mento voted to bar uniformed police from marching in their 2019 parades, while others,
such as New York City, decided to allow police officers to march as usual, only to be met
with protests and boycotts by activists (Leland 2021).

In this contemporary context, LGBTQ people continue to have disproportionate
contact with law enforcement, endure disproportionate harm from the criminal justice
system (Mogul et al. 2012) and are incarcerated at three times the rate of the general
population (Meyer et al. 2017). Studies conducted by academics, human rights organis-
ations and advocacy organisations consistently find that LGBTQ people—and especially
LGBTQ people of colour—experience profiling and discriminatory treatment by law
enforcement agents based on actual or perceived sexual orientation, gender or gender
identity/expression (Hanssens et al. 2014). A national survey by Lambda Legal found
that almost three-quarters (73%) of LGBTQ people and people living with HIV had
face-to-face contact with the police in the previous five years (Hanssens et al. 2014).
Comparatively, only 2.3% of the general population reports face-to-face contact with
the police in a given year (Harrell and Davis 2020).

Race, class and gender expression compound these disparities (Mallory et al. 2015). In
an era of Black Lives Matter and the increasingly public plight of transgender people—
especially transgender women of colour—LGBTQ activists have mobilised around these
issues (Westbrook 2020). As an activist explained in the New York Times:

For us, Stonewall is connected to a larger system of structural violence that includes mass
incarceration.… These institutions haven’t really figured out how to deal with trans and
queer people at all, or with people of color, and so they end up disproportionately
harming them. (quoted in Stack 2019)

Legal cynicism and police legitimacy

We conceptualise legal cynicism as a ‘cultural orientation in which the law and the agents
of its enforcement, such as the police and courts, are viewed as illegitimate, unresponsive,
and ill-equipped to ensure public safety’ (Kirk and Papachristos 2011, 1191). Related, the
concept of police legitimacy refers to ‘public views about the appropriateness of the
manner in which the police exercise their authority’ (Tyler 2004, 91). While legal cyni-
cism refers to negative views of the legal system as a whole, the concept of police legiti-
macy insinuates positive cooperation with, trust in and support for the police specifically.

Legal cynicism and decreased police legitimacy develop in several ways, including
both ‘over-policing’ tactics, such as stop-and-frisk and excessive use of force, and
‘under-policing’, wherein law enforcement is slow or unresponsive to calls for assistance
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and is unsympathetic toward victims and their needs (Anderson 1999; Carr et al. 2007;
Desmond et al. 2016; Kirk and Matsuda 2011; Kirk and Papachristos 2011). Research
suggests that racial and ethnic minorities and people in the lower-class levels of a
highly stratified economic system are less trusting and satisfied with the police due to
negative personal and vicarious encounters with law enforcement (Berg et al. 2016;
Brown & Benedict, 2002; Nadal et al. 2017; Sampson & Bartusch, 1998). For instance,
Black people are more likely to be stopped and frisked by police in predominantly
White neighbourhoods (Carroll and Gonzalez 2014), and police are more likely to
use disrespectful language toward Black individuals during traffic stops (Voigt et al.
2017). Related, research consistently shows that low-income individuals and people
of colour hold more cynical views of the law and decreased levels of police legitimacy
than more affluent and White populations (Carr et al., 2007; Hagan et al., 2005, 2018;
Peck, 2015; Sun & Wu, 2018; Weitzer, 2014; Weitzer & Tuch, 2006; Wu et al., 2015).

Less is known about whether negative views of the legal system and the police lead
to an unwillingness to report crime or victimisation; however, there is some evidence
that perceptions of the government, legal system and police impact victims’ willing-
ness to engage with police and file official reports. In a recent study conducted in Aus-
tralia, Wiedlitzka and colleagues (2018) find that positive perceptions of police are
significantly related to willingness to report victimisation to police, including among
hate crime victims. However, in the United States context, Zaykowski et al. (2019)
state that perceptions of police bias and ineffectiveness were not the most important
reasons for those who did not report. Similarly, Powers et al. (2020) find that percep-
tions of the police did not significantly influence whether White and Black non-bias
crime victims and hate crime victims reported their victimisation to the police, raising
questions about the direct connection between legal cynicism, police legitimacy and
reporting behaviours.

Given a long history of tension between law enforcement and LGBTQ communities
in the United States, it is unsurprising that the handful of studies that examine LGBTQ
perceptions of the police find that, like other marginalised groups, sexual minorities
tend to hold less favourable views of the police, especially when SM identity intersects
with other minoritised identities such as gender and age (Briones-Robinson et al. 2016;
Dario et al. 2020; Fileborn 2019; Finneran and Stephenson 2013; Gillespie 2008; Miles-
Johnson 2015; Nadal and Davidoff 2015). For example, Owen and colleagues (2018)
find that sexual and gender minorities uniformly hold more negative views of the
police than their straight and cisgender counterparts. Additionally, SMs more fre-
quently perceive police bias (Briones-Robinson et al. 2016) and report lower levels
of trust in the police (Miles-Johnson 2013; Owens et al. 2018), including among SM
youth (Fileborn 2019).

Data and methods of analysis

Data collection and participants

The analysis presented in this article is based on data collected by the Vera Institute of
Justice using their Survey of Opinion and Experiences with Crime and Hate (see
Simich and Kang-Brown 2018), created and implemented with the support of the
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second author. Funded by the National Institute of Justice and approved by the Vera
Institute (IRB No. IRB00001967) and the University of California, Irvine (HS# 2016-
2871) Institutional Review Boards, this multi-site survey was designed to capture data
on respondents’ victimisation experiences with crime in general and hate crime in par-
ticular, concerns about being a crime victim in general and targeted for hate crime victi-
misation in particular, views of the police and legal cynicism. It also includes questions
about respondents’ sexual orientation and standard demographic information.

This survey was administered to a convenience sample of 1326 respondents between
January 2016 and December 2017. The respondents include students from three univer-
sities and community members in the adjacent communities in Southern California and
New Jersey. The majority of the sample was derived from Southern California (63% stu-
dents, 10.8% community members) with the remainder from New Jersey (20% students,
6.2% community members). As such, this sample is limited in age range and distribution
as well as regional specificity. After accounting for missing data points and using listwise
deletion to produce the models presented in this article, 1023 cases comprise the final
analytical sample.

Table 1 reports descriptive statistics and means-difference tests comparing SMs and
non-SMs. The sample is relatively young (�x = 26.14 years old) and includes demographi-
cally diverse respondents. Two-thirds of the respondents identify as female (68%),
approximately half are Hispanic/Latino (46%) and 8% are Black. The majority of the
sample identifies as heterosexual or straight, and 10% identify as SMs (ie, gay, lesbian,
bisexual, asexual, queer, etc.). Due to their small sample size, gender minorities, including
transgender and nonbinary respondents are not included. Respondents are more likely to
worry about crime in general than hate crime victimisation specifically. Although there is
not a statistically significant difference between SMs and non-SMs regarding worry of
crime victimisation, SMs are significantly more likely to worry about future hate crime
victimisation compared to non-SMs (p < .01). Almost half (44%) of all respondents
reported experiencing one or more previous incidents of bias-motivated crime victimisa-
tion, with a higher percentage of SMs (50%) than non-SMs (43%) reporting previous hate
crime victimisation.

Approximately 83% of the sample are college students, and thus young. This focus
on young people enables us to contribute to the gap in research on LGBTQ young
people’s experiences with police and crime (Dwyer 2011). The sample utilised here
enables us to respond to this call by focusing on people who grew up in an era in
which hate crime laws as a response to anti-LGBTQ violence and anti-violence pro-
jects in the United States are well institutionalised (Jenness 2007; Jenness and
Broad 1997; Jenness and Grattet 2004); police across the United States are called to
‘protect and serve’ LGBTQ people in newfound ways that show respect and affirm
civil rights (Mallory et al. 2015; Wolff and Cokely 2007); and the larger cultural
context is arguably not conducive to individual and collective memories of the
kinds born of fraught police-community relations brought to the fore in the Stonewall
era (Fileborn 2019; Kelly et al. 2020).

Recent data reveal that roughly 20.8% of Generation Z (those born between 1997 and
2003) and 10.5% of Millennials (those born between 1981 and 1996) identify as lesbian,
gay, bisexual and/or transgender (Jones 2022). As Jones (2022) explained, ‘The increase
in LGBT identification in recent years largely reflects the higher prevalence of such
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics.

Variable Description Measurement

Full Sample
(N = 1023)
M (SD)

SMs
(N = 103)
M (SD)

Non-SMs
(N = 920)
M (SD)

Features of the Self
Age Age reported at time of

survey
18–75 years old 26.14 (11.22) 26.34 (10.60) 26.11 (11.29)

Gender Male Yes (1), no (0) 0.32 (0.468) 0.36 (0.482) 0.32 (0.467)
Female Yes (1), no (0) 0.68 (0.468) 0.64 (0.482) 0.68 (0.467)

Race White Yes (1), no (0) 0.19 (0.390)+ 0.22 (0.418) 0.18 (0.387)
Black Yes (1), no (0) 0.08 (0.272) 0.04 (0.194) 0.08 (0.279)
Hispanic/Latino Yes (1), no (0) 0.46 (0.499) 0.49 (0.502) 0.46 (0.498)
Multiracial, or another
race

Yes (1), no (0) 0.27 (0.446) 0.25 (0.437) 0.28 (0.447)

Sexual Minority Heterosexual Yes (1), no (0) 0.90 (0.301) – –
Sexual minority Yes (1), no (0) 0.10 (0.301) – –

Worry About Future Victimisation
Worry: Future
Crime
Victimisation

How often respondent
worries about being a
victim of crime

Never (0), Rarely (1),
Occasionally (2),
Most or All of the
Time (3)

1.81 (0.931) 1.78 (1.009) 1.81 (0.923)

Worry: Future
Hate Crime
Victimisation

How often respondent
worries about being a
victim of hate or bias-
motivated crime

Never (0), Rarely (1),
Occasionally (2),
Most or All of the
Time (3)

1.39 (1.026)** 1.66 (1.151) 1.36 (1.007)

Previous Victimisation Experience
Hate Crime
Experience

Previously experienced a
hate crime

Yes (1), no (0) 0.44 (0.496) 0.50 (0.502) 0.43 (0.495)

Report of Hate
Crime

Reporting behaviour after
experiencing a hate
crime: No previous bias-
motivated victimisation

Yes (1), no (0) 0.56 (0.496) 0.50 (0.502) 0.57 (0.496)

Reported to
Police

Reporting behaviour after
experiencing a hate
crime: Only reported to
the police

Yes (1), no (0) 0.01 (0.112) 0.03 (0.169) 0.01 (0.104)

Reported to
Other Entity

Reporting behaviour after
experiencing a hate
crime: Only reported to
another entity other
than the police

Yes (1), no (0) 0.08 (0.267) 0.12 (0.322) 0.07 (0.260)

Reported to
Police & Other
Entity

Reporting behaviour after
experiencing a hate
crime: Reported to both

Yes (1), no (0) 0.02 (0.135) 0.02 (0.139) 0.02 (0.135)

Did Not Report Reporting behaviour after
experiencing a hate
crime: Reported to
neither

Yes (1), no (0) 0.33 (0.471) 0.34 (0.476) 0.33 (0.470)

Views of the State & Police
Police
Legitimacy

Perceptions of police
legitimacy

Low Legitimacy (1)–
High Legitimacy
(5)

2.99 (0.878)** 2.77 (0.966) 3.01 (0.864)

Legal Cynicism Feelings of legal cynicism Low Cynicism (1)–
High Cynicism (5)

2.00 (0.721)** 2.20 (0.822) 1.97 (0.706)

Future Crime Reporting
Future Hate
Crime
Reporting

Whether the respondent
would report future hate
crime victimisation to
the police

Yes (1), no (0) 0.48 (0.500)+ 0.40 (0.492) 0.48 (0.500)

Note: Two-tailed t-Tests comparing the difference between SMs and non-SMs displayed with full sample summary stat-
istics.

+p < .10, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001
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identities among the youngest U.S. adults compared with the older generations they are
replacing in the U.S. adult population’. Thus, if we are to understand the future of poli-
cing and LGBTQ communities, a focus on young people is paramount because they are a
growing proportion of the overall LGBTQ population in the United States and, as such,
key to the future of the LGBTQ-policing nexus.3

Measures

As summarised in Table 1, the dependent variable, future hate crime reporting, was
measured by responses to a question that asked respondents whether they believed they
would report to the police any hate crime victimisation that may happen in the future
(1 = would report, 0 = would not report). Respondents were asked: ‘Who, if anyone,
would you talk to if an incident occurred in the future?’ Respondents who selected ‘the
police/law enforcement’ were coded 1, and if they indicated that they would not tell
anyone or would share their victimisation with someone who was not law enforcement
(ie, a family member, teacher, community organiser, etc.), they were coded 0.

Drawing on Sampson and Bartusch (1998), we constructed two independent variables
of legal cynicism and police legitimacy. To measure legal cynicism, we created a scale by
drawing on four items from Sampson and Bartusch (1998). Respondents were asked
about their level of agreement with the following: (1) ‘laws are made to be broken’, (2)
‘it’s okay to do anything you want as long as you don’t hurt anyone’, (3) ‘to make
money, there are no right or wrong ways anymore, only easy ways and hard ways’ and
(4) ‘nowadays a person has to live pretty much for today and let tomorrow take care
of itself’. Responses ranged along a five-point Likert scale from (1) strongly disagree to
(5) strongly agree and were summed and averaged to create the scale (α = .68).

Our measure of police legitimacy derives from similar scales assessing legitimacy (see
Gau 2014; Johnson et al. 2014) and specifically captures legitimacy in terms of trust in the
police. Respondents were asked to rate their agreement with the following statements: (1)
‘the police are fair to all people regardless of their background’, (2) ‘the police are
dependable’, (3) ‘the police in my community can be trusted’, (4) ‘the police share my
community’s concerns’ and (5) ‘the police treat members of my community with
respect’. Response options ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).
Responses were summed and averaged to create a scale ranging from 1 to 5. The
police legitimacy scale has strong internal consistency (α = .91).

The models reported in this article also include measures of individual characteristics,
reports of worry about crime in general and hate crime in particular and previous hate
crime experience. Individual characteristics include age, gender (male or female)4, race
(White, Black, Hispanic/Latino, or another race), and sexual orientation (SM or non-
SM). Worry about crime is addressed in the survey by asking respondents how often
they worry about being a victim of (1) crime generally and (2) hate crime specifically.
Their responses to these questions are measured using a four-point Likert scale
ranging from ‘never worry’ (1) to ‘worry most or all of the time’ (4).

3In our current work, our analysis focuses on a representative sample of United States households and includes a wider
range of ages. In that research, we examine age effects.

4There were not enough transgender and gender-expansive respondents to incorporate into the analyses and they were
therefore dropped from the final sample.
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Additionally, respondents were asked about ‘previous hate crime victimisation’. First,
they were asked whether they had ever experienced a hate crime (0 = no, 1 = yes). Prior
hate crime experiences are based on respondents’ perception of whether bias was
involved in previously perceived victimisation, including but not limited to denied or
downgraded services, verbal or cyber harassment, threatened or actual physical harm
and vandalised property. Second, respondents were asked to whom they previously
reported their hate crime victimisation to (1 = reported to the police only, 2 = reported to
an entity other than the police, 3 = reported to the police and another entity, 4 = did not
report victimisation).

Analytical approach

To examine the relationship between SM identity, legal cynicism, police legitimacy
and the likelihood of reporting future hate crime victimisation, we estimate a series
of logistic regression models and ordinary least squares (OLS) regression models.
First, we ran a series of t-tests to identify statistically significant differences between
SMs and non-SMs. Second, because the likelihood of future hate crime reporting is
a dichotomous measure, we estimated a series of logistic regression models to
assess the impact of SM identity, legal cynicism and police legitimacy on hate
crime reporting attitudes (Long and Freese 2014). Finally, we used OLS regressions
to discern the relationship between SMs, police legitimacy and legal cynicism. We
used STATA 17.0 for all analyses.

Findings

Views of the state in the form of both legal cynicism and perceptions of the police
vary significantly between SMs and non-SMs. SMs are significantly less likely to
view the police as legitimate (p < .01) and more likely to hold cynical views of the
legal system (p < .001). When respondents were asked whether they would report
future hate crime victimisation to the police, just under half (48%) indicated they
would do so. Results of the means-difference tests reveal only a marginally significant
relationship between intention to report and sexual orientation (p < .10). Related,
Figure 1 shows that although there is no statistically significant difference in point
estimates for future hate crime reporting among SMs and non-SMs, SMs have a
lower and wider range of reporting intentions than non-SMs. This is an important
finding insofar as a series of recent calls by statisticians (Amrhein et al. 2019; Green-
land et al. 2016; McShane et al. 2019) have encouraged analyses that focus on
measures of difference, including point estimates and confidence intervals, rather
than exclusively by tests of significance.5

5Recent commentary by statisticians about the overreliance on p-values to determine which statistical findings to narrate
and to ‘retire statistical significance’ is informative. Relevant here, it encourages us to focus on point estimate compari-
sons between groups, quite apart from whether they are statistically significant. As Amrhein et al. (2019) argued in an
article published in Nature, ‘Let’s be clear about what we must stop: we should never conclude there is “no difference”
or “no association” just because a P value is larger than a threshold such as .05’ or, equivalently, because a confidence
interval includes zero (pp. 305–306; see also Greenland et al. 2016). More recently, McShane et al. (2019, 236) argued
this:
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Table 2 displays the results of the logistic regression models predicting the likelihood
of respondents reporting future hate crime victimisation to the police.6 Model 1 reveals
that few demographic features of the self are statistically significant predictors of inten-
tion to report future hate crime victimisation. Age is a statistically significant predictor of
intention to report future hate crime victimisation to the police, controlling for all other
variables, though the effects are small (OR = 1.03, p < .001). SMs were moderately less
likely to report future hate crime victimisation when controlling for other variables
(OR = .67, p < .10). Additionally, compared to Whites, respondents who identify as His-
panic/Latino (OR = .71, p < .10), multi-racial, or another race other than White, Black or
Hispanic/Latino (OR = .56, p < .01) report a lower likelihood of reporting future victimi-
sation to the police.

Model 2 includes respondents’ worry about future victimisation, including how often
they worry about crime victimisation in general and hate crime victimisation in particu-
lar. In this model, age remains statistically significant, controlling for all other variables
(OR = 1.03, p < .001), suggesting that as the age of respondents increases, so does their
likelihood of reporting hate crime. Identification as multi-racial or a race other than
White, Black or Hispanic/Latino remains significant, with a negative relationship to

Figure 1. Point estimates and 95% confidence intervals: likelihood of reporting future hate crime to
police by sexuality, controlling for all other variables.

To be clear, we have no desire to ‘ban’ p-values or other purely statistical measures. Rather, we believe that such
measures should not be thresholded and that, thresholded or not, they should not take priority over the cur-
rently subordinate factors.

6A correlation matrix that includes all the variables revealed that the variables are not highly correlated in ways that
would make multicollinearity problematic.
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the likelihood of future reporting (OR = .64, p < .05). Additionally, respondents who are
more worried about future hate crime victimisation are significantly less likely to report
their victimisation to the police (OR = .79, p < .01). Model 3 includes previous experi-
ences of hate crime victimisation, including previous reporting behaviours. Interestingly,
previous victimisation does not predict future reporting. Additionally, only those who
previously reported to both the police and another entity are likely to report to the
police in the future, though the effects are marginal (OR = 12.95, p < .10).

Finally, Model 4 assesses the relationship between future hate crime reporting and
views of the state and police. In this final model, age is the only demographic variable
that remains significant (OR = 1.02, p < .001). Additionally, respondents who previously
reported to the police and another entity are significantly more likely to report their vic-
timisation to the police again in the future (OR = 20.42, p < .05), controlling for other
variables, including views of the police and state. Thus, respondents who previously
experienced victimisation and reported it to two or more institutions are likely to
report victimisation to the police again in the future. Variables related to views of the
state and police also significantly impact the likelihood of reporting hate crime victimisa-
tion. Unsurprisingly, respondents with higher levels of police legitimacy are statistically
more likely to report to the police in the future (OR = 1.69, p < .001). Conversely, as legal
cynicism increases, likelihood of future reporting to the police decreases significantly
(OR = .63, p < .001). Thus, how individuals view the police specifically and the legal
system broadly impacts their willingness to report hate crime victimisation to the police.

Because legal cynicism and views of police legitimacy are statistically significant pre-
dictors of intention to report future hate crime victimisation, understanding the

Table 2. Logistic regression models predicting intention to report future hate crime victimisation to
the police (N = 1023).

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Features of the Self
Age 1.03*** (0.01) 1.03*** (0.01) 1.03*** (0.01) 1.02*** (0.01)
Gendera 1.24 (0.17) 1.17 (0.17) 1.14 (0.17) 1.03 (0.16)
Raceb

Black 0.77 (0.21) 1.01 (0.30) 1.00 (0.31) 1.33 (0.43)
Hispanic/Latino 0.71+ (0.13) 0.80 (0.15) 0.84 (0.16) 1.09 (0.22)
Other/Multi-Racial 0.56** (0.11) 0.64* (0.13) 0.63* (0.13) 0.72 (0.16)

Sexual Minorityc 0.67+ (0.15) 0.73 (0.16) 0.74 (0.17) 0.90 (0.22)
Worry About Future Victimisation
Worry: Future Crime Victimisation 1.07 (0.09) 1.08 (0.09) 1.11 (0.10)
Worry: Future Hate Crime Victimisation 0.79** (0.06) 0.88 (0.07) 0.96 (0.08)
Previous Victimisation Experience
Experienced Hate Crimed 0.28 (0.35) 0.20 (0.25)
Report of Hate Crimed

Reported to Police 1.91 (2.65) 1.90 (2.65)
Reported to Other Entity 1.62 (2.00) 2.19 (2.72)

Reported to Police & Other Entity 12.95+ (18.26) 20.42* (29.15)
Did Not Report 1.26 (1.59) 1.78 (2.26)
Views of the State & Police
Police Legitimacy 1.69*** (0.15)
Legal Cynicism 0.63*** (0.06)
Constant 0.63+ (0.16) 0.69 (0.19) 0.77 (0.22) 0.33* (0.16)
Model χ2 42.68*** 52.62*** 114.82*** 176.42***

Note: Odds ratios. Standard errors in parentheses; aReference category is male. bReference category is White. cReference
category is straight/heterosexual. dReference category is no hate crime experience.

+p < .10, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
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covariates of these variables is informative. Table 3 reports findings from two linear
regression models predicting respondents’ level of legal cynicism (Model 1) and police
legitimacy (Model 2). A variety of individual demographic variables, worry about
future victimisation and previous hate crime experiences are statistically significant pre-
dictors of both legal cynicism and police legitimacy, albeit in slightly different ways. SMs
are significantly more likely to have more cynical views of the legal system (b = .23, p
< .01) and lower perceptions of police legitimacy (b =−.23, p < .01) than their non-SM
counterparts, holding all other variables constant.

Other demographic factors that are significant include age, gender and race. Specifi-
cally, female respondents have increased perceptions of police legitimacy (b = .26,
p < .001) while people who are Black (b =−.51, p < .001) or Hispanic/Latino (b =−.24,
p < .01) are significantly less likely to view the police as legitimate. Additionally, people
who identify as Hispanic/Latino are more likely to report legal cynicism (b = .18,
p < .01) as compared to people who identify as White. Multi-racial respondents or a
race other than White, Black or Hispanic/Latino also hold more cynical views than
their White counterparts (b = .23, p < .001) and lower levels of police legitimacy (b =
−.16, p < .05). Whereas future worry about hate crime victimisation significantly
decreases perceptions of police legitimacy (b =−.14, p < .001), interestingly, none of
the previous victimisation or reporting variables are significantly related to views of
the state or police.

Discussion

There is a large literature on factors that impact the willingness to report non-bias-motiv-
ated crime to law enforcement. However, as Zaykowski et al. (2019, 1324) rightly

Table 3. OLS regression models predicting views of the state and the police (N = 1023).
Model 1

Legal Cynicism
Model 2

Police Legitimacy

Features of the Self
Age −0.01*** (0.00) 0.00 (0.00)
Gendera 0.05 (0.05) 0.26*** (0.06)
Raceb

Black 0.13 (0.10) −0.43*** (0.11)
Hispanic/Latino 0.20** (0.06) −0.35*** (0.07)
Other/Multi-Racial 0.23*** (0.07) −0.16* (0.08)

Sexual Minorityc 0.23** (0.07) −0.23** (0.09)
Worry About Future Victimisation
Worry: Future Crime Victimisation 0.01 (0.03) −0.03 (0.03)
Worry: Future Hate Crime Victimisation 0.05+ (0.03) −0.14*** (0.03)
Previous Victimisation Experience
Experienced Hate Crimed −0.18 (0.41) 0.40 (0.48)
Report of Hate Crimed

Reported to Police −0.01 (0.45) 0.04 (0.53)
Reported to Other Entity 0.10 (0.40) −0.53 (0.47)
Reported to Police & Other Entity 0.08 (0.44) −0.45 (0.52)
Did Not Report 0.17 (0.41) −0.56 (0.49)

Constant 2.10*** (0.09) 3.42*** (0.11)
R2 0.100 0.144

+p < .10, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
Note: Standard errors in parentheses; a Reference category is male. b Reference category is white. c Reference category is
straight/heterosexual. d Reference category is no hate crime experience.
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observed, ‘research to date has not adequately examined differences in reporting across
social groups’. Comparatively little is known about the factors that shape hate crime
reporting among sexual minorities. This article utilises original survey data to address
this gap in the literature by identifying factors that predict SMs’ willingness to report
hate crime victimisation.

We situated our empirical analysis in a context that simultaneously produces experi-
ences and understandings that lead members of LGBTQ communities to avoid police
contact while also ostensibly encouraging LBGTQ people to report hate crimes to the
police. Concerning the former, the relationship between law enforcement and
members of LGBTQ communities is historically fraught with violence, discrimination
and distrust, and these haunting traces persist in their effects today to negatively
impact police-LGBTQ relations (Dwyer and Tomsen 2016). As Roxane Gay (2021), a
queer woman of colour and social commentator wrote in the New York Times:

Police harassment didn’t begin or end in 1969–nor did queer resistance. Ten years before the
Stonewall uprising, there was a similar incident in Los Angeles. The police began harassing
patrons at Cooper Donuts, a cafe that welcomed not only gays and lesbians but also trans-
gender patrons. When the police tried to arrest several people, they were pelted with debris
until they fled the area. And even now, the police across the United States can be incredibly
hostile to the L.G.B.T.Q. community, whether it is mishandling intimate partner violence in
our relationships, physically and verbally assaulting us, refusing to investigate the crimes we
suffer or abusing their power when they police our events.

At the same time, the current moment is replete with newfound efforts by law enfor-
cement agencies to better serve LGBTQ communities (Dwyer 2019). These efforts
include, for example, showcasing the work of LGBTQ officers, institutionalising sensi-
tivity training and the provision of culturally competent services, building community
relations that generate trust and good will and inviting crime reporting. In some muni-
cipalities, law enforcement officials have publicly shown their symbolic support for
LGBTQ communities by issuing statements, wearing insignia (ie, ‘pride patches’), parti-
cipating in Pride marches and establishing LGBTQ advisory boards to signal allyship.
Similarly, some departments have begun to acknowledge the past and take responsibility
for creating improved relationships with LGBTQ communities. For example, in their
outline of the ‘Safe Place Program’, the City of Seattle, Washington states:

[The Safe Place Program] lets your patrons know where you stand on bias and hate crimes
because hate has no place in our communities. But more importantly, it says to any victim:
That no matter your background or status you will be heard, you will be treated with care,
dignity, and respect from the business you enter, as well as from the Police Officers who
respond out to investigate.… The Safe Place Program was created to start bridging that
gap between victims of hate crimes and the police. We acknowledge a very tumultuous
past, and we are the ones that need to take that first step in letting the world know where
The Seattle Police Department stands on hate and bias crimes. (2022)

Though the Safe Place Program is designed for all victims of hate crime, the Seattle
Police Department provides a direct nod to LGBTQ communities through their flyers
and stickers’ design and colour scheme: they utilise an image of an outline of a police
badge, filled in with rainbow stripes.

In this context, our analysis of young respondents who grew up in a historical moment
with countervailing forces related to the LGBTQ-policing nexus reveals a moderate gap
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in hate crime reporting between SMs and their non-SM counterparts. Although previous
studies found significant differences in crime reporting between SMs and non-SMs
(Miles-Johnson 2013), our findings reveal no statistically significant difference in hate
crime reporting specifically. However, our results indicate a wide range in reporting atti-
tudes among SMs (as shown in Figure 1). Similar to Briones et al.’s (2016) and Zaykowski
et al.’s (2019) findings, it is likely that the wide range of attitudes towards future reporting
is impacted by situational factors and intersectional identities, rather than SM identity in
isolation. Additionally, this more expansive range among SMs suggests that outside
factors, including the long history of LGBTQ communities and relations with the
police and legal system, facilitate varied understandings of how to respond to victimisa-
tion, including whether to activate the state by reporting a hate crime. The apparition of
Stonewall combined with contemporary promises by law enforcement officials to better
serve LGBTQ communities anchor the context that informs SM attitudes towards the
police and the legal system more generally. Amid a backdrop in which police depart-
ments are attempting to improve relations with LGBTQ communities (Israel et al.
2014; Mallory et al. 2015), ongoing legal cynicism and perceptions of police illegitimacy
help to explain the gap in the willingness to report future hate crime victimisation.

Consistent with previous studies (Dario et al. 2020; Fileborn 2019; Miles-Johnson
2015; Nadal and Davidoff 2015; Owen et al. 2018), our findings reveal that SMs are
more likely to harbour legal cynicism and less likely to view the police as legitimate.
In turn, legal cynicism and police legitimacy are statistically significant predictors of
future willingness to report hate crime, similar to findings from the Australian context
(Wiedlitzka et al. 2018). Specifically, higher levels of legal cynicism resulted in lower
odds of reporting future hate crime victimisation, and lower levels of police legitimacy
resulted in lower odds of reporting. Combined, our findings suggest that SM identity
indirectly influences reporting behaviour vis-a-vis legal cynicism and perceptions of
police legitimacy.

Conclusion

The findings presented in this article add to the conversation about the relationship
between minoritisation, legal cynicism, views of the police and bias-motivated crime
reporting. We contribute to uncovering why the ‘dark figure of hate crime reporting’
(Pezzella et al. 2019) among SMs persists while simultaneously explaining why studies
that only examine the relationship between identity and reporting or between legal cyni-
cism/police legitimacy and reporting produce mixed results. Our study overcomes these
limitations by assessing these factors in a sample of young respondents, thereby provid-
ing insight into the paradoxical relationship of anti-LGBTQ hate crime reporting.

Our findings suggest several potential paths for future exploration. For example, to
what extent does one’s embeddedness within a community of similarly marginalised
sexual and gender ‘others’ affect one’s stance toward law enforcement? Do SMs more
closely connected to LGBTQ communities evince more negative views of the state and
law enforcement and thus express less willingness to engage with or report victimisation
to the police? Likewise, to what extent do individuals and the communities in which they
are embedded rely upon historical markers, such as Stonewall, to inform beliefs about
and orientation towards law enforcement? The Stonewall Uprisings have been described
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as the event that catalysed the LGBTQ movement in the United States and, as such, this
historical signpost centres police violence and community protest. This framing of
police-community relations is commemorated annually in the form of Pride celebrations,
and it may be that SMs who are aware of and knowledgeable about these and other events
in LGBTQ history are more sensitised to issues of police violence and that this shapes
their views of the legal system and law enforcement specifically. By discerning the
extent that these forces are at work, a more robust understanding of the impact of vicar-
ious experiences and collective memory can advance our understanding of the social
ecology interrogated in this article.
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