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Abstract

We estimate the prevalence and characteristics of violent hate crime victimization of lesbian,

gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) people in the United States, and we compare them

to non-LGBT hate crime victims and to LGBT victims of violent non-hate crime. We analyze

pooled 2017-2019 data from the National Crime Victimization Survey (n persons = 553, 925;

n incidents = 32, 470), the first nationally representative and comprehensive survey on

crime that allows identification of LGBT persons aged 16 or older. Descriptive and bivariate

analysis show that LGBT people experienced 6.6 violent hate crime victimizations per 1,000

persons compared with non-LGBT people’s 0.6 per 1,000 persons (odds ratio = 8.30, 95%

confidence interval = 1.94, 14.65). LGBT people were more likely to be hate crime victims of

sexual orientation or gender bias crime and less likely to be victims of race or ethnicity bias

crimes compared to non-LGBT hate crime victims. Compared to non-LGBT victims, LGBT

victims of hate crime were more likely to be younger, have a relationship with their assailant,

and have an assailant who is white. Compared to LGBT victims of non-hate violence, more

LGBT hate crime victims reported experiencing problems in their social lives, negative emo-

tional responses, and physical symptoms of distress. Our findings affirm claims that hate

crimes have adverse physical and psychological effects on victims and highlight the need to

ensure that LGBT persons who experience hate crime get necessary support and services

in the aftermath of the crime.

Introduction

Hate crime laws in the US often take two forms; one that outlines requirements for identifying

and reporting hate crimes that occur in the jurisdiction, and one that details some type of addi-

tional punishment, often in the form of sentence enhancements, for people convicted of hate

crimes. At the federal level, sexual orientation and gender identity (SOGI) have been protected

categories for just over a decade, since the passage of the Matthew Shepard and James Byrd Jr.,

Hate Crimes Act of 2009. Places like California and Washington DC included SOGI as
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protected categories in their hate crime laws long before the federal government. However, of

the 46 states and DC that have enacted state hate crime laws, 37 include sexual orientation as a

protected category and 28 include gender or gender identity [1]. While inclusion of SOGI into

hate crime laws was originally conceptualized as a victory for the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and

transgender (LGBT) community and a recognition of their heightened risk for prejudice-moti-

vated conduct [2, 3], more recent scholars have begun to question whether hate crime laws,

particularly the use of sentence enhancements, offer protection for LGBT victims or create

another means of policing vulnerable communities [4].

To understand the rates of hate crime among vulnerable community members and the

harms that are associated with them, it is necessary to have systematic documentation and

transparent reporting of these crimes. The hate crime laws that have mandated identification

and tracking of these crimes have allowed for more detailed study of prejudice-motivated vio-

lence against LGBT communities than earlier work that utilized convenience samples alone.

Prior scholars have noted the difficulty in tracking the prevalence and harms of prejudice-

motivated violence due to a reliance on small, regionally-specific samples with limited gener-

alizability, and the issues with official counts provided by law enforcement [5]. Research from

small-scale, non-probability samples, or geographically limited studies suggest that LGBT peo-

ple are at a heightened risk of experiencing hate crimes than the general population and that

the mental health consequences of these experiences are pronounced.

In the first national probability sample of LGB people in the United States, Herek [6] found

that roughly 20% of the sample had experienced a sexual orientation-motivated crime against

their property or person since they had turned 18. Other studies suggested that gay and bisex-

ual men bear a disproportionate burden of hate crime [6, 7], especially hate crimes “against

persons,” meaning those that target people (such as assault or robberies) as opposed to crimes

against property (such as arson or burglary) [8]. Some studies suggested that gay men and

transgender women, particularly black, indigenous, people of color, were more likely to be

murdered, although estimates of homicide risk vary greatly depending on the sample used [9–

11]. Perpetrators of hate crimes against LGBT persons were disproportionately likely to offend

in groups as opposed to alone and were most likely to be young men [12] who were strangers

to the victim [13, 14]. Research also suggested that hate crimes against LGBT people dispro-

portionately occurred in public spaces like streets, parking garages, or public transit, as

opposed to private homes, workplaces or stores [13].

Studies showed that victims of hate crimes reported more adverse mental health (e.g., post-

traumatic stress) [14–17] and physical health problems (e.g., difficulty sleeping and stomach

ailments) [18] compared to victims of non-hate crimes. LGBT people with histories of

experiencing discrimination and/or anti-LGBT violence were more at risk of suicidality and

substance use issues [19, 20], and even being in communities that had higher incidences of

LGBT hate crimes were linked to increased suicidality for LGBT youth in those communities

[21]. However, these studies on the effects of hate crimes were based on convenience samples

of LGBT people that were not generalizable to the larger population.

At the national level, the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) collects data on hate crimes

through the Uniform Crime Reports (UCR), and the National Crime Victimization Survey

(NCVS) collects data on hate crime through the surveying of a representative sample of US

households. The UCR only documents hate crimes that are reported to law enforcement agen-

cies (LEAs), identified by LEAs as being hate-motivated, and then voluntarily reported by

LEAs to the FBI. UCR hate crime data are also subject to errors due to nonresponse and data

imputation processes [22]. The NCVS makes up for some of the UCR shortcomings by collect-

ing self-reported data from US residents on their experiences with hate crimes both reported

and not reported to police. Although these two data sources present the most comprehensive
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pictures of hate crime nationwide, including hate crimes motivated by SOGI bias, both histori-

cally have had limitations for understanding the frequency and nature of hate crime against

LGBT persons.

Until recently the UCR and NCVS were also both limited in the information they could

provide about hate crimes against LGBT people because both collections focused on the

offenders’ motivation and did not collect data about the victims’ actual SOGI. In addition to

being unable to compute a rate of hate crime victimization among LGBT persons, this method

of reporting the data meant that current SOGI-motivated hate crime statistics include victimi-

zations where the victim was cisgender and/or straight and left undocumented the reality that

LGBT people might be victims of numerous types of bias-motivated violence (e.g., race-based

violence). In other words, our national estimates and understanding of SOGI hate crimes did

not fully describe the extent and nature of bias crimes against LGBT persons. This limitation

in reporting was common for other bias-motivated categories as well (i.e., race bias incidents

does not require that all victims be racial minorities), but the NCVS documented the race, eth-

nicity, and sex of victims, which could provide victimization rates and characteristics of hate

crimes specific to the characteristics of victims. This had not been the case for SOGI.

With the limited research to date, the US lacks a clear picture of the extent and nature of

hate crimes against LGBT persons, including the rate of hate crime among this population, the

type of bias motivating the crime, and the distinct psychological and physical responses LGBT

victims have to hate crime. In 2016, the NCVS began documenting the SOGI of respondents.

However, to date, these data have not been explored for the purpose of understanding hate

crimes against LGBT victims.

Research hypotheses

This paper presents the first examination of the personal violent hate crime experiences of

LGBT persons in a large probability sample of US residents. Given the prior literature, we

expect that our examination of will support the following hypotheses:

H1. LGBT people have higher rates of hate crime victimization than non-LGBT people regard-

less of motivation.

H2. LGBT hate crime victims will differ from non-LGBT hate crime victims in the characteris-

tics of victimization, such as the location of the hate crime victimization (e.g., public versus

private spaces), victim-offender relationship (e.g., unknown versus known offenders), and

offender characteristics (e.g., age of the offender).

H3. LGBT hate crime victims will report more adverse mental and physical health symptoms

than LGBT non-hate crime victims.

We further seek to examine what hate crime victims report as the type of bias that moti-

vated the victimization.

Materials and methods

Data

The NCVS is a stratified, multistage cluster sample with a rotating panel survey of households

and persons. As a rotating panel, households are recruited and empaneled and others roll off

on a continuous basis, and interviews are conducted throughout the year even though house-

holds are only interviewed every six months. The first interview takes into account lifetime vic-

timizations such that subsequent interviews identify victimizations that occurred in the

previous six months. The sampling frame includes all households including group quarters
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(e.g,. dormitories) but not military housing or institutional settings (e.g., correctional facili-

ties). The United States is divided into 1,987 primary sample units (PSUs) based on population

and geographic size that are then divided into sampling strata, and strata containing larger

geographies are selected with certainty while remaining strata are sampled proportionate to

their size. Selected households are empaneled for three years. All household members aged 12

years or older are interviewed every six months about their victimization experiences, resulting

in over 200,000 interviews each year. Interviews are mostly conducted over the telephone with

initial interviews primarily occurring in person by trained interviewers from the US Census

Bureau. The response rates for the NCVS are typically over 80% at the person-level.

Two broad categories of crime are measured in the NCVS: personal or violent victimiza-

tions and property victimizations. Respondents are asked a series of screening questions to

gauge whether they may have experienced a violent or property crime during the prior six

months. If they answer any of the screener questions affirmatively, they are then asked a series

of questions about the nature of the incident that are used to classify the type of crime experi-

enced. Violent victimizations include simple assaults and serious violent crimes. Simple assault

includes incidents involving an attack, attempted attack, or threat to attack a victim without a

weapon and incidents that resulted in minor injury with less than 2 days of hospitalization.

Serious violent crime includes incidents involving rape, sexual assault, robbery, aggravated

assault, and a weapon and incidents that resulted in injury with 3 or more days of hospitaliza-

tion. Property victimizations include burglary, motor vehicle theft, and other theft. Questions

about violent victimizations are asked of each individual respondent while questions about

property crime are asked only of one household respondent. Because the vast majority of

NCVS hate crimes are violent crimes and the focus is on individual experiences with victimiza-

tion, this study focuses solely on violent victimizations.

We aggregated NCVS data from 2017 to 2019, the years for which SOGI measures are

included on available NCVS public-use data files at the National Archive of Criminal Justice

Data [23]. All results reported here considered the complex design characteristics of the

NCVS, including its rotating panel, when presenting point estimates, standard errors, and con-

fidence intervals. This included the use of appropriate weights, and standard errors were esti-

mated via direct variance estimation [24]. All analyses were performed in Stata SE v. 14.2.

Greater description of the sampling and weighting of the NCVS data files can be found in the

BJS reports (e.g., [25, p. 11–15]) and technical documentation [26].

Measures

Sexual orientation and gender identity. Beginning in mid-2016, the Bureau of Justice Sta-

tistics (BJS) added SOGI questions to the NCVS for respondents aged 16 or older [27]. With the

addition of these questions, the NCVS became the first household survey to collect nationally

representative data on SOGI [27]. From 2016 to June 2019, all direct survey respondents aged

16 or older were asked about their sexual orientation, assigned sex at birth, and current gender

identity. However, beginning in July 2019, BJS changed the questionnaire to ask only people

aged 16 or older their SOGI if they reported a victimization, meaning that the survey data could

no longer be used to generate a population estimate of LGBT persons, which was needed for

calculating rates of crime against LGBT persons. For this reason, analyses that present summary

data or victimization rates used NCVS data from January 2017 to June 2019, the period during

which SOGI measures were collected from the full sample of respondents age 16 or older.

About 2% of the population 16 or older identified their sexual orientation as LGB, and

0.05% identified transgender as their current gender. Following established practices [23], we

categorized people as LGBT if they identified as LGB or transgender, or if they had a current
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gender identity that was different from their assigned sex at birth. We categorized people as

non-LGBT if they identified as straight and had a current gender identity that was the same as

their assigned sex at birth. People who did not respond in a way that fits into one of these two

categories (e.g., “something else”) were categorized separately. This categorization resulted in

2.1% of the sample being classified as LGBT (CI = 2.0, 2.2; n = 10,533), 94.9% as non-LGBT

(CI = 94.6, 95.2; n = 527,846), and 3.1% as unknown (CI = 2.8, 3.3, n = 15,546).

Hate crime. All NCVS respondents who experienced victimization were asked detailed

series of questions for each incident to classify the type of crime and gather additional details

about their victimization. Each unique incident was classified separately, so a victim of multi-

ple crimes would have documentation for each. Among other questions, victims were asked:

“Hate crimes or crimes of prejudice or bigotry occur when an offender/offenders target(s) peo-

ple because of one or more of their characteristics or religious beliefs. Do you have any reason

to suspect the incident just discussed was a hate crime or crime of prejudice or bigotry?”

If a victim suspected the incident was motivated by bias, the NCVS interviewer asked a

series of follow-up questions to determine the perpetrator’s bias motivation and the reason

why the victim believed it had been a hate crime. The Hate Crimes Statistics Act of 1990

defines a hate crime as “crimes that manifest evidence of prejudice based on race, religion, sex-

ual orientation, or ethnicity” [28, p. 140]. Following the federal definition of hate crime, the

types of bias asked about in the NCVS include protected categories of race, ethnicity, religion,

disability, gender, and sexual orientation [29, p. 2]. Gender was not defined in this portion of

questionnaire. The exact wording was, “An offender/offenders can target people for a variety

of reasons, but we are only going to ask you about a few today. Do you suspect offender(s) tar-

geted you because of your gender?” The NCVS also included two questions about whether the

victim believed they were targeted because of the people they were associated with or because

of the offender’s perception that they belonged to a protected category. Victims could select

multiple types of bias-motivation from the listed characteristics for each incident they sus-

pected they were victims of a hate crime. Since it was likely that hate crimes against LGBT vic-

tims may be motivated by sexual orientation or gender (e.g., [30]), we created a separate

indicator if the victim said the bias was based on sexual orientation, gender, or both.

Not all incidents believed to be motivated by one of these types of bias qualify as hate crimes

in official BJS counts. BJS only defined an NCVS incident as a hate crime if the victim had one

of three types of evidence that the crime was motivated by bias: the offender used hate language,

left hate symbols at the scene, or police investigators stated that the incident was a hate crime.

For consistency, we largely followed the BJS definition of a hate crime and focused our analysis

on victimizations motivated by bias that involved hate language, hate symbols, or some confir-

mation by police as evidence that the incident was a hate crime. However, in the Supporting

Information section, we included analyses of all violent crimes suspected to be hate crimes.

Victimization characteristics. We examined the following characteristics of violent hate

crimes: the demographic characteristics of victims, location of the incident, the relationship

between the victim and the offender, the demographics of offenders, and whether victimiza-

tions resulted in problems at work/school or with family/friends.

Mental health correlates of victimization. Victims were asked how distressing the inci-

dent was on a four-point scale ranging from “Not at all distressing” to “Severely distressing.”

We dichotomized this measure to summarize distress (1 = Moderately or severely distressing;

0 = Not at all or mildly distressing). Victims who reported feeling moderately or severely dis-

tressed, who said being a victim led to problems at work or school, or who said being a victim

led to problems with family members or friends were also asked whether they had experienced
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specific mental health symptoms for a month or more following the victimization. These

symptoms included feeling: worried or anxious; angry; sad or depressed; vulnerable; distrust-

ing, or unsafe, and they are each coded 1 if a respondent answered affirmatively. Respondents

who said they were not distressed, who said being a victim did not lead to problems at work or

school or with family members or friends were coded 0 on the specific mental health symp-

toms. Victims were also asked if they sought professional help for the emotional distress they

felt as a result of being a victim.

Physical health correlates of victimization. In addition to reporting physical injuries

directly resulting from the victimization, victims who reported feeling moderately or severely

distressed, had problems at work or school, or had problems with family members or friends

were also asked about any physical health problems they had for a month or more following

the victimization, including: headaches; trouble sleeping; changes in eating and drinking hab-

its; upset stomach; high blood pressure; and muscle tension, and they are each coded 1 if a

respondent answered affirmatively. Respondents who said they were not distressed, who said

being a victim did not lead to problems at work or school or with family members or friends

were coded 0 on the physical health problems. Victims were also asked if they sought profes-

sional help for the physical problems they experienced as a result of being a victim.

Analysis

We present two primary estimates of victimization: victimization rates and victimization per-

centages. Victimization rate is the number of victimizations per 1,000 persons in the popula-

tion. To address the first hypothesis, we compare rates of hate crime for LGBT and non-LGBT

persons, using pooled NCVS data from January 2017 to June 2019. These rates take into

account multiple victimizations against a single individual. The remaining analyses examine

whether victimization experiences and correlates differ between LGBT and non-LGBT victims

of violent hate crime or LGBT violent hate crime and non-hate crime victims. For these analy-

ses, we use victimization percentages, which detail the characteristics of victimizations (e.g.,

the percent of violent victimizations that are hate crimes). Because victimization percentages

are computed using SOGI measures collected from victims rather than the whole sample,

these analyses use pooled NCVS data covering the full period January 2017 to December 2019.

Victimization percentages are estimated at the incident-level, so a single victim will have mul-

tiple observations if there were multiple incidents. Consistent with BJS practices, we constrain

our analyses to victimizations that occur within the United States. We conduct the analyses

using weighted data, specifying the complex sample design strata and clusters. We report odds

ratios with 95% CI. Odds ratios (ORs) comparing LGBT and non-LGBT people for estimated

victimization rates ðV̂RÞ are calculated by:

OR ¼
V̂RLGBT

1000 � V̂RLGBT

�
V̂RNon� LGBT

1000 � V̂RNon� LGBT

: ð1Þ

ORs for victimization percentages or on the likelihood a person is a hate crime victim are from

logistic regressions. We report estimates for both violent hate crime and violent non-hate

crime.

Results

Rates and types of hate crime victimization by SOGI

The violent hate crime victimization rate for LGBT people was 6.6 (SE = 2.3) victimizations

per 1,000 LGBT persons compared to 0.8 (SE = 0.1) victimizations per 1,000 non-LGBT
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persons (OR = 8.30, CI = 1.94, 14.65). The violent SOGI-based hate crime victimization rate

for LGBT people was 5.4 (SE = 2.2) victimizations per 1,000 LGBT people compared to 0.2

(SE = 0.08) victimizations per 1,000 non-LGBT people (OR = 25.54, CI = 0.00, 53.47).

About 9.2% (SE = 2.6) of all violent victimizations against LGBT victims were hate crimes

compared to 4.1% (SE = 0.5) of all violent victimizations with non-LGBT victims (OR = 2.39,

CI = 1.19, 4.81). Relative to non-LGBT people, LGBT people had higher odds of being victims

of a violent hate crime (OR = 8.99, CI = 5.70, 14.16).

Of violent hate crimes, 66.8% (SE = 9.9) against LGBT victims were simple assaults com-

pared to 69.8% (SE = 5.2) against non-LGBT victims (OR = 0.87, CI = 0.30, 2.55). Among seri-

ous violent crimes, 22.9% (SE = 8.2) against LGBT victims were robberies compared to 5.2%

(SE = 2.0) against non-LGBT victims (OR = 5.36, CI = 1.41, 20.41), and 4.5% (SE = 2.7) against

LGBT victims were aggravated assaults compared to 21.9% (SE = 4.9) against non-LGBT vic-

tims (OR = 0.17, CI = 0.04, 0.69).

The types of bias that motivated violent hate crimes against LGBT and non-LGBT victims

are documented in Table 1. Overall, 84.7% of LGBT hate crime victims compared to 25.0% of

non-LGBT hate crime victims identified gender or sexuality as the bias motivation; 14.3% per-

cent of LGBT hate crime victims identified biases other than gender or sexuality as the motiva-

tion for the hate crime. The results shown in Table 1 obscured patterns by race and gender.

Large proportions of LGBT people of color reported bias motivation for race (40.4%,

SE = 7.5), ethnicity (36.1%, SE = 14.1), and gender or sexuality (64.4%, SE = 14.8). A smaller

proportion of GBT men report bias motivation for gender or sexuality (69.7%, SE = 14.6) than

LBT women (94.4%, SE = 4.7).

Characteristics of violent hate crime victimization

Table 2 documents whether LGBT and non-LGBT hate crime victims differ in their character-

istics, the location of the hate crime victimization, victim-offender relationship, and offender

characteristics. Compared to non-LGBT victims, LGBT victims were more often below age 35

Table 1. The type of bias-motivation among hate crime victims, by sexual orientation and gender identity, United States, National Crime Victimization Survey

2017–2019.

LGBT Non-LGBT OR (95%CI)
% (SE) % (SE) (ref. Non-LGBT)

Race 16.1 (6.7) 74.8 (4.9) 0.06 (0.02, 0.20)

Religion 10.4 (5.7) 12.6 (3.0) 0.81 (0.21, 3.09)

Ethnicity 11.2 (5.5) 40.0 (6.4) 0.19 (0.06, 0.64)

Disability 5.3 (4.1) 8.8 (2.7) 0.59 (0.11, 3.15)

Gender 38.9 (13.8) 23.6 (6.5) 2.05 (0.53, 7.98)

Sexuality 75.2 (9.1) 1.9 (0.9) 156.4 (40.4, 606.2)

Associationa 19.7 (7.8) 29.0 (6.7) 0.60 (0.19, 1.87)

Perceived characteristicsb 4.8 (2.3) 9.4 (2.4) 0.48 (0.15, 1.55)

Gender or sexuality (combined) 84.7 (7.0) 25.0 (6.5) 16.5 (4.60, 59.6)

Note: Victims could select more than one bias motivation that apply to their victimization. Bold odds ratios and confidence intervals are statistically significant at p<
.05.
a Association refers to the victim’s perception of victimization was motivated by the victim’s association with people who have certain characteristics or religious beliefs.
b Perceived characteristics refers to the victim’s perception of victimization was motivated by the offender’s perception of the victim’s characteristics or religious beliefs

even if inaccurate.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0279363.t001
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(OR = 4.4, CI = 1.6, 12.3), well-known to their assailant (OR = 8.2, CI = 2.0, 33.7), with a

White offender (OR = 5.9, CI = 1.6, 21.9), and less often a stranger to the assailant (OR = 0.26,

CI = 0.08, 0.81). The large confidence intervals reflected the small number of LGBT victims,

but other apparent differences were noteworthy though with greater uncertainty, including

that LGBT victims were more likely than non-LGBT victims to be women, that LGBT hate

crime incidents more frequently occurred near the victims’ homes, and that LGBT hate crime

incidents were more often in suburban areas compared with incidents of non-LGBT victims.

Social, mental, and physical health correlates of hate crimes among LGBT

victims

Table 3 compares social, mental, and physical health correlates of violent victimizations

among LGBT victims of hate crimes and LGBT non-hate crime victims.

Problems in social life. Victims were asked whether they encountered any problems at

work or school or with family or friends as a result of the victimization. The percentage of

Table 2. Victimization characteristics of violent hate crime, LGBT versus non-LGBT, United States, National Crime Victimization Survey 2017–2019.

LGBT Non-LGBT Difference OR (95%CI)
% (SE) % (SE) % (SE) (ref. Non-LGBT)

Victim Characteristics

Current Gender
Man 29.3 (10.3) 54.1 (6.5) -24.8 (12.3) 0.35 (0.11, 1.1)

Woman 61.2 (12.4) 45.9 (6.5) 15.2 (14.0) 1.85 (0.58, 5.9)

Non-binary 3.9 (2.9) – – – – – –

Person of color 29.1 (10.5) 43.7 (6.6) -14.6 (12.0) 0.53 (0.17, 1.6)

Below 35 years old 73.2 (9.7) 38.2 (5.9) 34.9 (10.5) 4.4 (1.6, 12.3)

Annual income< $25,000 29.8 (10.6) 30.9 (5.4) -1.1 (12.0) 0.95 (0.31, 2.9)

Location of Incident

At or near victim’s home 54.6 (13.9) 30.4 (6.2) 24.2 (15.3) 2.8 (0.78, 9.7)

In public space 22.8 (8.9) 34.2 (5.2) -11.4 (10.3) 0.57 (0.19, 1.7)

Victim-Offender Relationship

Well-known 49.1 (14.9) 10.7 (3.7) 38.4 (15.4) 8.1 (2.0, 33.2)

Stranger 36.7 (11.9) 70.2 (4.4) -32.4 (13.2) 0.25 (0.08, 0.78)

Urbanicity of Victim’s Residence

Urban 26.1 (9.1) 46.2 (5.9) -20.1 (10.4) 0.41 (0.15, 1.13)

Suburban 65.9 (11.2) 47.3 (6.0) 18.7 (12.6) 2.2 (0.73, 6.4)

Rural 8.0 (5.5) 6.5 (2.7) 1.5 (6.0) 1.2 (0.23, 6.7)

Offender Characteristics

Offender Sex
Male(s) 74.3 (17.8) 70.0 (5.9) 4.4 (18.5) 1.2 (0.18, 8.4)

Female(s) 24.0 (18.0) 20.1 (4.6) 3.9 (18.5) 1.3 (0.17, 9.52)

Male(s) and female(s) 1.6 (1.7) 9.9 (4.6) -8.3 (4.9) 0.15 (0.01, 1.5)

One offender 85.6 (6.7) 77.4 (4.7) 8.3 (8.7) 1.7 (0.49, 6.2)

White 87.5 (6.3) 54.4 (7.6) 33.1 (10.0) 5.9 (1.6, 21.9)

30 years old or older 62.5 (15.4) 60.2 (6.5) 2.3 (17.2) 1.1 (0.26, 4.7)

Note: None of the percentages should sum to 100 except for urbanicity of incident due to excluded categories that are not reported. Bold differences and odds ratios are

statistically significant at p< .05.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0279363.t002
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victimizations resulting in problems with work or school or family and friends was higher

among LGBT victims of hate crimes than LGBT non-hate crime victims, though was only sta-

tistically different for work and school problems.

Overall, only about one in ten LGBT victims sought help from victim service agencies

(other than police), which did not differ between hate crime and non-hate crime victims (9%

vs. 12%, respectively).

Mental health correlates of hate crime victimization. About 61% of hate crime victims

compared to 51% of non-hate crime victims reported feeling moderate to severe distress due

to the victimization but this difference was not statistically significant. Despite small differ-

ences in a general measure of distress, LGBT victims of hate crime tended to report more often

experiencing specific mental health responses than LGBT non-hate crime victims. For

instance, more LGBT victims of hate crime than LGBT non-hate crime victims reported feel-

ings of worry or anxiety, anger, sadness or depression, vulnerability, being violated, and feeling

unsafe. About 39% of LGBT victims of hate crimes compared to 18% of LGBT victims of non-

hate crimes reported seeking professional help for the emotional problems they experienced

related to their victimization, though this difference was not statistically different.

Table 3. Effects of victimization of violent hate and non-hate crime among LGBT victims, United States, National Crime Victimization Survey 2017–2019.

Violent Hate

Victims

Violent Non-

Hate Victims

Difference OR (95%CI)

% (SE) % (SE) % (SE) (ref. Violent non-hate

victims)

Problems in Social Life

Problems in work or school 31.5 (13.4) 23.3 (4.7) 8.2 (14.1) 1.5 (0.40, 5.7)

Problems with family or friends 58.5 (13.0) 21.4 (4.2) 37.2 (13.4) 5.2 (1.7, 16.2)

Sought help from victim agencies other than the police 9.3 (4.8) 11.7 (3.2) -2.5 (5.3) 0.77 (0.23, 2.5)

Emotional Responses to Victimization

Moderately or severely distressing to be a victim 61.2 (13.7) 50.7 (7.5) 10.5 (15.5) 1.5 (0.42, 5.5)

Worried or anxious 74.1 (9.5) 41.4 (6.2) 32.6 (11.2) 4.0 (1.4, 12.1)

Angry 78.3 (8.5) 42.1 (6.3) 36.3 (10.6) 5.0 (1.6, 15.3)

Sad or depressed 63.0 (12.1) 30.7 (5.2) 32.2 (12.9) 3.8 (1.3, 11.6)

Vulnerable 72.5 (9.8) 37.4 (6.1) 35.1 (11.5) 4.4 (1.5, 13.2)

Violated 74.1 (9.5) 34.3 (5.6) 39.8 (11.3) 5.5 (1.8, 16.8)

Mistrust 65.0 (11.5) 36.3 (6.5) 28.6 (13.5) 3.2 (1.0, 10.5)

Unsafe 75.2 (9.2) 39.0 (6.1) 36.2 (11.2) 4.7 (1.6, 14.4)

Sought professional help for emotional problems relating to victimization 39.3 (13.8) 18.3 (4.0) 21.0 (14.4) 2.9 (0.82, 10.2)

Physical Responses to Victimization

Victimization resulting in injury 32.1 (13.4) 23.8 (4.3) 8.3 (14.4) 1.5 (0.40, 5.8)

Headaches 53.8 (14.0) 18.6 (4.9) 35.2 (14.3) 5.1 (1.5, 17.3)

Trouble sleeping 59.5 (12.9) 30.8 (5.3) 28.7 (13.5) 3.3 (1.1, 10.2)

Changes in eating or drinking 59.5 (13.0) 22.7 (4.8) 36.4 (13.4) 4.9 (1.6, 15.4)

Upset stomach 52.4 (14.4) 22.2 (4.8) 30.2 (14.6) 3.9 (1.2, 12.9)

Fatigue 58.4 (13.1) 27.5 (4.6) 30.9 (13.8) 3.7 (1.2, 11.7)

High blood pressure 35.1 (16.5) 8.1 (2.8) 27.0 (16.3) 6.1 (1.4, 27.3)

Muscle tension 55.2 (13.7) 22.5 (5.2) 32.7 (14.2) 4.2 (1.3, 14.1)

Sought professional help for physical problems relating to victimization 34.6 (16.4) 10.5 (3.2) 24.1 (16.8) 4.5 (0.91, 22.1)

Note: Bold differences and odds ratios are statistically significant at p< .05.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0279363.t003
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Physical health correlates of hate crime victimization. There were no statistical differ-

ences in the extent to which LGBT violent hate crime and non-hate crime victims experienced

physical injury directly resulting from the victimization (32% vs. 23%, respectively). However,

more LGBT victims of hate crime than LGBT victims of non-hate crimes reported experienc-

ing headaches, trouble sleeping, change in eating or drinking, upset stomach, fatigue, high

blood pressure, and muscle tension. More than one-third (35%) of LGBT hate crime victims

compared to 11% of LGBT non-hate crime victims sought professional help for the physical

problems they experienced, but this difference was not statistically different.

Discussion

Our findings largely support our research hypotheses. LGBT people have higher rates of hate

crime victimization than non-LGBT people (H1), particularly hate crime motivated by anti-

SOGI bias. The results show that LGBT people face many varied types of hate violence. We fur-

ther find that a greater percentage of LGBT victims of hate-motivated violence to say that the

bias-motivation was sexuality or gender compared to non-LGBT victims of hate-motivated

violence.

Comparisons between LGBT and non-LGBT victims of violent hate crimes show interest-

ing patterns of similarity and difference, which in part support H2. Thus, LGBT hate crime vic-

tims are more likely than non-LGBT hate crime victims to be younger. Neither the location of

the crime (e.g., proximity to victim’s home) nor the urbanicity of the victim’s residence show

statistical differences between LGBT and non-LGBT hate crime victims. In terms of offender

characteristics, LGBT victims of hate-motivated violence are more likely than non-LGBT vic-

tims of hate-motivated violence to report that their perpetrator is White. In contrast to prior

research findings [13, 14], a greater proportion of LGBT victims of hate-motivated violence

compared to non-LGBT victims of hate-motivated violence report that the offender was

known to them rather than strangers. The difference from prior research findings may be

related to the generalizability of the samples in the prior studies and may be further exacer-

bated with how intra-familial and partner crimes are classified in research. In addition, official

police reports may underrepresent some crimes that do not have overt stereotypical character-

istics of hate crimes [31]. For example, incidences that happen among youth are often labeled

“bullying” even when they may meet the definition of hate crime as well [32]. Thus, domestic

violence, child abuse, and other types of crime that do not meet the stereotypical characteristics

of hate crimes may be missed in police reports and are better represented in our report from

the NCVS. This is plausible because prejudice against LGBT people often originates in their

families and among people in their social networks, as family and acquaintances may take on

monitoring the gender and sexuality of LGBT people. Further, this finding may also make

intuitive sense, since sexual orientation and gender identity are considered concealable stig-

mas. Known others are more likely than strangers to know someone’s sexual orientation or

gender identity, thus increasing the risk of homophobic or transphobic violence by known

others. Further research on LGBT hate crime victims should investigate known versus per-
ceived victim’s SOGI status and the relationship between the victim and the offender.

While there are no marked differences between LGBT victims of hate and non-hate crime

in overall experiences of distress following a victimization, LGBT people experience more neg-

ative mental and physical health symptoms following a violent hate crime than other crimes of

violence (H3). We find that most psychological and physical symptoms are more pronounced

among LGBT victims of violent hate crime than LGBT non-hate crime victims. This may be

related to patterns that Herek et al. [13] describe, where gay and lesbian people who attribute

PLOS ONE Hate crimes against LGBT people

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0279363 December 21, 2022 10 / 15

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0279363


negative experiences to sexual prejudice are more psychologically distressed than those who

do not make such attributions.

In addition, the findings suggest less than half of LGBT victims of violent hate crime sought

out help from medical or mental health providers for those psychological or physical symp-

toms. Policy and legal discussions about the inclusion of sexual orientation and gender identity

protections in hate crime legislation emphasize the adverse physical and psychological effects

on victims [3, 4]. Our findings support those claims.

Limitations

The analyses and findings presented here have several limitations that should be addressed in

future research and as additional years of NCVS SOGI data are made available. The first is the

small sample size of LGBT hate crime victims. These small sample sizes impact the precision of

the estimates and make it difficult to assess differences between LGBT and non-LGBT victims

and between LGBT hate crime and non-hate crime victims. The small sample sizes also limit

the ability to assess the intersections of LGBT and other victim demographics like race and eth-

nicity and limit the ability to apply statistical controls. Future research when additional years

of NCVS data are available should explore the intersections of SOGI and other identities in the

context of hate crime victimization. In addition, confounders can be conditioned on to

account for potential spurious relationships.

Another concern is in the limited range of NCVS variables and the lack of longitudinal data

to address health outcomes related to hate crime victimization. Because the NCVS uses a

6-month reference period, some of the longer-term potential consequences of victimization in

general, such as increased likelihood of substance use [33], posttraumatic stress disorder [34],

and suicide risk [35], are not asked about in the survey. Future research should consider

approaches to better understand the longer-term consequences of hate crime victimization

among LGBT populations.

We focus our analysis on personal violent hate crimes because that is the most prevalent

type of hate crime in the NCVS. Property hate crimes are also documented in the NCVS, but

such incidents are less common. This may be an artifact of the way the NCVS documents

property crime and bias-motivated crime. Due to small samples, we are unable to further

examine property hate crimes for LGBT people.

Another limitation is that the NCVS relies on self-reports provided in an interview context.

While U.S. Census Bureau interviewers are trained to obtain accurate data, there may be

LGBT participants who did not disclose their sexual orientation, assigned sex at birth, or cur-

rent gender identity. NCVS administrators have evaluated this before implementing the SOGI

questions, but it may still limit the population of LGBT people to whom our findings general-

ize [27]. The sampling frame also misses individuals who lack stable housing or are in institu-

tional contexts, where outcomes may be worse for the some of the most vulnerable in society.

There may be further limitations in requiring victims to identify whether their victimization

was bias-motivated and their perception of the offender’s motivation. Victims may not know

or misperceive their victimization. Indeed, BJS has funded external evaluations to enhance and

improve the measurement of hate crimes in the NCVS [36]. How the NCVS defines and cate-

gorizes violence and hate-motivated violence may also differ from how LGBT community

members may define and measure violence. This also includes community-level effects of indi-

vidual victimization.

Finally, the changes to how the NCVS documents sexual orientation and gender identity

may limit future analyses. Further work replicating what we report here will find complica-

tions in producing victimization rates. Analysts at BJS have had to construct different
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analytical approaches to the NCVS to produce a recent report of patterns of violence by sexual

orientation and gender identity [37]. Future research will have to continue to devise such

workarounds. NCVS administrators restored documenting sexual orientation and gender

identity to all respondents aged 16 or over in 2022.

Public policy and broader implications

Recent research has found that LGBT people, particularly transgender persons and bisexual

women, are more likely to be victims of personal and property crimes [23, 38, 39]. Our find-

ings demonstrate that some of these victimization experiences are rooted in bias-motivated

hate, which heightens the harms and consequences for both direct victims and their commu-

nity. These findings highlight the importance of developing and continuing to develop federal,

state, and local interventions to protect LGBT people from victimization and provide support

and services to mitigate the myriad adverse consequences of these victimization experiences.

However, prior research documents that law enforcement and antiviolence programs and

services may be unprepared to effectively serve LGBT victims and address the full scope of

their needs [40, 41]. In addition, the extant research on bias crime victim responses have dem-

onstrated significant gaps and inadequate services that can further victimize people a they seek

assistance [42], and very few countries offer trained specialist support for the unique needs of

victims of hate crimes [43]. This may be due in part to a lack of understanding of the nature

and effects of victimization among LGBT populations. For instance, our findings show that

LGBT hate crime victims are more likely to be younger than other victims and be victimized

by someone known to them, and about half of violent hate crime victimizations with a LGBT

victim occur in or near their home. Additionally, our findings distinguish the unique mental

and physical harm related to hate-motivated violence on LGBT victims, and suggest that

among LGBT people, the harms of violent hate crime are greater and more severe than harms

from non-hate crime violence.

Even though American’s attitudes have become more accepting of LGBT people and LGBT

rights [44, 45], there has been a recent wave of anti-transgender and anti-LGB legislation in

state legislatures [46]. Following Florida’s passage of Parental Rights in Education or a “Don’t

Say Gay or Trans” law, there was a 406% increase in anti-LGBTQ rhetoric on social media tied

to “groomer” language [47]. Protesters have also shut down libraries [48] and drag queen story

hours [49] for providing affirming LGBTQ+ information to youth. The rise of extreme rheto-

ric and behaviors has the potential to embolden individuals to enact bias-motivated crimes

against LGBT people. For example, during the contentious 2016 presidential elections that

raised anti-LGBT rhetoric, transgender and gender non-conforming people reported

increased exposure to hate speech and violence [50]. LGBT advocates further suggest that this

rhetoric has direct connections to the Club Q mass shooting that occurred in late November

2022 [51]. Thus, our findings emphasize the importance of continued documentation of the

victimization experiences of LGBT people.

One controversial intervention is enhanced punishments in hate crime laws, which add

penalties to crimes motivated by hate. Scholars and community members have critiqued hate

crime laws as supporting a carceral state and reinforcing narratives that harm LGBT commu-

nities. For example, scholars critique the justification for hate crime laws that have excess focus

on the “stranger danger” argument that was used as part of the “tough on crime” approach or

use examples of middle class gay white men as victims when hate crime victims are more

diverse [52]. Our data do not directly speak to these questions, but they can advance the debate

by providing some relevant data. For example, our findings demonstrate the complexity of vic-

tim identities, perpetrator characteristics, and the harms of bias-motivated violence. The
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results challenge the simplistic “stranger danger” narrative of hate crimes against LGBT

persons.

Our findings demonstrate the need for the NCVS and other federal data collection efforts

to continue to expand the extent to which SOGI demographic information are collected so we

better understand the characteristics and harms of bias-motivated violence, discrimination,

and criminal victimization risk and perpetration.
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