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The Community Health 
Series Partnership (CHSP) 
is turning its spotlight 
on  how social media af-
fects Black youth in the 
LGBTQ+ community — in-
cluding how to help teens 
who’ve been victimized 
online. Carlos T. Carter, 
President and CEO of the 
Urban League of Pitts-
burgh, joins us with his 
thoughts, including strat-
egies for navigating social 
media safely.  

 Q: Thanks for joining 
us again, Carlos. Many 
teens today use social 
media to build relation-
ships and communities, 
which can be positive. 
But there’s also poten-
tial harm, especially for 
groups like LGBTQ+ 
youth. What should 

younger teens and par-
ents focus on online?

Carlos: Online harass-
ment is a real concern. 
Some people target minori-
ties, so it’s crucial for youth 
to manage privacy settings, 
use blocking features, and 
know how to report issues 
on apps. They should feel 
comfortable reaching out to 
trusted adults or friends if 
something troubling hap-
pens.

Black LGBTQ+ youth 
face compounded risks due 
to both their sexual and 
racial identities, making 
them targets for bullying. 
It’s vital for them to find 
supportive communities 
online and offline where 
they feel safe and under-
stood. Access to mental 
health resources like coun-

seling is also essential.
Building online relation-

ships requires caution. 
Not everyone online has 
good intentions, so youth 
should verify who they in-
teract with and be wary of 
those seeking personal in-
formation or making them 
uncomfortable. Open com-
munication between par-
ents and teens about their 
online experiences can help 
address concerns without 
judgment.

By being proactive and 
cautious, LGBTQ+ youth 
and their parents can nav-
igate social media more 
safely and positively.

Q: You mentioned 
the double risk Black 
LGBTQ+ youth face 
with online bullying. 
Can you elaborate?

Carlos: Homophobia re-
mains an issue in America 
and the Black community. 
While progress is being 
made, we need to support 
Black LGBTQ+ youth in 
embracing their identities 
proudly. They often turn to 
social media for acceptance 
and support, so ensuring 
their online interactions 
are positive and safe is cru-
cial.

Growing up Black and 
LGBTQ+ can be isolat-
ing, and social media can 
provide a lifeline. Parents, 
educators, and community 
leaders must monitor and 
intervene in negative on-
line interactions.

Creating supportive en-
vironments, both online 
and offline, helps Black 
LGBTQ+ youth navigate 

their identities confident-
ly. Open dialogue, mental 
health support, and access 
to inclusive communi-
ties are essential for their 
well-being.

Q: What strategies can 
Black LGBTQ+ youth 
use to cope with the 
emotional toll of online 
hate?

Carlos: Seek out online 

spaces with like-minded 
individuals, such as group 
chats and moderated 
groups on platforms like 
Facebook, Instagram, and 
TikTok. These communi-
ties offer crucial support 
and connection.

Finding spaces that align 
with their identities as mi-
norities is beneficial. Limit-
ing social media time and 
balancing it with offline ac-
tivities like school, hobbies, 
and physical health pro-
motes overall well-being.

Encouraging mindfulness 
and setting boundaries 
around social media use 
can turn it into a positive 
tool rather than a source of 
stress.

By promoting these strat-
egies, we can help Black 
LGBTQ+ youth protect 
themselves online and fos-
ter a more inclusive society.
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Social media and LGBTQ+ youth

Effects of social media on LGBTQ+ health
Numerous studies have 

focused on the effects of 
social media on adoles-
cent health and well-be-
ing during their formative 
years, highlighting both 
positive and adverse out-
comes faced by adolescents. 
Yet, the effects on minori-
ty groups, especially stig-
matized communities like 
queer youth, remain less 
acknowledged. The term 
LGBTQ+ refers to people 
who identify as lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, transgender, 
queer and questioning.  
Due to limited acceptance 
in many parts of our soci-
ety, along with lack of fami-
ly and community support, 
LGBTQ+ youth often seek 
community and support in 
online environments such 
as social media.

Dr. César Escobar-Vi-
era, Assistant Professor of 
Psychiatry and Behavioral 
and Community Health 
Sciences at the Universi-
ty of Pittsburgh, works to 
improve the mental health 
and well-being of LGBTQ+ 
youth as they navigate the 
complexities of social me-
dia.  Through his research 
group called  the PRIDE 
iM lab, he develops and 
implements digital in-
terventions for and with 
young people, often with 
a focus on educating and 
providing online resources 
to LGBTQ+ youth so they 
have more positive experi-
ences on social media. . The 
PRIDE iM lab focuses on 
better understanding the 

bidirectional relationships 
between social media use 
and mental health, while 
recognizing and leveraging 
the critical role of support-
ive online environments in 
their well-being.

Challenges for LGBTQ+ 
Youth Online

Marginalized groups, 
such as LGBTQ+ youth, en-
dure stress from violence, 
stigma, and discrimina-
tion—factors exacerbated 
online by anonymity.  Mi-
nority stress theory helps 
explain how these stress-
ors that are unique to 
LGBTQ+ youth can con-
tribute to self-discrimina-
tion and self-hate, which 
then contributes to health 
problems like depression, 
anxiety, substance use 
problems, eating disorders, 
and self-harm. Dr. Esco-
bar-Viera explains, “When 
the minority stress theory 
was developed social media 
was barely a thing. So, the 
question that not just we, 
but also other research-
ers, are trying to answer 
is whether there is a dif-
ference on how this theory 
applies online versus in 
person.” Dr. Escobar-Viera 
is curious about how to 
adapt minority stress theo-
ry to online settings and to 
increase protective factors 
for youth, emphasizing the 
importance of safe online 
spaces for a healthy adoles-
cent development.

Impact of Race in Online 
Interactions

LGBTQ+ youth of all 

races face both opportuni-
ties and risks online, and 
experiences vary. Black  
LGBTQ+ youth prefer 
spaces with peers who 
share their experiences as 
Black and LGBTQ+, while 
their Latin American peers  
often opt for anonymity.  
“Interestingly our White 
LGBTQ+ youth had nei-
ther of these preferences, 
which was very illuminat-
ing in showing the differ-
ences in how different rac-
es and ethnicities interact 
with social media within 
the LGBTQ+ community,” 
he notes. Understanding 
these nuances is crucial 
for tailoring support effec-
tively, a focus of ongoing 
research at the PRIDE iM 
Lab.

Navigating Online Nega-
tivity

Effective interventions 
guide teens in identifying 
and disengaging from neg-
ative online interactions. 
Dr. Escobar-Viera explains, 
“It is totally okay to shut 
down a social media con-
nection that is not behav-
ing as an actual ally. That’s 
one of the best things about 
social media, it allows us 
to connect with those who 
bring positive things into 
our lives and limit our con-
nections with those who 
don’t.”  Dr. Escobar-Viera 
advises vigilance against 
such false allies and stress-
es the importance of data 
privacy, reminding teens to 
manage their digital foot-
print cautiously.  Specifical-

ly, it is important to teach 
and remind teens, especial-
ly youth in vulnerable com-
munities like the LGBTQ+, 
that they may not know 
people they meet online 
as well as they may think 
and to be careful about how 
much of themselves they 
allow these people online to 
have access to.

Role of the PRIDE iM 
Lab and Opportunities for 
Involvement

The PRIDE iM Lab aims 
to reduce mental health dis-
parities among LGBTQ+ 
people through research 
and interventions on social 
media. Their work includes 
observational studies to 
continue uncovering the 
relationships between so-
cial media use and men-
tal health and developing 

chatbot interventions tai-
lored for various LGBTQ+ 
groups, including racial 
minorities and youth in ru-
ral areas. They collaborate 
with community organi-
zations to ensure research 
benefits LGBTQ+ youth 

directly. They partner with 
community organizations 
like Casa San Jose and the 
Hugh Lane Wellness Foun-
dation to make sure that 
LGBTQ+ youth are getting 
opportunities to participate 
in and learn from this re-
search. The PRIDE iM lab 
also utilizes a human-cen-
tered approach to their 
research by centering the 
voices of those most affect-
ed by their research in the 
study design process.

To learn more about the 
Pride iM Lab’s research 
or get involved, visit www.
prideim.pitt.edu. You can 
also contact Dr. Escobar-Vi-
era at escobarvieracg@
upmc.edu or research co-
ordinator Tylar Schmitt at 
schmitttn@upmc.edu for 
further information.
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Casa San José connects, supports, 
and advocates for Latino community
A trustworthy, go-to-re-

source for underserved 
Latinos, Casa San José 
(House of Joseph) was 
founded in 2013 by the 
Sisters of St. Joseph of 
Baden. They were inspired 

to open a welcome cen-
ter that would support 
the tireless work of Sister 
Janice Vanderneck, who’s 
cared for Pittsburgh Lati-
nos for more than two 
decades. Headquartered 
in Pittsburgh’s Brookline 
neighborhood, Casa San 
José depends on a dedi-
cated staff of employees, 
sisters, and volunteers to 
provide services and pro-
grams, including: 

* Free medical care 
at locations throughout 
Pittsburgh, including gy-
necological, and obstetric 
services; prenatal, postna-
tal, and pediatric care; and 
more

* Mental health support 
– no insurance required

* Emergency housing op-
tions

* An after-school pro-
gram called Casita

* Food pantries and sum-
mer camps

* Support for individuals 
with autism

* Social and emergency 
services, including Know 
Your Rights sessions

* Community advocacy 
for equal access opportu-
nities

* English language class-
es

Equally important as the 
support it provides to un-
derserved Latinos, Casa 
San José celebrates Lati-
no immigrants and their 
culture — and sets an ex-
ample of how to embrace 
inclusion, dignity, and re-
spect in a country founded 
by immigrants.

For a complete list of pro-
grams and services, visit 
the Casa San José website 
at casasanjose.org or send 
an email to info@casa-
sanjose.org.

Hugh Lane Wellness Foundation champions 
healthy minds, hearts for LGBTQ+ communities

Named in memory of 
Hugh “Huey” Lane, the 
Hugh Lane Wellness Foun-
dation was founded in 2017 
to improve the health of the 
LGBTQ+ and HIV commu-
nities. 

Huey lived during a time 
where being out and open-
ly talking about HIV were 
highly stigmatized. In his 

honor, the Hugh Lane Well-
ness Foundation strives 
to address both LGBTQ+ 
and HIV bias across the 
many intersections of our 
communities. The goal is to 
create spaces and opportu-
nities for individuals to be 
their authentic, courageous 
selves.

The organization focuses 
on three key areas:

1. Community Health: 
Hugh Lane Wellness Foun-
dation works to improve 
health with LGBTQ+ and 
HIV communities by remov-
ing systemic barriers that 
block LGBTQ+ individuals 
from attaining health equi-

ty. Services and programs 
include food, hygiene prod-
ucts and safer sex kits; legal 
aid; case management and 
care coordination; wellness 
events; and senior coffee 
hours.

2. Youth and Family Ser-
vices: Hugh Lane offers a 
full range of services for 
youth, caregivers, schools, 
educators and providers. 
The Hugh Lane staff notes 
that if there’s a service 
you’re looking for — and 
you don’t find it on their 
website — reach out to 
info@hughlane.org, and 
they’ll help you find what 
you need. 

3. LGBTQ Training Con-
sultation Pittsburgh: Hugh 
Lane can tailor trainings 
or workshops for corpo-
rate, medical, social ser-
vice, small business, school, 
workplace, or provider set-
ting. Topics include gender 
diversity; diversity, equity, 
and inclusion; sexual ori-
entation, gender identity, 
and expression; and mental 
health.

Learn more about the 
Hugh Lane Wellness Foun-
dation by visiting hughlane.
org.


