
 
 

 
           
 
 
 
 
June 18, 2010 
 
TO: Interested Parties 
 
FR: Cornell Belcher   
 
RE: Attitudes of African Americans in the beltway region toward LGBT issues12 
 
Discrimination is very much alive and well in America and the struggle for equality and human 
rights maintains a special place in the hearts and minds of African Americans in the beltway 
region. Indeed this issue is consistently the strongest and broadest value consideration in any of 
our testing (also true with African Americans nationally). In spite of Obama’s historic election, 
discrimination issues continue to be front and center in the African American community.  
Moreover, African Americans in the region feel other minority groups are growing better off or 
advancing further than they are today.   This African American beltway survey finds no 
significant changes in attitudes surrounding LGBT issues compared to the national research 
project we previously conducted for ARCUS back in 2008.  Indeed, LGBT proponents should 
not expect a change until there is a coordinated effort to move the community in this area.  
 
The majority of African Americans, even inside the “progressive” beltway, still feel and live 
with the sting of discrimination (a third feel some form of discrimination at least monthly!).  So 
unlike the white audience, conversations about discrimination and even the continued broad 
existence of it is a much easier and more familiar topic with African Americans.  To be clear, 
focusing on discrimination is the rallying point for bringing together and mobilizing the 
African American community alongside the LGBT community.   
 
Discrimination is our common foe and African Americans readily acknowledge its broad impact 
on both communities.  Indeed, African Americans in the beltway are nearly as likely to say 
that gays and lesbians are as discriminated against as they are:  a 44 percent plurality say 
gays and lesbians are discriminated against a lot and 24 percent say somewhat.  Thus, they 
strongly support language around fighting for equality with gays and lesbians: 64 percent agree 
we should unify with the LGBT community in order to be more effective in advancing 
everyone’s rights.   
 
As was revealed in the earlier research referring to gay rights as civil rights alienates African 
Americans and moves them away from support of LGBT issues. You simply can not equate one 

                                                
1 400 registered voters from the DC Beltway region were surveyed June 10 - June 14, 2010. Margin of error is +/- 
4.9 percent. 
2 The Arcus Foundation sponsored research on African American attitudes on LGBT equality as a follow-up to its 
recently release report, LGBT Rights and Advocacy: Messaging to African American Communities. 
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struggle with the other.  A 67 percent majority feel the term “Civil Rights” belongs exclusively 
to the historical struggle of African Americans (in fact 54 percent strongly feel that way!).   
 
A campaign that is centered on eradicating discrimination in all its forms will resonate with 
African Americans’ historical consciousness and sensitivity to these issues. African Americans 
are predisposed toward a fight against discrimination and it is a common space for Blacks and 
the LGBT community to share.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Segmenting the Community 
 
As in any campaign, some groups are more persuadable and some just should not be targets at 
all. Using more sophisticated tools for analysis based on values, we were able to cluster 
respondents into three basic groups for mobilizing the African American community on LGBT 
issues broadly or marriage equality in particular: 
 

§  Group 1: The Live-and-Let-Lives are made up of a substantial plurality of respondents 
(46 percent).  A 46 percent plurality is fluid or potentially swings on these issues.  Cluster 
analysis revealed this group to be open to and positive towards many of the issues 
surrounding homosexuality – they are our first tier of persuadables.   
 

§ Group 2: The-Leave-Me-Out-Of-Its, which includes a quarter of respondents (25 
percent) is very supportive of equal rights and acceptance in the abstract and issues of 
LGBT equality such as employment non-discrimination, the repeal of “Don’t Ask, Don’t 
Tell,” and eradicating bullying and harassment in schools may be issues on which support 
can be built among this cohort.   

 
§ The nearly impossible-to-persuade individuals reside in Group 3: The Moral Arbiters, 

which represent less than a third of respondents (29 percent) are the old moralists and, 
frankly, will never accept anything gay in any form.   

 

1. How can we as African Americans, who have 
struggled and died to expand freedoms and 
rights in this country, support denying any 
group of people their human rights? As a 
community, we have a historical responsibility 
to fight discrimination in all its forms. 75% agree 18% disagree 

2. Most people in this country believe in fairness 
and equality for everyone. Two people in love, 
committed to spending their lives together, 
sharing life’s blessings and burdens, should be 
able to go to City Hall and get a marriage 
license, whether they are straight or gay or 
lesbian  45% agree 44% disagree 
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Marriage Equality  
 
On the issue of marriage equality, the biggest challenge to building support among African 
Americans is that Blacks do not view a lack of access to legal marriage as discrimination. While 
a majority of African Americans in the region oppose marriage equality, a strong majority (80 
percent agree overall and 65 percent strongly agree) believes same sex couples deserve the same 
legal protections as opposite sex couples. This highlights the strong and broad community 
reaction to an issue when perceived as discrimination. 
 
For a considerable segment of the Black community in this region, opposition to marriage 
equality is not viewed as discrimination, and their opposition is grounded in a perception that 
homosexuality is a choice.  Fifty-two percent of African Americans in the region think that gays 
and lesbians can simply choose to change their sexual identity and become straight.  For the 
overwhelming majority in the Capital Beltway Region, the challenge for building support on this 
issue is not about what impact marriage equality will have on them or their communities directly 
for they do not feel it will impact their lives (79 percent feel it will have no impact on their 
lives). Both the challenge and opportunity here is to educate and build a coalition around fighting 
discrimination in all its forms.   
 
Conclusion 
 
Focusing on discrimination and the African American community’s historic commitment to 
fighting it is the most effective way to move persuadable members of the black community on 
LGBT issues.  In order to build support for marriage equality among persuadable African 
Americans, proponents must directly address this perception of homosexuality as a choice and 
identify and articulate the benefits of marriage equality to mainstream African Americans.  In 
particular, changing African American views on homosexuality as a choice should make 
engaging the community on marriage equality a much more fruitful endeavor.  
 
While persuading African Americans to support marriage equality is the most challenging issue 
to address, there is very fertile ground to create a coalition on issues such as employment non-
discrimination, “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell,” and eradicating bullying and hate crimes. Like every 
community there are some members of the African American more persuadable than others and 
targeting communication and organizing to them is the most efficient use of resources.  


