
How does experiencing sexual 
racism predict cannabis use 
disorder symptoms? 
A mediating pathway through anxiety that diminishes with age

Eric K. Layland, PhD
Department of Human Development & Family Sciences

University of Delaware

August 17, 2024

National LGBTQ Health Conference

Atlanta, GA

layland@udel.edu queerdevelopment.com



Sexual Racism

Callander et al., 2015; Han et al., 2007; Bhambhani et al., 2019; Soulliard et al., 2022; Hidalgo et al., 
2020; Souleymanov et al., 2020; Pachankis et al., 2020

Discrimination in romantic or sexual 
partner selection based on perceived racial 
or ethnic identity

Intraminority stress as stressor that comes from 
within a queer community

Shown to impact body image, mental health, 
suicidality, and substance use



Hypervigilance & Anticipating Stress

Herek et al., 2009; Hollinsaid et al., 2023; Brownlow 2023;

Experiencing and witnessing stigma can lead to 
expectation of biased mistreatment

Hypervigilance is connected to psychological 
distress including anxiety

Hypervigilance: stress response that includes 
increased arousal, alert to threatening or 
ambiguous stimuli, monitoring for future threat



Self-Medication & Development

Khantzian, 1985; Scheer et al., 2023; Moitra et al., 2015; Layland et al., 2020 

Using-to-Cope: a self-regulating response 
to distress

Experiences of stigma and stress are not 
uniform across development

Coping motivation associated with 
clinical levels of cannabis use disorder



Research Questions

Among Black and Latinx sexual minority men and 
transgender and nonbinary young adults…

Does anxiety mediate the pathway between sexual 
racism and cannabis use disorder symptoms?

Does this mediating effect vary across the 
transition to adulthood?



LGBTQ  
venues

Social 
media

Who is in the HYM + TRUTH cohort?

Baseline

n = 432

6-month

n = 393

12-month

n = 398

18-month

n = 398

24-month

n = 414

30-month

n = 393

36-month

n = 365

Kipke et al. (2019) JMIR Protocol

42-month

n = 352

Clinic 
referrals

Participant 
referrals



Sexual Racism

VARIABLES Stigma & Sociostructural Burdens

• Brief Symptoms Inventory (BSI-18)
• 6 items of Anxious Symptoms

Psychological Distress

• 6 items of sexual racism frequency
• Tailored to sexual minority men of color

Diaz et al. 2001

Derogatis et al. 2000

Cannabis Hasin et al., 2013

• 11 binary symptoms of cannabis use disorder
• Summed to create count of symptoms



• Cross-lagged mediation design: 

• sexual racism at time t 

• anxious symptoms at time t+1

• cannabis use disorder symptoms at 
time t+2

Anxiety

Sexual Racism Cannabis Use

A B

C

Analysis Moderated Mediation

Aim 1: Sexual Racism → Cannabis

• Moderated Mediation

• Interaction between age and sexual racism at time t

• Random effects account for repeated measures

Age

Aim 2: Variation by Age

• All models control for HIV status, race and ethnicity, financial insecurity, and 
prior anxiety and marijuana  symptoms



How does sexual racism impact Cannabis Use?

Sexual 
Racism

Cannabis Use 
Disorder Symptoms

0.30*

Anxiety 
Symptoms

0.05*

0.06*

Age

-0.25*



How does this association change over time?

Anxiety

Sexual Racism Cannabis Use

A B

C

Age

Age



Discussion: 
Self-Medication & 
Hypervigilance 

Evidence of using cannabis to cope but perhaps 
not always directly in response to stigma

A need to treat comorbid anxiety and cannabis use 
disorder for queer Black and Latinx young adults

Queer communities must confront and reduce 
within community racism 



Pathways for stigma impact 
vary with age

Diminishing effects of sexual racism with age 
could reflect development of new coping

But could also reflect a habitual stress response 
or development of dependence over time

A place for anti-racism in sex education
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