Research
Being LGBTQ+ in a College of Agriculture: A Focus Group Exploration of Belonging and Experiences in Agriculture and Rural Communities
 
Introduction
In the United States, approximately 2.9 million to 3.9 million citizens identify as LGBTQ+. A significant number of those LGBTQ+ citizens reside in rural communities and engage in agricultural practices throughout the country and serve critical roles as community members (Movement Advancement Project, 2019). Research largely ignores the experiences of LGBTQ+ individuals across rural America and in agricultural contexts (Murray et al., 2020), specifically in postsecondary agricultural education (Elliot-Engel et al., 2019). A plethora of nationwide studies call for a focus on understanding the experiences of this population regarding healthcare, technology, business, rural prosperity and finding other LGBTQ+ individuals in their own communities. 
In a study conducted in the Davis College of Agricultural Sciences and Natural Resources at Texas Tech University, 14% of student participants indicated a sexual orientation other than heterosexual (N=312). While statements of belonging were given to all student participants, the lowest mean scores for LGBTQ+ students indicate they do not always feel like they belong in their college, report few connections with other university students, and assert that staff members are not like them (Rinehart et al., 2023). Those who identified as non-heterosexual significantly differed from their straight peers in terms of their experiences allowing them to be their authentic selves, their sense of belonging at their university, and their feelings that diversity was celebrated at the institution. These findings help demonstrate there are challenges for these students and should be further explored for recruitment, retention, and curricular and co-curricular programming purposes. 
Theoretical Framework
	The behaviors of adaptive leadership (Heifetz, 1998) allow for a prescriptive approach to understanding the process of guiding change from a leader's perspective and creating space for discussion and action to help move the process forward. Adaptive leadership can be defined as the process of leaders providing people with the environment to prepare themselves to navigate challenging issues (Northouse, 2021). As the research team sought to understand the perspectives and insights of LGBTQ+ students, the use of adaptive leadership as a framework for guiding the research allowed for multiple perspectives, and, as a means of creating a space for the discussion to occur, allowed for a holding environment to be created to capture the thoughts and ideas of individual participants. One of the strengths of adaptive leadership is the empowerment opportunities it can provide after creating a holding environment for discussion and work to take place (Northouse, 2021). As a guiding framework, adaptive leadership measures can benefit a project through prescriptive behaviors and allow for the integration of empowerment and work toward action-based approaches to addressing the challenges presented.
Methodology
A qualitative phenomenology approach (Creswell & Poth, 2018) was used to gather the common and personal experiences of LGBTQ+ participants in the Davis College. A focus group format is a form of group interview that is facilitated by a moderator (Chestnutt & Robson, 2001). A focus group format allowed the researchers to understand the collective experiences and individual challenges of LGBTQ-identifying students (Krueger, 2014; Johnson & Parry, 2015) across the agriculture industry and rural communities and allowed the team to challenge the systematic structures of traditional one-on-one interviews. Focus group participants were recruited using flyers, Instagram posts, and word-of-mouth invitations. Thirteen students agreed to participate, and eight participated in the focus group. During the focus group, students were assigned a letter from the alphabet to support privacy and to ensure data remained de-identified. A secure location was chosen on campus, and only those who registered to participate were given the location for the focus group. The use of a facilitator not associated with the research team was employed using recommendations from a previous study (Krueger, 2014).
Results/Findings
The focus group identified various needs for students across the agriculture industry and rural communities. The themes identified were Agriculture Industry Self-Monitoring, LGBTQ+ Hierarchy of Needs, and Rural Support. Participants expressed the need for public support, recognition, and outreach of the LGBTQ+ community from academic colleges. A need for a club or organization focused on LGBTQ+ students in colleges of agriculture as students find it difficult to meet other members of the LGBTQ+ community at the university level. Participants reported that some majors and departments are more inclusive than others. Participants also voiced that they do not feel supported in many sectors of the agriculture industry. Participants reported experiencing homophobia due to their sexual orientation and gender identity.
Some student participants reported not openly speaking about their sexual orientation or gender identity with their peers, faculty, and staff in the classroom or during advising appointments. Participants feel the need to self-monitor (DeVito, 2013) throughout various spaces on campus. Participants also expressed interest in gaining perspective from LGBTQ+ college alumni. Most student participants who grew up in rural communities felt a lack of support from family and community members. Others expressed they would not openly express themselves in their home community. Lack of support was largely attributed due to religious principles or a lack of understanding. 
Conclusions
A need for more inclusive language and allyship from students, faculty, and staff throughout the Davis College is crucial for the support and development of programs across colleges of agriculture. Focus group participants indicated a need for more LGBTQ+ representation in faculty and staff in the Davis College. Some participants were unaware of on-campus resources for LGBTQ+ students. Because of this, it becomes important that multiple means of communication are used to share information with the student body. While most participants did not feel that their sexual orientation or gender identity prevented them from being active or involved at TTU, it has prevented their peers who also identify as LGBTQ+. Participants expressed how discrimination from students, faculty, and staff because of identity affects their mental health. This correlates with nationwide studies reflecting the uptick in mental health challenges on college campuses occurring before COVID-19 (Lipson et al., 2019).
Implications/Recommendations/Impact on the Profession
Students must understand they are supported regardless of their sexual orientation or gender identity. The personal experiences of students directly impact their mental health and it becomes important to indicate to students of all backgrounds that they are supported and that there are available resources. Focus groups allow for colleges of agriculture to identify how to best serve these populations and learn from their experiences. It provides an environment to allow students to voice their concerns and experiences which can lead to appropriate action. Representation matters in terms of how agriculture students see LGBTQ+ professionals in the agriculture industry. As the agriculture industry grows in its commitment to DEI, the policies, and practices of the industry in colleges of agriculture must reflect the spirit of inclusion.
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