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Purpose
The purpose of this case series is to highlight rural or-

ganizations doing exemplary work to build community 
among lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer/
questioning (LGBTQ+) residents, and create a more in-
clusive environment in their communities. These may 
serve as examples to other individuals or organizations 
considering expanding their LGBTQ+-inclusive pro-
gramming. 

Background and Policy Context
Feeling seen, welcomed, and included in one’s com-

munity is essential to strong social cohesion and to 
good health outcomes. However, perceptions of social 
cohesion vary by sexual orientation, with lesbian, gay, 
and bisexual adults reporting lower levels of social cohe-
sion, with potentially harmful impacts on their health.1 

Beyond social cohesion, rural LGBTQ+ residents 
face other barriers to good health,2 including higher 
rates of chronic conditions; more barriers to accessing 
care, especially LGBTQ+-friendly and gender-affirming 
care; and less access to LGBTQ+-specific organizations 
and affinity groups.3 Still, despite the barriers they face, 
members of the LGBTQ+ population continue to live 
in rural areas across the US, and information is urgently 
needed on how best to support their health, well-being, 
and quality of life. 

Community organizations play a key role in provid-
ing services and programming in rural communities. 
This case study series highlights examples of rural com-
munity organizations providing LGBTQ+ welcoming 
and inclusive programming and services from different 
regions across the U.S. These examples may be help-
ful to other rural community organizations wanting to 
deepen their embrace of their LGBTQ+ neighbors and 
community members. 

Approach
For this case study series, we identified organizations 

working to create connections and build community 
resources for LGBTQ+ individuals in rural communi-
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Key Findings

• This case series highlights the 
work of three community-based 
organizations: Spectrum of Findlay, 
Ohio, Collidescope in Danville, 
Virginia, and Olympic Pride in Port 
Townsend, Washington. The presence 
of these organizations in rural 
communities builds connectedness 
and lays the foundation for 
awareness, inclusivity, and education 
around LGBTQ+ issues. 

• In this way, community organizations 
like those highlighted here are 
precursors to good health and quality 
of life for LGBTQ+ individuals and 
families.

• While not yet a universal reality, 
many rural areas are increasingly 
embracing LGBTQ+ residents and 
offering services to support them and 
unite the greater community.
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ties. This was done by a combination of an online en-
vironmental scan of existing programs, and contacting 
rural or health-related organizations of whom we had 
existing knowledge to ask about exemplar programs. Pri-
mary data were collected through key informant inter-
views, conducted via Zoom between fall 2021 and winter 
2022. We analyzed each case study individually in order 
to identify key themes, including challenges and oppor-
tunities related to building community resources for LG-
BTQ+ individuals in rural communities.

Case #1: Spectrum of Findlay
Rural Community Context

Findlay is the county seat of Hancock County, Ohio 
and home to approximately 40,000 residents.4 It is lo-
cated in the northwestern region of the state, roughly 40 
miles south of Toledo.4 Findlay is a hub for several na-
tional corporations, including the headquarters of Coo-
per Tire and Rubber Company, Marathon Petroleum, 
and Whirlpool’s dishwasher manufacturing plant.5 

Hancock County residents are, on average, among the 
healthiest Ohioans.6 A lower percentage rate their health 
as “fair or poor” compared with the rest of the state (14% 
vs. 18%).6 Smoking, obesity, and excessive drinking rates 
are all below the state average.6 Measures of education 
and socioeconomic status, including high school gradu-
ation rates, child poverty, and income inequality, are all 
better in Hancock County than the rest of Ohio.6 De-
mographically, most Hancock County residents are non-
Hispanic White (88.9%); the county has a higher than 
average Hispanic population (5.6%), compared to the 
rest of the state.6 

Organizational Overview
Spectrum of Findlay is a nonprofit organization pro-

viding support and educational resources to the local 
LGBTQ+ community in Findlay. They aim to reach 
all LGBTQ+ people and affirming families in Findlay, 
and across the northwest region in Ohio. A 501(c)(3) 
nonprofit organization, they are funded largely through 
corporate sponsors headquartered in Findlay (e.g. Mara-
thon Petroleum, Cooper Tire, Whirlpool), as well as a 
series of smaller grants (e.g. Hancock County Commu-
nity Foundation, ADAMHS Board), and private dona-
tions.7,8 Spectrum also began receiving state funding in 
November of 2021 to host an Ohio Kinship and Adop-
tion Navigator within their organization.9

Spectrum of Findlay began in 2003 as a low-key, 
backyard barbecue style Pride event run through a local 
church. In 2010 when the church shut down, members 

of the LGBTQ+ community in Findlay knew the work 
needed to continue, and Spectrum of Findlay became a 
501(c)(3) nonprofit organization. Still, it was primar-
ily a small annual Pride celebration until 2016, when 
they began offering year-round opportunities for com-
munity members to engage in educational and advocacy 
programming. They now offer support groups for LG-
BTQ+ youth, their parents, and LGBTQ+ adults. In ad-
dition to year-round programming, they still offer and 
have increasingly devoted time and resources to mak-
ing their Pride celebrations far-reaching and memorable 
events, even while keeping their community safe and 
adapting during the COVID-19 pandemic. Their Pride 
event in 2021 drew a crowd of more than 2,000 indi-
viduals, coming from across the region to celebrate. 

Key Features
The main goal of Spectrum of Findlay is to create 

a sense of belonging for the LGBTQ+ community in 
Findlay, and across the larger northwest Ohio region. 
Spectrum Program Manager Vy Allen emphasized the 
centrality of relationships in their work, 

“Overall, we’re just trying to relationship-build 
with as many people in the area as we can and 
connect people and places that might not have 
been connected otherwise.” 

Spectrum does this in both virtual and physical 
spaces, with an active social media presence and virtual 
meet-ups, as well as services available within their office 
building. People can make an appointment or drop by 
the physical location to ask questions about navigating 

Figure 1: Map of Ohio showing Findlay, OH
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the health care system or finding LGBTQ+-affirming 
therapists, for example, or participate in one of the sup-
port group sessions led by a licensed provider. Spectrum 
also does some work in advocating for LGBTQ+-inclu-
sive policies, and works with local schools, especially on 
anti-bullying efforts.10 

Since 2016, support groups have been a key compo-
nent of the programming Spectrum offers. Initially, these 
support groups combined LGBTQ+ youth, parents and 
allies, and LGBTQ+ adults. However, realizing each had 
distinct needs and desires in a support group setting, 
they began to offer separate groups in 2018. Now, they 
serve more than 200 families and youth, through more 
than 50 peer and social support groups per year.10

As their Pride events continue to grow, beyond the 
actual celebration and donations they provide, the com-
munity increasingly sees Spectrum as a resource and is 
becoming more aware of their services.  Allen also high-
lighted the importance of Pride celebrations as a power-
ful morale boost for the LGBTQ+ community in north-
west Ohio. They plan to bring a safe and celebratory 
event to Findlay again in 2022.

Challenges and Opportunities
Despite the clear inroads made in the community, 

stigma against LGBTQ+ individuals is still present in 
Findlay and in rural Ohio in general. Allen noted that 
this is especially pronounced in schools, with battles to 
start or keep Gender and Sexuality Alliances (GSAs) or 
gender spectrum clubs, opposition from school board 
members to the use of transgender students’ names and 
pronouns in classrooms, and more. It can be especially 
challenging for students who do not find support at 
home or in school; this makes the existence of organiza-
tions like Spectrum all the more vital.

In addition to the actual stigma people face, Allen 
spoke to a perceived stigma in rural, northwest Ohio, 
“People might look at us and see how we vote, see how 
our towns are run, and it just doesn’t look like an affirm-
ing place.” This may make people feel that there is not 
an affirming community waiting for them, but in real-
ity, this is not the case. Spectrum is actively working to 
make connections and reach more people. 

Still, Spectrum finds signs of hope that support for 
the LGBTQ+ community continues to grow. For ex-
ample, they have a strong partnership with a local health 
care organization that does HIV testing; they also work 
frequently with the substance use and treatment com-
munity. Both of these partnerships provided connec-
tions to people and organizations they might not have 
otherwise realized were LGBTQ+-affirming. One of the 

most common requests that Spectrum gets is for “safe” 
providers – those who will not discriminate against 
someone for being LGBTQ+, and especially those 
who will provide gender-affirming care to transgender 
and nonbinary individuals. Some websites, such as the 
World Professional Association for Transgender Health 
(WPATH), do list gender-affirming providers, but a 
search for Findlay, Ohio yields no results. Since “safe” 
providers are not widely advertised or designated on 
clinic websites, Spectrum’s interpersonal and organiza-
tional connections help enable these recommendations 
when they may not otherwise be possible. 

Finally, connecting to larger LGBTQ+ organizations 
in Columbus, Dayton, and across Ohio has also meant 
an opportunity to leverage the social capital and edu-
cational resources that come with being a more estab-
lished resource. For example, Allen discussed the close 
relationship Spectrum has with Equitas Health, which 
does statewide LGBTQ+-affirming health care: 

“In this partnership, we’ve brought weekly HIV 
testing into the Hancock County community, 
which has created buzz around Equitas as it grows 
to operate in Northwest Ohio. They are now also 
partnering with our county Health Department do-
ing testing and training with staff.” 

Combining these far-reaching relationships with 
deep local ties in Findlay, Spectrum aims to continue to 
grow in their work.

Case #2: Collidescope VA
Rural Community Context

Danville is an independent city in rural, south-cen-
tral Virginia, along the border with North Carolina; it 
sits on the fall line of its namesake, the Dan River.8 It is 
home to nearly 43,000 Virginians and is well known for 

Figure 2: Map of Virginia showing Danville, VA
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its mix of outdoor recreation, historical landmarks, and 
cultural and entertainment venues.9 Demographically, 
Danville has a higher concentration of non-Hispanic 
Black residents than across the commonwealth (51% 
vs 19%), as well as a higher proportion of older adults 
(21.3% vs. 15.9%).10 

When it comes to health, residents are more like-
ly to face difficulties accessing medical care, as Dan-
ville is classified as a medically underserved area and 
as a health professional shortage area for both mental 
health services and dental care.11 A higher percentage of 
Danvillians rate their health as “fair or poor” compared 
with the rest of the commonwealth (25% vs. 17%).10 
Danville has nearly twice the average rate of premature 
death compared with the rest of the commonwealth.10

Organizational Overview
Collidescope VA is a nonprofit serving LGBTQ+ 

individuals and allies in Danville, Virginia, and the 
surrounding region.12 Their mission is “…to grow con-
nectedness to inclusive social events, business related 
resources, and health opportunities for LGBTQ+ com-
munity members in Southern Virginia,” which they 
achieve in a variety of ways.12 Collidescope VA was ini-
tially born out of this desire for increased connected-
ness among the LGBTQ+ community in Danville. The 
first big kickoff for Collidescope was a Pride event in 
2018. After a successful celebration, many LGBTQ+ 
individuals in the Danville area expressed the desire to 
have an ongoing way to gather, to connect, and to sup-
port one another. Collidescope VA is now a 501(c)(3), 
funded by a combination of grants and donations, as 
well as some events and direct fundraising. 

Key Features
Those who helped start Collidescope connect build-

ing community for LGBTQ+ individuals directly to 
the promotion of better health, quality of life, and 
wellbeing for not only those individuals, but also for 
the entire Danville community. As Collidescope Board 
Member Bryan Price stated, 

“We were losing talent, frankly. Young LGBTQ+ 
artists, creative visionaries, and others who might 
otherwise settle in Danville were leaving because 
they felt they did not have a place to belong. In 
building a community for these folks, Danville 
gains their membership, and is a far richer area 
for all they bring.” 

Their bi-monthly events range from casual café 

gatherings to fun-filled drag karaoke to more relaxed, 
mindful meditation, and panel events discussing top-
ics like faith and spirituality. Many residents in the 
Danville community are looking for opportunities to 
deconstruct some of the beliefs and stigma they face, 
and more. Price noted that changing hearts and minds 
takes consistent work over time, and that Danville area 
residents seem increasingly willing to engage in this 
process.

Challenges and Opportunities 
For LGBTQ+ individuals in Danville and southern 

Virginia, personal safety remains a concern. This in-
cludes overt fears of physical harm, but is more com-
monly experienced in the form of bullying in schools, 
fear of discrimination in the workplace, and daily mi-
croaggressions. Virginia passed the Virginia Values Act 
in 2020 to expand non-discrimination protections on 
the basis of sexual orientation and gender identity.13 

Still, Price notes that some people fear the challenge 
of taking their employer to court to uphold the legal 
protections offered, and that stigma is a clear reality for 
the LGBTQ+ community in southern Virginia.

LGBTQ+ residents are also working toward in-
creased visibility and acknowledgement, meaning hav-
ing their presence seen and affirmed, and their role in 
the community solidified. In 2018, the mayor of Dan-
ville read a proclamation from the City Council that 
declared June LGBTQ+ Pride Month in Danville.14 
The open affirmation of support and celebration meant 
a lot to the community. 

Another important opportunity has come from a re-
lationship with the Virginia Rural Health Association 
(VRHA).15 This organization and others like it that are 
increasingly becoming LGBTQ+ advocates, while not 
necessarily LGBTQ+-centric, can have a tremendous 
impact in validating and amplifying the work that Col-
lidescope VA is doing. In particular, VRHA’s history, 
reputation, and reach offers powerful support to the 
work being done for LGBTQ+ individuals and allies in 
Danville and across southern Virginia.

Case #3: Olympic Pride
Rural Community Context

Port Townsend, Washington, is the county seat of 
Jefferson County; it is home to approximately 10,000 
Washingtonians.16,17 Port Townsend was named one of 
the “Most Beautiful Small Towns to Visit in the U.S.” 
with its many Victorian buildings, numerous cultural 
events, and famous independent maritime center.18 
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Jefferson ranks among the healthiest of Washington’s 
39 counties, with below state averages for health met-
rics like obesity, physical inactivity, teen births, and sex-
ually transmitted infections.19 Located on the northeast 
tip of the Olympic Peninsula, Port Townsend residents 
live in a health professional shortage area for primary 
care, mental health care, and dental care, and may face 
challenges accessing health services.20 Demographi-
cally, Port Townsend is primarily non-Hispanic White 
(88.2%), with a higher concentration of older adult 
residents than the state average (37.9% vs. 15.9%).19

Organizational Overview
Olympic Pride is a nonprofit organization serving 

the LGBTQ+ community in Port Townsend, Washing-
ton, and the Olympic Peninsula. Their mission is “…
to support the LGBTQ+ community on the Olympic 
Peninsula through awareness, education, and commu-
nity engagement.”21 In 2018, after a successful com-
munity event yielded extra funds raised as part of the 
event, participants voted to use them to establish a LG-
BTQ+ Pride celebration for the area. This transformed 
over the next few years to a sustained community 
non-profit, which serves LGBTQ+ individuals across 
the Peninsula, with a special focus on its youth. As a 
501(c)(3), Olympic Pride is primarily donation-based, 
from small businesses and individuals, as well as grant 
supported through the Pride Foundation22 and the 
Jefferson Community Foundation.23 The overarching 
goal of Olympic Pride is the eventual elimination of 
the inequities experienced by LGBTQ+ individuals on 
the Olympic Peninsula. More immediately, goals in-
clude establishing an even stronger presence, as well as 
reestablishing a physical gathering space for LGBTQ+ 
youth.

Just prior to the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
Olympic Pride had established a drop-by youth center 
open a couple of afternoons per week. The center was 

only ever open twice before it shut down due to CO-
VID-19 safety protocols. Olympic Pride is currently in 
the midst of gathering resources and funds to reopen a 
youth center as “an inclusive safe space for LGBTQ+ 
youth and their allies.”21 Recently, Olympic Pride 
helped local youth establish a gender spectrum club at 
the local high school. The current group of youth are 
all high school seniors, so helping enable them to pass 
this group on to younger students is vital. They are ea-
ger to continue establishing lasting places of empower-
ment and acceptance for LGBTQ+ kids. 

Much of the initial work to pave the way for LG-
BTQ+ individuals to find an affirming community in 
the area was driven by Emelia De Souza, a well-known 
community leader. A transgender woman of color, she 
wanted to remain in her community when she transi-
tioned (i.e., from her sex assigned at birth to her gender 
identity) nearly a decade ago. She was willing to help 
her neighbors and local health care providers under-
stand and learn about transgender people and their 
needs, and people were willing to engage and learn. 
Olympic Pride Executive Director Ellen Caldwell 
highlighted the importance of Emelia’s leadership and 
the way she laid the groundwork for their organization:

 “The way she founded it really set the tone for 
who we are today; we are here for community 
connection, living together in respect and celebra-
tion of one another.” 

Caldwell recognizes the fortune of the particular ru-
ral area they serve; there was a community sentiment 
that most individuals were already accepting of LG-
BTQ+ individuals. Olympic Pride members see them-
selves as starting off from the initial point of acceptance 
and moving further into awareness and education.

Key Features
Olympic Pride emphasizes its role as serving the en-

tire community of the Olympic Peninsula. While they 
exist for the support of LGBTQ+ individuals, they 
also seek to be part of growing connectedness between 
LGBTQ+ folks and every one of their neighbors. For 
example, they might help a local business owner un-
derstand how to interact (and train their staff to do 
so, too) professionally and respectfully when a gender-
fluid person walks into their store. This relationship 
building across sexual orientation and gender identity 
extends to youth as well, where the planned-for youth 
center will have designated hours on certain days or 

Figure 3: Map of Washington showing Port Townsend, 
WA
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evenings for all of the youth in the community, not just 
those who identify as LGBTQ+, to hang out together 
and be supportive of one another.

Mutual support among the Port Townsend commu-
nity was also on display during the Pride celebration in 
2021. Despite the ongoing pandemic safety needs and 
restrictions changing initial plans, rural ingenuity won 
out. Pride Line 2021 drew more than 200 people lined 
up (six feet apart) during a record heat wave to cel-
ebrate Pride; it raised more than $10,000 to go toward 
the reopening of the Youth Center. Olympic Pride also 
occupies a regular booth at the Port Townsend Satur-
day Market, which has offered tremendous educational 
and community engagement opportunities, as well as 
the ability for youth to drop by and learn about pro-
gramming.

Still, this is a challenge Caldwell finds hopeful. 

“People might come to us and say, ‘My grand-
child just told me they are nonbinary, and I don’t 
know what that means. Can you tell me more 
about this?’ In and of itself, this willingness to be 
educated and desire to meet the LGBTQ+ com-
munity where they are is an amazing opportunity.” 

The next step is the education gap, and Olympic 
Pride looks forward to an increasingly strong future 
presence, offering support and education. 

Conclusion
Feeling seen, included, and valued in one’s commu-

nity are building blocks to social cohesion and overall 
wellbeing. This case series highlights three examples of 
rural organizations doing exemplary work to strength-
en relationships and support for LGBTQ+ residents, 
and create a more inclusive environment in their com-
munities. Other rural community leaders can apply 
their lessons learned in their own efforts to improve 
social cohesion in their community. 
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