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Abstract
In this study, we explore the relationship between cultural center involvement and college students’ civic engagement outcomes. We utilize data from a large-scale, multi-institutional data set to run a series of regression analyses. Findings indicate that participating in the activities of a cultural center positively correlates with higher levels of civic engagement skills and abilities as well as frequency of civic engagement. We also used effect coding in our models to explore sub-group differences within gender, sexual, and racial identity categories. Disaggregating by identity, our results indicate some disparities among students prior to considering their cultural center involvement. These findings present a significant counter to the widespread attack on diversity, equity, and inclusion efforts, evidencing the continued relevance and positive influence of cultural centers on all students.
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Introduction
Diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) efforts on college campuses are currently under threat in numerous states (Lu et al., 2023). Though DEI-related work is being targeted as detracting from neoliberal notions of educational meritocracy (Museus & LePeau, 2019), diversity-related experiences contribute to undergraduates’ civic engagement (Bowman et al., 2016; Bowman et al., 2023; Cole & Zhou, 2014), an outcome lauded as fundamental to the historical purposes of education (Horowitz, 2015). Among the programs/services under scrutiny are cultural centers, which were similarly challenged upon their introduction in the 1970s for centering the needs of minoritized student populations (Shuford, 2011). While research has detailed the role of diversity-related experiences to students’ civic engagement, little is understood about the direct influence that involvement in cultural centers specifically has on students’ civic engagement.
In this study, we analyzed the relationship between undergraduate college students’ campus cultural centers involvement and their civic engagement. Using data from the National Survey of Student Engagement, we conducted regression analyses on responses to two topical modules (Civic Engagement and Inclusiveness & Engagement with Cultural Diversity) administered between 2019 and 2022. We sought to answer the following research questions:
1) To what extent does participation in the activities of a cultural center impact students’ perceived skills and abilities in civic engagement?
2) To what extent does participation in the activities of a cultural center impact students’ frequency of participation in civic engagement?
3) What differences, if any, exist between students of various gender, sexual, and racial identities?
Literature Review
A Brief History of Cultural Centers
Campus cultural centers arose during the second half of the 20th century as a result of student movements which challenged oppressive institutional structures and environments resistant to fully including an increasingly diverse student population (Patton, 2010; Shuford, 2011). The Black Power movement’s proliferation on college campuses led to the creation of several Black student/cultural centers across the U.S. in the 60s and 70s. Similarly, LGBTQ+ student movements on college campus during the same time led to the first LGBTQ+ resource center at the University of Michigan in 1971 (Dilley, 2019). These centers represented spaces for students to develop community, share resources, and even resist hostile policies/spaces on campus (Renn, 2011). 
However, not all marginalized communities were represented in the cultural center movement. For example, most universities recognize disability as a condition needing legally required accommodation; only recently have (very few) campuses have developed disability cultural centers which address ableism and recognize disability as an essential part of campus diversity (Saia, 2022). Furthermore, because of limited budget appropriation, many cultural centers take the form of multicultural centers – expected to address a litany of student populations within one unit. This dual reality of increasing representation and continued invisibility for different student populations within institutional units is indicative of larger challenges facing campus cultural centers as they attempt to carve a contested organizational niche.
Cultural Centers: Services and Reception
Cultural centers provide a panoply of services that address the needs of their target student, staff, and faculty populations. These centers offer a revolving array of one-off social events as well as mentorship, counseling, and other long-standing programs (Patton, 2010). Cultural centers often also collaborate and consult with other entities on campus, ranging from student organizations to administrative units implementing a program for that population (Patton, 2010). In addition to serving target populations, cultural centers often educate and advocate to counteract hostile, negative environments. Often considered to be institutional experts on the needs of marginalized populations, cultural center staff regularly advocate for more inclusive institutional policies (Patton, 2010); furthermore, they often become the source for campus training in allyship, serving faculty, staff, and students across their campus. While this work is often a fundamental countermeasure to hostile campus climates, cultural centers face plentiful challenges – and critiques.
Challenges and Critiques of Cultural Centers
The contemporary status of campus cultural centers is fraught, particularly as legislation across the U.S. seeks to dismantle diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) efforts in higher education. Legislators have weaponized state funding to force universities into rolling back DEI programs that supported the needs of a variety of student communities (Lu et al., 2023), claiming that they are returning education to its original purpose. Though this current legislation and policy represents a renewed vigor for anti-DEI efforts, their rhetoric follows a long history of rhetoric devaluing the importance of spaces centering marginalized communities. These external challenges frequently forward arguments that cultural centers and other community-specific spaces lead to balkanization and self-segregation, claims that are largely unsubstantiated (Patton et al., 2017; Renn, 2011). Furthermore, emphasizing education as a purely academic endeavor, cultural center and DEI detractors claim these spaces offer no academic value (Patton, 2011). These same arguments formed the basis of institutions’ resistance to establishing cultural centers when students first fought for their development in the 60s and 70s (Shuford, 2011). Representing the widespread, neoliberal belief that education is a meritocratic endeavor devoid of social influence (Museus & LePeau, 2019), these arguments actively reject historical inequities in access as well as inclusion in postsecondary education.
In addition to external economic/political pressures on cultural centers, critical scholarship has examined exclusionary practices within these centers. Scholars question how cultural centers normatively construct the student populations they seek to support through signage, programming, and more. For example, LGBTQ+ centers regularly fail to adequately label and address the needs of especially marginalized gender identities (e.g., trans and non-binary students; Marine & Nicolazzo, 2014) and sexualities (e.g., bisexual students; Tavarez, 2022). These concerns are also explored regarding the intersection of other identities and systems of oppression. In addition to excluding certain groups under the LGBTQ+ umbrella, evidence abounds that LGBTQ+ centers and efforts fail to challenge whiteness and white supremacy (Nicolazzo, 2016; Simms et al., 2023). Scholars have highlighted the tensions of maintaining a central mission to a broad student population while also addressing the diversity within that community (e.g., Black cultural centers; Harris & Patton, 2017). The cultural centers, while a worthy endeavor to buffer negative environments, must contend with these questions if they seek to truly include all students they seek to serve. These critiques and challenges parallel those levied against civic engagement.
Civic Engagement
Civic engagement comprises of several kinds of activity, ranging from educating oneself on social issues on local, state, and national levels to organizing with others on these issues. These activities relate to numerous skills and attitudes, such as desires to remain educated and the ability to engage in political discourse. Though much of higher education values civic engagement as a part of their role in a democratic society, some research suggests that civic engagement is declining with newer generations (Horowitz, 2015). To instill commitments to civic engagement, institutions invest in high impact practices, such as service-learning (Harkins, 2017; Winston, 2015) and/or non-course-related community service (Barnhardt et al., 2015). 
Participating in these high-impact practices promote social justice attitudes, civic awareness, and intellectual growth (Hurtado & DeAngelo, 2012; Mitchell, 2014). Furthermore, these interventions predict higher levels of civic engagement later in life (Harkins, 2017; Myers et al., 2019; Winston, 2015), adding to the evidence that higher education contributes to better civic engagement in adulthood (Horowitz, 2015). Diversity-related experiences, which include educational workshops among other opportunities to interact with people of other identities, also strengthen civic engagement (Bowman et al., 2016; Bowman et al., 2023; Cole & Zhou, 2014). These practices, in addition to contributing civic engagement beliefs, skills, and activities, can also support sense of belonging (Ribera et al., 2017), meaning that engaging in civically-oriented activities (e.g., service learning) can further promote connections to others. 
While numerous efforts address undergraduates’ civic engagement, participation and outcome differences persist. Differences between privileged and marginalized student groups (e.g., across race; Bowman et al., 2023) may point to questions about the motivations and assumptions students bring to civic engagement. These differences are undergirded by critical perspectives on HIPs (Butin, 2015), as research suggests that service-learning focused only on student growth rather than community relationships is negatively correlated with social justice attitudes (Shea et al., 2023). While advocating for civic engagement as a positive skill and disposition for students, we recognize that civically focused HIPs can be informed by problematic assumptions that can influence how students develop civic engagement. This understanding of civic engagement, as well as cultural centers, forms the basis for the current study, which we frame through Astin’s Input-Environment-Outcome model.
Conceptual Framework
Astin’s (1991, 1993) Input-Environment-Outcome (I-E-O) model informed the development of this study. Inputs (I) refer to the background of the student in question, including their personal goals, identities, and educational histories (Astin, 1993). Environments (E) refer to the experiences, practices, and individuals that shape the individual’s immediate context (Astin, 1993). Educational environments can include things such as programs, peers, co-curricular experiences, and more. Lastly, outcomes (O) are those results that are a function of the interaction between inputs and environments (Astin, 1993). Whereas some scholarship only notes inputs as demographic reports, Astin and Antonio (2012) argue that the interaction between student inputs and the environment are foundational to understanding those students’ outcomes. Put another way, to understand the role that environments have on a student’s outcome, one must understand the influence of a students’ inputs on their interactions with an environment. Understanding the role of inputs can explicate outcome differences among students in similar environments. 
For the purposes of this study, we position cultural centers as environments (E) that foster outcomes (O) related to civic engagement (skills/abilities and frequency of engagement). In recognizing that students bring a variety of experiences and identities (I) to their participation in cultural centers as well as their approach to civic engagement, we include analyses that focus on differences among student populations (Astin & Antonio, 2012). This approach provides a more nuanced understanding of the relationship between cultural centers as educational environments (E) and civic engagement as an important student outcome (O).
Methodology
Data
The data for this study comes from the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) between the years 2019 and 2022. The NSSE looks at first year and senior students’ activities and experiences at four-year colleges and universities. In addition to a core set of questions that all students receive, participating institutions can also select optional sets of items centered around different topics that may be of interest to institutions. This study focuses on the 16,988 student respondents from the 27 institutions that chose to add the Civic Engagement and Inclusiveness & Engagement with Cultural Diversity topical modules. The Civic Engagement module includes questions that ask students about their skills and abilities for conflict resolution, as well as their engagement with campus, local, state, national, or global issues. The Inclusiveness & Engagement with Cultural Diversity module includes questions that ask students about topics such as: inclusive teaching practices, institutional values and commitment regarding diversity, and participation in diversity-related coursework and activities.
Measures
Sexual Orientation
NSSE’s demographic question for sexual orientation for the 2019-2022 administrations read as: Which of the following best describes your sexual orientation? Participants were able to choose between Straight (heterosexual); Bisexual; Gay; Lesbian; Queer; Questioning or unsure; Another sexual orientation, please specify; I prefer not to respond. We recoded these into their own dichotomous variables (e.g., “straight/not straight,” “queer/not queer”) to capture any subgroup differences within the LGBQ+ community. Creating these dichotomous variables allowed us to analyze them distinctly in our regression analysis.
Gender Identity
For the 2019-2022 administrations, NSSE’s gender identity demographic question read as: What is your gender identity? Participants were able to select from Man; Woman; Another gender identity; I prefer not to respond.  Similar to how we recoded sexual orientation, we also recoded each gender identity into its own dichotomous variable.
Racial Identity
NSSE’s demographic question for racial identity read as: How would you describe yourself? (Select all that apply.) Participants were able to select American Indian or Alaska Native; Asian; Black or African American; Hispanic or Latina/o; Middle Eastern or North African; Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander; White; Another race or ethnicity; I prefer not to respond. For our study, each identity was recoded as their own dichotomous variable, similar to how we recoded gender identity.
Cultural Center Involvement
Cultural center involvement was measured from a single item from the Inclusiveness & Engagement with Cultural Diversity module, which asks students During the current school year, about how often have you done the following? (Response options: Very often, Often, Sometimes, Never) and participants responded to a subquestion: Participated in the activities of centers related to specific groups (racial-ethnic, cultural, religious, gender, LGBT, etc.).
Civic Engagement
We measured students’ skills and abilities using five individual items from the Civic Engagement module. To supplement this, we also measured students’ frequency of civic engagement using ten individual items from the Civic Engagement module. See Table 1 for full details and descriptive statistics for this civic engagement outcome.
<<<[TABLE 1]>>>
Analyses
To answer our first two research questions regarding the relationships between cultural center involvement and civic engagement, we ran a series of regressions analyses. All of our models included international status, academic class level, and geographic level as controls. Gender identity, sexual orientation, and race were also controlled for in the models where they were not the variable of interest. To answer our third research question about differences based on gender, sexual, or racial identity, we used effect coding to report our regression coefficients. Effect coding allows us to compare the experiences of all students to the average, rather than one particular group (Mayhew & Simonoff, 2015). For example, we were able to compare bisexual students to the average of students from all sexual orientations as opposed to making straight students the default. In order to isolate the effects of the respective identities, when we ran our regressions for sexual orientation, we controlled for gender and race; when we ran our regressions for gender, we controlled for sexual orientation and race; and when we ran our regressions for race, we controlled for sexual orientation and gender.
Positionality
As individuals who hold both privileged and minoritized identities, we both acknowledge the ways that we might unknowingly reify and perpetuate systems of oppression in higher education and simultaneously recognize our desire and responsibility to further educate ourselves so that we can dismantle those systems. To that end, we have devoted our work to serving minoritized communities and creating more equitable environments. I (Olivia) have volunteered in several LGBTQ+ centers and organizations and I (Steven) have worked for a number of years in LGBTQ cultural centers. I (Allison) have extensively utilized assessment data to explore the experiences of sexual and gender minorities – in individual institutions and across the United States. As we approach this article on the impact of cultural centers on civic engagement, we have carefully considered how all cultural centers presently do or (in some cases) do not work towards the liberation of all minoritized peoples. We believe that all cultural centers, even when separated by specific identities, can use intersectionality as a framework for advancing civic engagement as a means for creating a more liberatory world.
Limitations
A few limitations within this study are worth mentioning. Firstly, the gender demographic question can be difficult to interpret due to its inability to distinguish between cisgender and transgender participants, in addition to the inability to disaggregate data for “Another gender identity.” The limitations in the survey wording restricts the diversity of selections for participants’ gender identity and, therefore, hinders our ability to reflect diverse gender identities in this study. Additionally, the question regarding cultural centers did not differentiate between type of cultural center – Multicultural, LGBTQ+, Latino/x/e, Jewish, and so on. The generality of the cultural center question is suited to capturing institutions of all cultural center configurations; however, students of different populations may have unique experiences with different centers and such relationships are lost by this generality. Finally, we acknowledge that although we utilized effect coding in order to not use a specific identity as a reference group, we also recognize that the average still skews towards the dominant identities in the sample, which heavily featured white, straight women.
Results
We divide our results according to each civic engagement measure - skills and abilities, then frequency of participation in civic engagement. For results outputs, please see Table 2.
Civic Engagement Skills and Abilities
Without consideration for cultural center involvement, some identities already reported significant relationships to civic engagement skills and abilities. Students who reported significantly higher levels of civic engagement skills and abilities identified as bisexual (B = .106, p < .001), men (B = .96, p < .001), women (B = .148, p < .001), Middle Eastern/North African (B = .217, p < .001), or Another Race/Ethnicity (B = .444, p < .001). Students who identified as questioning or unsure (B = -.286, p < .001), American Indian/Alaska Native (B = -.29, p < .01), or Asian (B = -.289, p < .001) reported significantly lower levels of skills and abilities. 
The majority of students who had participated in cultural center activities reported significantly higher civic engagement skills and abilities. Only students who identified as American Indian/Alaska Native and Another Race/Ethnicity saw no significant relationship between cultural center participation and civic engagement skills and abilities.
Frequency of Participation in Civic Engagement
A similar pattern to civic engagement skills and abilities occurred in reported frequency of civic engagement. Without considering cultural center involvement, students who identified as bisexual (B = .110, p < .001), queer (B = .301, p < .001), Middle Eastern/North African (B = .132, p < .05), or Another Race/Ethnicity (B =.275 , p < .01) reported significantly higher frequencies of participation in civic engagement. Students who identified as straight (B = -.146, p < .001), questioning or unsure (B = -.222, p < .001), Asian (B = -.097, p < .01), or white (B = -.071, p < .01) reported significantly lower frequencies of participation in civic engagement. Upon participating in cultural center activities, all students showed significantly higher frequencies of participation in civic engagement.
<<<[TABLE 2]>>>
Discussion and Implications
In this study, we sought to understand the role that cultural center involvement on students’ civic engagement skills, abilities, and participation. Our results present several significant findings for research on both civic engagement and the role of cultural centers on campus. As our results indicate, all students’ civic engagement – regardless of identity – was positively benefitted by involvement in cultural centers. In a time where DEI efforts, including those of cultural centers, are being targeted in discourse and legislation (Lu et al., 2023), this finding provides a counterargument to the concern that cultural centers and other identity-specific campus programs balkanize campus and detract from the “true” mission of higher education (Patton, 2011; Patton et al., 2017; Renn, 2011). 
This study validates findings that diversity-related experiences benefit all students’ civic engagement (Bowman et al., 2016; Bowman et al., 2023; Cole & Zhou, 2014). While we agree that cultural centers’ mission should focus on the needs of marginalized student populations, our findings strengthen arguments on the positive influence of cultural centers for all students. Furthermore, our findings indicate that cultural center involvement can positively impact marginalized student populations who normally report lower or insignificant levels of skills, abilities, or frequency of civic engagement. While we cannot be certain of the nature of the cultural centers with which our respondents interacted (e.g., LGBT center vs. Black cultural center vs. multicultural center), the fact that most marginalized student populations saw significant positive relationships develop. 
[bookmark: _Int_KFBgehrk]Our results yield several implications for both research and practice. In terms of future research, scholars should further explore the relationship between cultural centers and civic engagement. In particular, our study looks at cultural centers as a conglomerate; however, many campuses have different cultural centers for distinct identities. Therefore, research should also consider the ways that privilege and marginalization work in tandem within specific identity-based centers to shape a student’s inclination towards civic engagement. Additionally, further research should also explore the conditions that create disparities in civic engagement, pre-cultural center involvement. Our findings demonstrated that students who hold certain identities were more or less likely to be civically engaged than their peers. Although our study does not investigate this relationship more deeply, future scholarship can further unpack these differences.
Our findings also hold several implications for practice. Perhaps most crucially, in a time in which DEI efforts are being attacked on the political stage under claims that they are discriminatory towards people who hold privileged identities (Lu et al., 2023), our findings demonstrate that students from all backgrounds can benefit from participating in cultural center activities. Therefore, we implore colleges and universities to increase funding, resources, and supports for cultural centers, as an act of committing themselves to improving civic engagement outcomes for all students on campus. In particular, colleges and universities can consider how their cultural centers can create programs and initiatives designed to support students that have different needs. For example, students with racially minoritized identities may benefit from different strategies or approaches to civic engagement than white students. But that does not negate the benefits for both racially minoritized students and white students.
Conclusion
This study utilized regression analyses to investigate the relationship between cultural center involvement and civic engagement (skills/abilities and engagement) from data gathered by the National Survey of Student Engagement from 2019 to 2022. Results suggest that participating in cultural center activities is positively associated with civic engagement, across all identities. These findings have important implications as to the role of cultural centers in higher education – namely, that they can contribute to the development of civic-mindedness in college students of all identities. As waves of policy targeting higher education attempt to dismantle DEI efforts like cultural centers, this study argues that cultural centers perform vital services which simultaneously support target student populations while also providing educational benefits to all students on campus.
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	Table 1
Scale Descriptives and Component Items for Outcome Variable

	
	
	Count 
	Range 
	Mean 
	St. Dev.
	Cronbach’s α 
	ICC 

	Civic Engagement - Skills and Abilities 
	16,960 
	1-5 
	3.74
	.75
	.85 
	.03

	
	Select the response that best represents your ability to do the following:  
Response options: Poor (1) to Excellent (5) 
a. Help people resolve their disagreements with each other
b. Resolve conflicts that involve bias, discrimination, and prejudice 
c. Lead a group in which people from different backgrounds feel welcomed and included
d. Participate in a constructive dialogue with someone who disagrees with you
e. Contribute to the well-being of your community

	Civic Engagement – Frequency of Engagement
	16,841 
	1-4 
	2.14
	.67
	.92 
	.01

	
	During the current school year, whether course-related or not, about how often have you done the following?  
Response options: Very often, Often, Sometimes, Never
a. Informed yourself about campus or local issues
b. Informed yourself about state, national, or global issues
c. Discussed campus or local issues with others
d. Discussed state, national, or global issues with others
e. Raised awareness about campus or local issues
f. Raised awareness about state, national, or global issues
g. Asked others to address campus or local issues
h. Asked others to address state, national, or global issues
i. Organized others to work on campus or local issues
j. Organized others to work on state, national, or global issues






	Table 2
Regression Coefficients for Civic Engagement Based on Demographic Identification and Cultural Center Involvement (CCI)

	
	
	
	Civic Engagement - Skills and Abilities
	Civic Engagement – Frequency of Engagement

	 
	 
	
	Count
	Without CCI
	With CCI
	Without CCI 
	With CCI

	 
	 
	
	
	B Sig. 
	B Sig. 
	B Sig.
	B Sig. 

	Sexual Orientation
	Straight
	13,308 (78.7%)
	
	.192***
	-.146***
	.441***

	
	Bisexual
	1,421 (8.4%)
	.106***
	.190***
	.110***
	.388***

	
	Gay
	310 (1.8%)
	
	.202***
	
	.434***

	
	Lesbian
	250 (1.5%)
	
	.170**
	
	.492***

	
	Queer
	244 (1.4%)
	
	.194***
	.301***
	.417***

	
	Questioning or Unsure
	277 (1.6%)
	-.286***
	.297***
	-.222***
	.399***

	
	Another Sexual Orientation
	318 (1.9%)
	
	.260***
	
	.399***

	Gender Identity
	Man
	5,572 (32.8%)
	.96***
	.206***
	
	.490***

	
	Woman
	10,929 (64.3%)
	.148***
	.188***
	
	.403***

	
	Another Gender Identity
	226 (1.3%)
	
	.211***
	
	.479***

	Racial Identity
	American Indian or Alaska Native
	47 (0.3%)
	-.29*
	
	
	.432***

	
	Asian
	2,117 (12.5%)
	-.289***
	.201***
	-.097**
	.703***

	
	Black or African American
	1,073 (6.3%)
	
	.196***
	
	.462***

	
	Hispanic or Latina/o
	3,340 (19.7%)
	
	.200***
	
	.439***

	
	Middle Eastern or North African
	215 (1.3%)
	.217***
	.156*
	.132*
	.420***

	
	Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander
	53 (0.3%)
	
	.492**
	
	.380*

	
	White
	7,603 (44.8%)
	
	.195***
	-.071**
	.436***

	
	Another Race or Ethnicity
	108 (0.6%)
	.444***
	
	.275**
	.436***

	
	Multiracial
	1,926 (11.3%)
	
	.204***
	
	.391***

	Note: *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. We only present statistically significant coefficients here (p < .05). We standardized outcomes so that unstandardized B could be interpreted as an effect size. All models included controls for international status, academic class year, and geographic region. Gender identity, sexual orientation, and race were controlled for in the models where they were not the variable of interest.



	
	
	



