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INTRODUCTION
Even under normal circumstances, child welfare
systems can be a fraught environment for LGBTQ+
youth. Like all young people in these systems, they must
cope with the abuse and neglect they may have suffered
at the hands of their caregivers. But LGBTQ+ youth are
at higher risk of additional harms, including
discrimination, institutionalization, and even abuse
within the system. They are more likely to age out
without ever achieving permanency. LGBTQ+ young
people in out-of-home care are disproportionately
people of color and are therefore exposed to
compounding and unique inequities associated with
their intersectional identities. LGBTQ+ youth are also
more likely to experience homelessness, live in poverty,
and suffer from chronic illness—already pervasive
issues among children who spend time in child welfare
systems. The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbates these
risks. It wreaks havoc on the fragile dynamics that
protect these youth, and will undoubtedly continue to
have a significant impact on them and child welfare
systems for years to come.
This report was developed with extensive input from
LGBTQ+ young people currently or formerly in foster
care, LGBTQ+ young people currently or formerly
experiencing homelessness, and direct service workers.
We identify how the pandemic is amplifying some of the
risks for LGBTQ+ youth in child welfare systems and
propose practices to mitigate them. Now, more than
ever, LGBTQ+ young people must be protected.

PREVENTING SUICIDE
Learn the signs, the facts, and how you can help
prevent suicide.
Each one of us can play a vital role in ensuring that all young
people, regardless of their sexual orientation or gender
identity, are provided with safe, accepting and supportive
environments at home, at school and in their communities.
As a parent or educator, you can be a lifeguard for your children or students by understanding the warning signs and
risk factors of suicide and letting the youth in your life know
that support is always available if they need it.
The Warning Signs: Learning the warning signs of suicide is
a huge part of preventing a crisis. Although emotional ups
and downs are normal, sometimes a person who is suicidal
gives certain signs or hints that something is wrong. Knowing these major warning signs can help you connect someone you care about to support if they need it – even if that
person is yourself.
Have you or someone you know felt…?
 Unimportant
 Trapped
 Hopeless
 Overwhelmed
 Unmotivated
 Alone
 Irritable
 Impulsive
 Suicidal
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Supporting LGBTQ Youth in Foster Care
There are approximately 175,000 youth ages 10–18 in foster care in the United States. Of these youth, an estimated 5–10 percent—and likely more—are lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, or questioning (LGBTQ).
Like all young people, LGBTQ youth in foster care need the support of a nurturing family to help them negotiate
adolescence and grow into healthy adults. However, LGBTQ youth in foster care face additional challenges. Despite these challenges, LGBTQ youth— like all youth in the child welfare system— can heal and thrive when
families commit to accepting, loving, and supporting them as they grow into their potential as adults.

Addressing Common Misconceptions

There is a lot of misinformation about sexual orientation and gender identity. Here are some
things that are important for you to know about LGBTQ youth in your home:
LGBTQ youth are a lot like other youth. In fact, the similarities that LGBTQ youth in foster care share with
other youth in care far outweigh their differences. Most, if not all, youth in foster care have been affected by
trauma and loss; they require acceptance and understanding. Making sure your home is welcoming to all differences, including race, ethnicity, disability, religion, gender, and sexual orientation, will help ensure that all youth
in your home feel safe and that the youth in your care grow into adults who embrace diversity in all of its forms.
This is not “just a phase.” LGBTQ people are coming out (acknowledging their sexual orientation/gender
identity to themselves and others) at younger and younger ages. Studies by the Family Acceptance Project have
found that most people report being attracted to another person around age 10 and identifying as lesbian, gay, or
bisexual (on average) at age 13. Gender identity may begin to form as early as ages 2 to 4. Someone who has
reached the point of telling a foster parent that he or she is LGBTQ has likely given a great deal of thought to his
or her own identity and the decision to share it.
No one caused your youth’s LGBTQ identity. Sexual orientation and gender identity are the result of complex
genetic, biological, and environmental factors. Your youth’s LGBTQ identity is not the result of anything you
(or a birth parent, or any other person) did. LGBTQ people come from families of all religious, political, ethnic,
and economic backgrounds. Experiencing childhood trauma or reading about, hearing about, or being friends
with other LGBTQ people did not “make” the youth become LGBTQ.
LGBTQ youth are no more likely than other youth to be mentally ill or dangerous. These unfortunate
myths and stereotypes have no basis in truth. Gay or transgender people are not more likely than heterosexuals
or gender-conforming people to molest or otherwise pose a threat to children. Your youth’s LGBTQ identity
cannot be changed. Medical and psychological experts agree that attempting to change someone’s sexual orientation or gender identity does not work and often causes harm.
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