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Many young people aging out of foster care

struggle to achieve economic self-sufficiency during
their transition to adulthood (Courtney et al. 2011;
Dworsky 2005; Goerge et al. 2002; Macomber et al.
2008). However, these young people are also a heterogeneous population (Keller et al. 2007; Vaughn
et al. 2008), and becoming economically self-sufficient can be more of challenge for some compared
with others. Although prior research has looked at
racial and ethnic differences in the self-sufficiency
of young people who have aged out (Dworsky et al.
2010), differences related to sexual orientation have
not been examined.1
The lack of research on the relationship between
self-sufficiency and sexual orientation represents a
major gap in the literature. It is also indicative of
a much larger data gap. State child welfare agencies do not routinely track the sexual orientation of
youth in foster care, and the kind of population-based
studies needed to estimate the percentage of youth in
foster care who identify as lesbian, gay, or bisexual
(LGB) have not been conducted. This brief describes
the characteristics and economic well-being of young
people aging out of foster care who identify themselves as LGB. It also compares their characteristics
and economic self-sufficiency to that of their heterosexual peers also aging out of care.2

About This Series

The Youth Demonstration Development issue brief series
provides information for programs and organizations that
serve at-risk youth who are transitioning to adulthood.
Funded by the Administration for Children and Families,
the three-brief series is part of a larger ACF project that
has developed a research-based conceptual framework
for programs working to promote the well-being and
self-sufficiency of at-risk youth. This brief presents the
results of analyses of the differences in the economic
well-being between youth who self-identify as lesbian,
gay, or bisexual (LGB) and youth who self-identify as
heterosexual. Another brief describes the research-based
conceptual framework. The third explores promising
occupations in health care and construction that hold
promise for at-risk youth in search of employment that
does not require extensive education or training. For
more information about the Youth Demonstration
Development project, including other products, please
see http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/opre/index.html.
The most commonly cited figure for the proportion of foster
youth identifying as LGB comes from a 2001 report published
by the Lambda Legal Defense and Education Fund, which
estimated that between 5 and 10 percent of youth in foster care
identify as LGB (Sullivan et al. 2001). However, that estimate
does not appear to have been based on any empirical data collected from or about youth in foster care. Although some who
cite this figure also suggest that the actual percentage may be
higher because of youth who do not disclose or who actively
hide their sexual orientation (Jacobs and Freundlich 2006;
Wilber et al. 2006; Woronoff et al. 2006), they do not present
empirical data to support their claims.3
Perhaps the most accurate statement that can be made at this
point is that the percentage of youth in foster care who identify
as LGB is not known. What is known, however, is that, like
other youth in foster care, many of these young people will not
be reunified with their families or placed in adoptive homes
(Sullivan 1994). Instead, they will remain in foster care until
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they age out when they are 18 or, in
some states, 21 years old.
Regardless of how many youth in foster
care identify as LGB, there are at least
two reasons to predict that it may be
especially difficult for them to achieve
economic self-sufficiency. First, they
are often victims of harassment, discrimination, or even physical violence
perpetrated by foster parents, group
care staff, or peers (Berberet 2006;
Feinstein et al. 2001; Joint Task Force
1994; Mallon 1992, 1998; Mallon et
al. 2002; Sullivan et al. 2001; Wilber et
al. 2006). Some of these young people
have been rejected or abused by their
families because of their sexual orientation (Berberet 2006; Mallon 1998; Ryan
and Diaz 2005; Sullivan 1996; Sullivan
et al. 2001; Wilber et al. 2006). Victimized yet again because of their sexual
orientation, many may run away from
their placement to live on the streets
where they feel safer (Sullivan et al.
2001; Feinstein et al. 2001; Wilber
et al. 2006).
Second, LGB youth in foster care may
be adversely affected by inappropriate or
frequent placement changes. Although
research has yet to examine differences
in placement stability between LGB
youth and their heterosexual peers, studies do suggest that placement instability is common for LGB youth (Mallon
1998; Mallon et al. 2002). This instability may preclude the development of
permanent connections to supportive
adults (Mallon et al. 2002; Feinstein et
al. 2001), limit the receipt of life-skills
training, and interfere with school completion (Woronoff et al. 2006).4 A short-

age of LGB-friendly foster homes also
means that many youth who identify as
LGB are placed in more restrictive group
care settings rather than with families
(Sullivan et al. 2001; Wilber et al. 2006),
which may limit their access to necessary
services (Mallon 1992, 1998).

of the opposite sex,” “100 percent homosexual/gay” or “not sexually attracted to
either males or females.” We could not
examine gender identity because “transgender” was not added as a response
option to the question about gender until
the final wave of data collection.

To explore the characteristics and economic well-being of young people aging
out of foster care who identify themselves as LGB relative to their heterosexual counterparts, we analyzed data from
the Midwest Evaluation of the Adult
Functioning of Former Foster Youth (the
“Midwest Study”). This longitudinal
study followed a sample of young people
from Illinois, Iowa, and Wisconsin as
they transitioned out of foster care and
into adulthood.5 Five waves of survey
data were collected from these young
people from 2002 to 2011: at age 17 or
18 (n=732), 19 (n=603), 21 (n=591),
23 or 24 (n=602), and 26 (n=596).

To examine change in sexual orientation
over time at the aggregate level, we
limited our analysis to the 435 young
people from whom all five waves of data
were collected. Although this approach
avoids confounding changes in sexual
orientation with sample attrition, our
estimates will be biased to the extent that
there are systematic differences between
the sexual orientation of these young
people and their peers for whom at
least one wave of data was missing.

Sexual Orientation of
Midwest Study Participants
Midwest Study participants were asked
about their sexual orientation at each
wave of data collection.6 Because of a
change in question wording and response
options after the baseline interview,7 we
focus on sexual orientation at waves
2 through 5. At each of those waves,
respondents were asked to indicate
which of six statements best described
themselves: “100 percent heterosexual/
straight,” “mostly heterosexual/straight
but somewhat attracted to people of the
same sex,” “bisexual/attracted to men
and women equally,” “mostly homosexual/gay but somewhat attracted to people

Respondents were categorized as
heterosexual if they identified themselves as “100 percent heterosexual,”
as LGB if they identified themselves
as something other than 100 percent
heterosexual, or as missing data.8 We
used this approach because it results
in the most inclusive “other” (i.e.,
non-heterosexual) category. LGB
respondents made up 11 to 15 percent
of the sample depending on the wave
being considered (Table 1). In addition,
more change over time was observed
among the young women (n=245)
than among the young men (n=190).

Characteristics of the LGB
and Heterosexual Samples
Our analysis of economic well-being
focused on the 591 study participants
who were interviewed at wave 3 when

Table 1.
SELF-REPORTED SEXUAL ORIENTATION BY GENDER (N = 435)

LGBa (%)

Heterosexual (%)

Missingb (%)

Total

Female

Male

Total

Female

Male

Total

Female

Male

Wave 2

12.0

15.9

6.8

76.8

73.1

81.6

11.2

11.0

11.6

Wave 3

11.3

15.1

6.3

75.9

72.7

80.0

12.9

12.2

13.7

Wave 4

13.1

19.2

5.3

82.1

75.9

90.0

4.8

4.9

4.7

Wave 5

14.7

21.6

5.8

78.2

71.0

87.4

7.1

7.3

6.8

a
Includes respondents who identified as mostly heterosexual but somewhat attracted to people of the same sex, bisexual, mostly homosexual but somewhat
attracted to people of the opposite sex, and 100% homosexual.
b
Includes respondents who did not complete the ACASI because they were incarcerated or interviewed by phone, refused to answer or responded “do not know”
and reported not being sexually attracted to either males or females.
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they were 21 years old.9 This was the
first wave of data collected after all of
the study participants had aged out
of foster care. Based on the approach
described above, 74 percent (n=437)
were categorized as heterosexual, 11
percent (n=67) were categorized as
LGB, and 15 percent (n=87) were
categorized as missing data.

their peers in the general population to
become pregnant during their teen years
(Dworsky and Courtney 2010). Our
new analysis shows that female Midwest Study respondents who identified
as LGB are nearly as likely to report a
pregnancy as the female Midwest Study
respondents who identified as 100 percent heterosexual.

48 percent; however, the between-group
difference is still not statistically significant. The “non-significance” may be due
to the very small number of females
falling within the more restrictive LGB
definition (n=21).

The LGB respondents looked similar to
their heterosexual peers with respect to
both their demographic characteristics
and placement histories (Table 2), with
two exceptions. First, young women
made up more than two-thirds of the
LGB group compared with only half
of the heterosexual group. Second, the
LGB respondents experienced more
placements, on average, than their
heterosexual peers, a difference that
was marginally significant at p < .10.

Specifically, we found that 60 percent
of the young women who were categorized as LGB reported ever being
pregnant compared with 69 percent of
their heterosexual peers, a difference that
is not statistically significant (results not
shown in a table). One factor that may
help explain the high rate of pregnancy
among the young women who were categorized as LGB is that more than half
(n=27) of these respondents identified
themselves as “mostly heterosexual but
somewhat attracted to people of the same
sex.” Dropping these young women from
the analysis reduces the pregnancy rates
among the female LGB respondents to

Our analysis of economic well-being
covers several domains, including housing, education, employment and earnings, benefit receipt, economic hardships,
food security, and assets and debts.

Prior analyses of the Midwest Study
data show that young women aging out
of foster care are much more likely than
Table 2.

DEMOGRAPHICS AND PLACEMENT HISTORIES

LGB
(n=67)

Heterosexual
(n=437)

Percent/Mean Percent/Mean p-Value
Gender

*

Male

28.4

49.7

Female

71.6

50.3

White

35.8

32.0

African American

43.4

56.3

Other

20.8

11.6

Wisconsin

22.4

31.4

Illinois

64.2

60.9

Iowa

13.4

7.8

Ever placed in a foster home

95.5

97.5

Ever placed with relatives

49.3

46.5

Ever placed in group care

59.7

56.1

Ever ran away from foster care

49.3

41.4

Race

State

Mean number of placements

6.8

5.4

11.7

11.3

Mean age at exit from foster care

19.4

19.5

*Difference between LGB and heterosexual groups is statistically significant at p < .05.
+Difference is marginally significant at p < .10.
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Housing and Homelessness
We found no statistically significant differences in current living arrangements
between the LGB respondents and their
heterosexual peers. Approximately 45
percent of both groups were living in
their own place. Moreover, although LGB
youth are sometimes rejected by their
families because of their sexual orientation, a quarter of both groups were living
with a biological parent or other relative.
Studies conducted over the past decade
have consistently found that a disproportionate number of homeless youth
identify as LGB (Quintana et al. 2010).
Although none of the LGB respondents
was currently homeless, more than
one in five (22 percent) reported being
homeless for at least one night since
aging out (results not shown in a table).
This rate is not significantly higher than
the rate observed among their heterosexual peers (17 percent).

Education

Placement History

Mean age at most recent foster care entry

Economic Well-Being of LGB
and Heterosexual Samples

+

Although educational attainment is
not a direct measure of economic wellbeing, the two are highly correlated
(Carnevale et al. 2011). We found no
statistically significant differences in
educational attainment between the
LGB respondents and their heterosexual
peers (results not shown in a table) with
respect to the percentage who had a
high school diploma or GED (85 percent versus 76 percent), the percentage
who had completed at least one year
of college (31 percent versus 30 per-

cent), or the percentage who were still
enrolled in school (27 percent versus
24 percent).

Employment and Earnings
Sixty percent of the LGB respondents
were employed at age 21 (Table 3).
On average, those who had a job were
working 35 hours per week for $7.82
per hour. One-quarter of them had no
earnings during the past year, and the
mean and median earnings of those
who had worked were only $8,621
and $6,500, respectively. Although
their heterosexual peers were not more
likely to be employed, those who were
employed were earning, on average,
over a dollar per hour more ($9.04)

Food Security
Ten items from the USDA’s adult food
security survey module (Bickel et al.
2000) as well as four additional items
(italicized in Table 6) were used to measure food security (Table 6). Six of the
10 items (bold in the table) were used
to construct a food security measure.10
The LGB respondents were significantly more likely to give an affirmative

Economic Hardships
Sixty-one percent of the LGB respondents
experienced at least one of five economic
hardships (i.e., not enough money to pay
rent, not enough money to pay utility
bill, gas or electricity turned off, phone
service disconnected, eviction) compared
with only 47 percent of their heterosexual
peers, a statistically significant difference (Table 5). In particular, the LGB
respondents were significantly more likely
to report that they did not have enough
money to pay rent.

The data presented in Table 1 suggest
that the vast majority of young people
aging out of foster care identify themselves as 100 percent heterosexual. How-

EMPLOYMENT AND EARNINGS

LGB
n

Heterosexual

Percent/Mean

n

Percent/Mean p-Value

Percent currently
employed

67

59.7

437

51.7

Percent with any earnings
during the past year

66

74.2

407

80.8

Mean hours worked
per week (if currently
employed)

41

35.3

226

34.8

Mean hourly wage
(if currently employed)

36

$7.82

197

$9.04

Mean earnings during the
past year (if any earnings)a

50

$8,934

326

$9,294

Median earnings during
the past year
(if any earnings)a

50

$6,500

326

$6,000

*

Note: 27 respondents from the full sample of 602 are not included as they had had been incarcerated for at
least three months.
a
Excludes the earnings of four respondents who reported earnings less than $100.
*
Difference between LGB and heterosexual groups is statistically significant at p < .05.
+
Difference is marginally significant at p < .10.

Table 4.
RECEIPT OF GOVERNMENT BENEFITS DURING PAST YEAR

LGB

Assets and Debts
We found no statistically significant
differences between the LGB respondents and their heterosexual peers with
respect to assets (i.e., owning a home
or a vehicle) or debts. Just over half of
both groups had a bank account, and
half were in debt.

Discussion and Implications

Table 3.

Benefit Receipt
The LGB respondents were about as
likely as their heterosexual peers to
have received cash or in-kind benefits
from a number of government programs
during the past year (Table 4). However,
they were more likely to have received
both Supplemental Security Income
(SSI) and food stamps (now known as
the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance
Program, or SNAP).

answer to 10 of the 14 items and more
likely to meet the criteria for being food
insecure (i.e., low or very low food
security) than their heterosexual peers.

Heterosexual

n

Percent

n

Percent

Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC)

64

24.6

411

24.6

Unemployment Insurance

64

6.3

410

8.5

Workers’ compensation

64

1.6

410

1.2

Supplemental Security Income (SSI)

63

17.5

410

10.2

*

Food stamps (SNAP)

64

62.5

410

43.5

*

Public housing/rental assistance

64

15.6

410

9.3

Temporary Assistance for Needy
Families (TANF)a

27

14.8

134

15.7

Special Supplemental Nutrition
Program for Women, Infants, and
Children (WIC)b

25

68.0

108

83.3

Only custodial parents were asked about TANF receipt.
Only custodial mothers were asked about WIC receipt.
*
Difference between LGB and heterosexual groups is statistically significant at p < .05.
+
Difference is marginally significant at p < .10.
a

b
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p-Value

Table 5.
ECONOMIC HARDSHIPS DURING THE PAST YEAR (PERCENTAGE)

LGB (n = 64)

Heterosexual (n = 410)

p-Value

Not enough money to pay rent

37.5

25.4

*

Not enough money to pay utility bill

35.9

26.1

9.4

7.5

Phone service disconnected

42.2

31.2

Evicted

10.9

8.3

At least one of the above

60.9

47.2

*

Gas or electricity shut off

Difference between LGB and heterosexual groups is statistically significant at p < .05.
Difference is marginally significant at p < .10.

*

+

Table 6.
FOOD SECURITY DURING THE PAST YEAR (PERCENTAGE)

LGB (n = 64)

Heterosexual (n = 411)

p-Value

Sometimes/often not enough food to eat

26.6

10.0

*

Didn’t eat for a whole day due to no money for food

20.3

9.7

*

9.4

9.0

Sometimes/often could not afford balanced meals

Lost weight because didn’t have enough food

46.9

21.9

*

Cut size of meals due to lack of money for food

35.9

15.6

*

9.4

4.1

Didn’t eat enough due to lack of money for food

34.4

17.5

*

Cut size of meals almost every month
Hungry but couldn’t afford food to eat

34.4

13.6

*

Sometimes/often worried about food running out

54.7

30.7

*

Sometimes/often food ran out/couldn’t afford more

51.6

28.7

*

Borrowed money for food from friends or family

34.4

22.1

Put off paying a bill to have money to buy food

23.4

19.2

Got food from a church, food pantry, or food bank

28.1

14.8

*

9.4

3.2

*

42.2

64.5

*

Marginal (1 affirmative response)

7.8

7.1

Low (2 to 4 affirmative responses)

21.9

19.2

Very low (5 or 6 affirmative responses)

28.2

9.2

Ate at soup kitchen or community meal program
Overall food security (based on 6 items in bold)
High (0 affirmative responses)

Note: 27 respondents from the full sample of 602 are not included as they had had been incarcerated for at least three months.
Difference between LGB and heterosexual groups is statistically significant at p < .05.
+
Difference is marginally significant at p < .10.
a

*

ever, young women may be more likely
than young men to identify as something
other than 100 percent heterosexual. This
pattern is consistent with longitudinal
studies based on nationally representative samples of young people in the
general population. That research has
found that although self-reported sexual
orientation is generally stable during the
transition into adulthood, shifts can and
do occur, and young men’s self-reported
sexual orientation seems to be more
stable than young women’s (Ott et al.

2011; Savin-Williams et al. 2012; SavinWilliams and Ream 2007).
This analysis suggests that LGB
youth aging out of foster care may
be at significant risk of not achieving
self-sufficiency as they transition to
adulthood. At age 21, 60 percent of the
Midwest Study participants categorized
as LGB were employed, the average
wage of those who were working was
less than $8.00 per hour, and nearly
one-quarter had zero earnings during the
5

past year. These findings may explain
why so many of the young people were
receiving food stamps and assistance
from other means-tested government
programs. Their lack of economic wellbeing was also reflected in the levels of
economic hardship, food insecurity, and
homelessness we observed.
That said, most of these young people had
a high school diploma or GED, nearly
one-third had completed at least one year
of college, and about one-quarter were

still enrolled in school. This may bode
well for their future economic well-being.
Our analysis also suggests that study
participants who were categorized as
LGB were not, for the most part, substantially worse off economically than
their heterosexual peers. In addition
to having a lower average hourly wage,
these young people were more likely to
be food insecure, to have received food
stamps and SSI, and to have experienced at least one economic hardship.
However, we found far more similarities than differences in the measures
of economic well-being we examined.
These results suggest that young people
aging out of foster care, regardless of
their sexual orientation, would stand
to benefit from interventions aimed at
promoting self-sufficiency.
Young people aging out of foster care
who identify as LGB may face additional barriers related to their sexual
orientation, and they may have unique
needs that service providers and other
child welfare professionals should
be adequately trained to address. Our
analysis was limited to outcomes
related to economic well-being and
did not consider other aspects of
well-being such as physical or mental
health. Future studies should look at a
broader range of outcomes. Additional
research with larger and more geographically diverse samples is needed
to both the test the generalizability
of our results and so that differences
between gay, lesbian, and bisexual
youth can be examined. Data on gender
identity should also be collected so that
the experiences of transgender youth
can be better understood.

Although much more research on the experiences of these youth is needed, our data
did not include measures of gender identity
comparable to our measures of sexual orientation. In fact, this gap in our data reflects an
even larger problem. Population-based studies used to estimate the percentage of youth
who identify as lesbian, gay, or bisexual
have generally not collected the data on
gender identity that is needed to estimate
the percentage of youth who identify as
transgender.
2

Vanessa Vorhies, a doctoral student in the
School of Social Service Administration
at the University of Chicago, assisted with
the data analysis.

3

By comparison, approximately 6 percent
of the 18- to 24-year-old males and 14
percent of the 18- to 24-year-old females
who participated in the third wave of the
National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent
Health (Add Health) identified themselves
as something other than 100 percent
heterosexual (Savin-Williams, Joyner,
and Rieger 2012). Gates (2011), however,
discusses the challenges associated with
using survey data to measure the size of the
LGB population.

4

We draw a clear distinction between sexual
orientation (i.e., attraction to people of the
same-sex and/or opposite-sex) and gender
identity (i.e., internal identification as male
or female) and focus only on the former.
Consequently, we do not address the experiences of transgender foster youth whose
internal identification as male or female
conflicts with their anatomical sex at birth.

See Courtney et al. (2011) for more information about the design of the Midwest
Study.

5

6

The sexual orientation question was asked
during the audio computer-aided self-interviewing (ACASI) portion of the interview.
The ACASI could not be administered to
study participants who were incarcerated or
interviewed by phone, resulting in missing
data for these participants.

7

At baseline, respondents were asked to
identify their sexual orientation as either
“heterosexual,” “gay or lesbian,” or
“bisexual.”

8

The “missing data” category included those
who did not complete the ACASI because
they were incarcerated or interviewed by
phone, those who refused to answer or
responded “do not know,” and those who
reported not being sexually attracted to
either males or females.

Endnotes
1

We are not aware of any studies that have
examined differences in placement stability
between LGB and heterosexual youth in
foster care.

9

This sample includes the 435 respondents
represented in Table 1 plus 156 respondents who were interviewed at wave 3 but
not at waves 2, 4, and 5.

10

See Blumberg et al. (1999) for more information about the short form of the food
measure.
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