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Significance

Study Methods

Sexual minority youth (e.g., lesbian, bisexual,
gay) are overrepresented in the foster care
population. Studies have estimated that
between 15% to 35% of youth in foster care
identify as a sexual minority, compared to
only 10% of youth in the general population.
Sexual minority youth are also more likely to
experience discrimination, harassment, rejec-
tion, and mistreatment while in foster care,
which can cause mental health issues and

instability in their living situation.

However, it remains unclear how these nega-
tive experiences might affect the socioeco-
nomic outcomes of these sexual minority
youth as they transition into early adulthood.
Thus, this study explored their outcomes upon
aging out of foster care relative to heterosex-
ual young people, with a focus on social and
economic markers like education, employ-

ment, housing, and finances.

Data were drawn from the California Youth
Transitions to Adulthood (CalYOUTH) Study, a
longitudinal survey of a representative
sample of youth transitioning out of California
foster care. Surveys were administered at
ages 17,19, 21, and 23, and covered topics
such as demographics, experiences in foster
care, educational attainment, employment,

housing, and social networks and support.

Given the focus of this research on sexual
orientation, this study used information on
the 541 participants who disclosed their
sexual identity across the study period. To
understand their experiences aging out of
foster care, the analysis explored employ-
ment, annual income, homelessness, educa-
tional attainment, economic challenges, and
food insecurity at age 23. Control variables
were gender, race and ethnicity, age, child
welfare experiences (e.g., type of placements,
satisfaction with care), social support, and
other potentially relevant factors.

THIS STUDY ANSWERED THE FOLLOWING RESEARCH QUESTIONS:

Do sexual minority youth differ from their heterosexual peers on educational and

vocational attainment, annual income from employment, receipt of public food

assistance, and experiences of homelessness and economic hardship at age 23?

Does sexual orientation relate fo these outcomes after controlling for covariates

related to youths’ demographics, child welfare histories, social support, parenthood,

and socioeconomic outcomes prior fo age 23?
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Findings

In this sample, almost half of the participants described their sexual orientation as gay,
lesbian, bisexual, or another sexual minority. Across the four study waves, 46% of these
youth reported being a sexual minority at least once, whereas 54% consistently identi-

fied as heterosexual.

Although heterosexual and sexual minority participants did not differ significantly in
terms of income or educational attainment in their early 20s, sexual minority youth were

more likely to indicate experiencing economic hardship at age 21 and 23. They were
also much more likely o have experienced homelessness or instability in their housing
situation. At age 23, sexual minority participants had a lower employment rate and
greater use of food assistance than heterosexual young people in this study.

Further Analysis Revealed Distinct Differences by
Sexual Orientation

After controlling for other factors (e.g., youth characteristics; foster care experiences), the
analysis of sexual orientation and socioeconomic markers at age 23 showed that sexual
minority youth had a higher likelihood of experiencing three or more economic chal-
lenges in the prior year. They were also more likely than heterosexual participants to
report couch surfing (staying with friends or relatives sporadically) or homelessness.
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Implications

Notably, many participants changed their
sexual identity across the study period,
particularly those who identified as female;
only 10% remained consistent in their sexual
minority orientation across the four data
points. This emphasizes the trend of fluidity
in sexual identity during early adulthood,
especially for women. Care providers
should strive fo create a supportive and

comfortable environment for these young

people fo discuss their sexuality and identity.

Enhanced training in providing affirming
care could ensure they receive the support
they need as they face the challenges of
becoming independent young adults amid
shifts in their identity.

Compared to heterosexual youth in this
study, sexual minority participants had a
higher risk of experiencing economic
hardship and housing instability. These
challenges persisted into their early 20s,
after they had been out of foster care for at

least a few years.

Given the potential for these sexual minority
youth to have experienced trauma, discrim-
ination, and rejection, among other chal-
lenges, it is possible their heightened risk
of homelessness is due to less access to
resources like transitional living programs

and housing support. Additionally, child

welfare agencies should consider investing
in placement options that are supportive

and affirming of these sexual minority youth.

Negative experiences in adolescence and
during foster care also might have created
mental health and substance use issues
that increased the risk of poor economic
and housing outcomes in this population.
Future studies should consider these topics
to determine if tailored support is needed in
these areas for sexual minority young
people leaving foster care. Child welfare
providers should receive training on creat-
ing affirming and inclusive atmospheres for
all young people, ensuring they feel com-

fortable sharing their experiences.

Moving forward, researchers should con-
sider recruiting larger samples of sexual
minority adolescents and young adults to
explore socioeconomic disparities in
greater depth. For example, do these
markers change based on more precise
sexual orientations, such as gay, lesbian,
bisexual, or pansexual? Another promising
avenue for study is determining whether
maltreatment prior to foster care, behav-
ioral health issues, and other experiences
can affect the socioeconomic success of
these sexual minority adolescents as they

become independent young adults.

READ THE FULL STUDY:

Shpiegel, S., Zeitlin, W., Ludeke, R., & Okpych, N. (2025). The socioeconomic outcomes of sexual minority youth who have
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