Homeless Youth the GLBT Perspective
By John Costello

 

The epidemic of homelessness in the United States claims as it victims 575,000 to 1.6 million youth under the age of 18.  The causes of homelessness for this group of disenfranchised youth include family conflict involving issues related to mental health and substance abuse.  In addition to these causes family conflict takes on yet another form.  The most prevalent conflict occurs when a youth identifies as gay, lesbian, or bisexual (GLB) or identifies as transsexual, or has other issues relating to gender.  Those youth who identify as GLBT represent up to 40% of the youth homeless population and number between 115, 000 and 230,000 nationally.  In the state of Maine alone it is estimated that as many as 420 youth are homeless due to family conflict related to GLBT identification.  It is estimated that up to 46,000 youth are expelled from their homes upon “coming out” to their parents.   The homeless youth whose primary cause of homelessness is mental health and/or substance abuse represents only 20% of the population yet services for homeless youth focus primarily on these issues while leaving sexual orientation and gender specific needs unmet and in most cases unexplored.  It is important to know that GLBT youth who are labeled as mentally ill without identifying the underlying conflict is not unlike the concept popular twenty years ago that homosexuality is a mental illness.  Also, when providing substance abuse treatment without exploring the underlying conflict, it is equally remiss and often to the detriment of many of our GLBT youth.   We should also keep in mind that GLBT youth with unresolved issues regarding their sexual orientation or gender are three times more likely to engage in survival sex, seven times more vulnerable to abuse, and are at a higher risk for teen suicide.   

 

Studies exploring safety for GLBT youth specifically site schools, mental health agencies and the foster care system as unsafe for these youth.  There are two contributors to this lack of safety; homophobia and heterosexism.  It is important to understand that homophobia is the irrational fear of, aversion to, or discrimination against homosexuality or homosexuals which is typically exhibited by an individual who is uncertain of their own sexual orientation. Heterosexism is, however, discrimination or prejudice by heterosexuals against homosexuals based upon a heterosexual or gender specific bias.  Heterosexism is not unlike sexism where a male bias is superimposed on decision around the needs of women.  It is also not unlike racism which superimposes a white bias on decisions around the needs of people of color. GLBT adults recall the first time they experienced heterosexism was as early as 4 years old and always before the age of 7.  The experience these individuals report centers around receiving negative messages that were gender biased.  “You can’t play with that toy, it’s a girl’s toy.” “Young ladies don’t play rough like that.” These messages at an early age, set the stage for the negative messages GLBT youth will receive for, in many cases, the rest of their lives. GLBT youth learn very early that they are less than.  So what do we do?  We have changed and created laws, isn’t that enough?  No, we need to change attitudes.  We have done it before, and we need to do it again.

 

In order to create an environment that is GLBT friendly we must have in place seven fundamental practices.  

 

We need to establish policies that do not discriminate against GLBT employees and clients and honor the ways in which this group may authentically live their lives, as opposed to common heterosexual confines.  

 

We need to train staff .  We need to concentrate our efforts on “doing no harm” to the individuals we work with and serve.  We need to strive to create messages that honor the integrity of the GLBT individual. 

 

We need to revise intake/assessment forms to include sexual orientation (gay, lesbian, bisexual, or straight) and gender (male, female, transgender).

 

We need to have “out” gay staff that is able to and and comfortable with facilitating the coming out process with our client.  Being out is simply that the GLBT staff and clients do not have to edit their pronouns.  It is not expected that these individual would speak openly about sexual behavior only that they could share the appropriate details of their lives without retribution. Homosexuality is not about sexual behavior it is about same sex relationships in the same way that a heterosexual relationship is not all about sexual behavior.  

 

We need to display GLBT literature and have resources available.  Where there is knowledge there is acceptance.  

 

We need to display signage that notifies all who frequent our businesses that we honor the needs of the GLBT community. 

 

We need to identify, support, and utilize resources dedicated to meeting the needs of the GLBT community. These services should only be considered GLBT friendly if they embody the previously listed bullet points. 

 

When making important changes in thinking it is important to identify the areas of need, to problem solve, and to apply solutions.  This document is intended to provide a framework for those who wish to engage in the process of changing attitudes so as to better meet the needs of our GLBT youth.  "Having heard all of this, you may choose to look the other way...but you can never say again that you did not know." William Wilberforce 1759-1833.  

 

For more information on issues affecting GLBT youth contact:

http://www.thetaskforce.org/downloads/HomelessYouth.pdf 
http://www.advocate.com/
http://www.lgbtcampus.org/faq/safe_zone.html
