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LGBTQ+ Youth Homelessness: A Social Issue and the Role of Nonprofit Organizations

Executive Summary

LGBTQ+ youth homelessness is a critical social issue in the United States, largely driven
by systemic failures, discrimination, and family rejection. As a result, lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender, and queer-identifying young people experience homelessness at disproportionately
high rates. Studies indicate that LGBTQ+ youth account for nearly 40% of the overall homeless

youth population, primarily due to abuse, stigma, and a lack of supportive environments.

These young individuals face increased risks of mental health challenges, substance
abuse, exploitation, and potential involvement with the criminal justice system. Although service
programs exist, many shelters are often unwelcoming or actively discriminatory, particularly

towards transgender individuals, which further jeopardizes these vulnerable populations.

True Colors United is a nonprofit organization founded by Cyndi Lauper that leads the
fight against LGBTQ+ youth homelessness. The organization adopts a youth-centered and
equity-driven approach to address this crisis. Their mission is to end youth homelessness by
promoting inclusive policies, providing culturally competent training for service providers, and

empowering young people through leadership initiatives.



True Colors United's comprehensive model includes local and federal advocacy,
educational campaigns to change public perception, and partnerships with shelters, nonprofits,

and government institutions to enforce best practices.

The logic model for True Colors United organizes their strategy into clear components:
leveraging grants, staff, youth leaders with lived experience, and collaborative networks to
deliver targeted training, advocacy, and public education. These efforts generate short-term
outcomes like increased awareness and better service provider practices, medium-term
improvements in shelter inclusivity and public policy, and long-term goals of reducing

homelessness rates and transforming systems toward equity and justice.

Nonprofit organizations like True Colors United lead meaningful progress; change
requires more than nonprofit intervention. Legislative reform-supported funding and public
accountability are essential to dismantling discriminatory systems and ensuring that no child is
left vulnerable due to their identity. Injustice should shape the solutions. True Colors United’s
ethical and participatory process suggests a duplicatable model for advocacy, rooted in the belief
that those most impacted are. Their work highlights a national imperative: LGBTQ+ youth

deserve not only safe shelter but a society that values and protects their right to thrive.

Summary of the Social Issue

Social issues summarize that LGBTQ+ youth homelessness is a pressing social issue that
disproportionately affects young people who identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender.

Homelessness among LGBTQ+ youth is driven by multiple factors, including familial rejection,



discrimination, and systemic barriers that prevent access to stable housing and employment
opportunities. As reported by the True Colors Fund, approximately 40% of homeless youth
identify as LGBTQ+, often having been cast out of their homes due to perceptions of their
"deviance" (Meem et al., 2022, p. 159). This disparity underscores the need for targeted
interventions that address the unique challenges faced by LGBTQ+ youth in securing safe and

affirming housing.
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The bar chart compares the experiences of LGBTQ+ (n=47) and Transgender (n=43) individuals

regarding various challenges:

Harassment/bullying was reported by 70.0% of LGBTQ+ individuals and 90.0% of
transgender individuals. Family rejection affected 75.0% of LGBTQ+ individuals and 90.0% of

transgender individuals. Mental health issues were reported by 65.0% of LGBTQ+ individuals



and 75.0% of transgender individuals. Physical, emotional, or sexual abuse was experienced by
60.0% of LGBTQ+ individuals and 75.0% of transgender individuals. Alcohol or substance
abuse affected 35.0% of LGBTQ+ individuals and 40.0% of transgender individuals. Intimate
partner violence was reported by 10.0% of LGBTQ+ individuals and 25.0% of transgender
individuals. Foster care experiences were shared by 20.0% of LGBTQ+ individuals and 24.0% of
transgender individuals. Sexual exploitation or trafficking affected 10.0% of LGBTQ+
individuals and 20.0% of transgender individuals. Juvenile justice or criminal justice system
involvement was reported by 15.0% of LGBTQ+ individuals and 20.0% of transgender

individuals.

Family rejection is one of the primary factors contributing to homelessness among
LGBTQ+ youth. A study by the Williams Institute reveals that nearly 46% of LGBTQ+
homeless youth report being forced to leave their homes due to their sexual orientation or gender
identity (Choi et al., 2015). Many of these youth experience emotional, physical, and even sexual
abuse before leaving home, which increases their vulnerability once they become homeless. The
absence of family support can lead to severe consequences, including heightened exposure to

violence, substance abuse, mental health issues, and exploitation (Petersen et al., 2014).

Discrimination in shelters and service programs intensifies the problem. Many homeless
shelters operate under religious associations that may refuse to serve LGBTQ+ individuals or
subject them to harmful conversion practices. For example, a 2017 report by the Center for
American Progress found that some faith-based shelters in states like Texas and Tennessee turned
away transgender individuals or required them to dress according to their birth-assigned gender
to receive services (Mirza & Rooney, 2017). Additionally, transgender youth often face barriers

to accessing gender-affirming housing, which places them at an increased risk of assault and



victimization. Research by the True Colors Fund (2020) found that only a small percentage of
homeless youth service providers offer fully inclusive policies that support LGBTQ+ individuals
(True Colors Fund, 2020). This lack of inclusivity leads many LGBTQ+ youth to avoid shelters
altogether, increasing their risk of sleeping on the streets, couch surfing, or engaging in survival
sex to secure temporary housing. Without explicit nondiscrimination policies and culturally
competent staff, LGBTQ+ youth often encounter environments that are not only unwelcoming
but also hostile. Some report experiencing harassment, misgendering, or outright denial of
services due to their gender identity or sexual orientation (True Colors United, 2020). LGBTQ+
youth often face significant challenges in accessing safe and supportive services due to the lack
of explicit nondiscrimination policies and culturally competent staff. Many encounter hostile
environments where they experience harassment, misgendering, or even denial of essential
services. Implementing inclusive policies and proper training can help create safer spaces and

ensure equal access to resources for all youth.

The shortage of inclusive shelters means that many LGBTQ+ youth are left with few
options for safe housing, leading to prolonged periods of instability and vulnerability. Addressing
this issue requires a significant shift in shelter policies, increased training for staff, and additional
funding for organizations that prioritize LGBTQ+ youth. Advocacy efforts led by organizations
like True Colors United push for federal and state-level policy changes to mandate inclusivity
and ensure that all youth, regardless of their identity, have access to safe and affirming services.
Without these changes, the cycle of homelessness and discrimination will continue to
disproportionately affect LGBTQ+ youth, worsening their long-term outcomes in terms of

mental health, employment, and education opportunities.



The intersection of homelessness with other systemic issues, such as employment
discrimination, criminalization, and lack of access to healthcare, creates additional obstacles for
LGBTQ+ youth. Without support systems in place, these individuals are more likely to
experience chronic homelessness and long-term instability. Addressing LGBTQ+ youth
homelessness requires comprehensive policy changes, increased funding for inclusive programs,
and a shift in societal attitudes toward LGBTQ+ individuals and their rights to safe and

supportive environments.

Overview of Nonprofit Organization

True Colors United is a nonprofit organization dedicated to addressing LGBTQ+ youth
homelessness by advocating for inclusive policies, providing training for service providers, and
empowering youth through leadership programs. Founded in 2008 by Cyndi Lauper, the
organization operates at the intersection of LGBTQ+ rights and homelessness prevention,
striving to ensure that all youth, regardless of sexual orientation or gender identity, have access
to safe and supportive housing. Its mission is to implement innovative solutions to end
homelessness among LGBTQ+ youth and advocate for systemic changes that protect and
empower marginalized communities (True Colors United, 2020). The organization also
encourages LGBTQ+ youth to seek support, offering housing and essential services that provide

a haven from unsupportive or abusive family environments.

True Colors United operates through several key initiatives to reduce LGBTQ+ youth
homelessness. One of their most impactful programs is the Training & Education program,
which equips service providers with the knowledge and tools to create inclusive and affirming

spaces for LGBTQ+ individuals. This ambition has reached thousands of organizations across



the United States, helping to improve the quality of care and reduce discrimination within the
homelessness support system. Additionally, the organization offers public policy advocacy,
working closely with legislators to ensure that funding and legal protections are in place for

LGBTQ+ youth experiencing homelessness.

Another significant aspect of True Colors United's work is the Youth Collaboration
program, which provides leadership opportunities for LGBTQ+ youth who have experienced
homelessness. This initiative amplifies the voices of those directly impacted by the issue,
ensuring that lived experiences inform policies and programs. By centering youth voices, True
Colors United fosters a more inclusive and practical approach to homelessness prevention and
intervention (True Colors United, 2020). The organization's continued efforts highlight the
importance of targeted support for LGBTQ+ youth and demonstrate the power of nonprofit

advocacy in creating meaningful social change.

Overview of Approach to Social Change

Social change is an ongoing process driven by the need to address systemic injustices and
create equitable conditions for all members of society. One critical area that requires urgent
attention is the treatment of LGBTQ+ youth, especially those who experience homelessness or
are involved with the foster care and Child Protective Services (CPS) systems. Despite the efforts
of nonprofits like True Colors United, which work tirelessly to support LGBTQ+ youth through
housing initiatives and advocacy, many of these young people still face marginalization and
abuse within the very systems meant to protect them. To foster meaningful social change, we
must incorporate ethical thinking, public accountability, and intersectional equity into our

strategies.



LGBTQ+ youth, particularly transgender youth of color, are among the most
marginalized groups in the United States. According to Johnson, Rivera, and Lopez (2018),
public ethics must tackle the compounded oppressions that this population faces, which are
rooted in racism, transphobia, poverty, and systemic neglect (Johnson et al., 2018). The
intersectionality of these identities means that solutions must be nuanced and tailored to their
unique experiences. For example, Black and Brown transgender youth encounter increased risks
of police harassment, homelessness, and incarceration, especially when systems like Child
Protective Services (CPS) or foster care fail to recognize or respect their identities (Grooms,
2020). True Colors United has made significant strides in addressing homelessness among this
population, but their efforts also highlight a deeper issue: the systemic failures within CPS and

foster care that often perpetuate, rather than alleviate, trauma.

True systemic change starts with ethical frameworks that prioritize marginalized voices.
According to Igras, Kohli, Bukuluki, Cislaghi, Tier, and Khan (2021), social change initiatives
should be guided by clear ethical values such as inclusiveness, responsiveness, and openness
(Igras et al., 2021). These principles are crucial for addressing the power imbalances between

service providers and the communities they aim to support.

For instance, many Child Protective Services (CPS) agencies lack cultural competency in
their interactions with LGBTQ+ youth, which can result in bullying, misgendering, and
placement in unsafe environments. To improve these outcomes, social change must begin with
rethinking how we design and implement interventions. Programs should be developed not just
for marginalized communities but in collaboration with them, ensuring that the lived experiences

of LGBTQ+ youth directly inform policies and practices.



Norms-shifting interventions (NSIs) offer a practical approach for achieving sustainable
change. These interventions aim to transform harmful social norms that sustain inequality,
including the stigmas associated with gender identity and sexual orientation. NSIs focus on
community-based strategies that encourage reflection and gradual change, building on existing
values while challenging oppressive beliefs (Igras et al., 2021). When applied to foster care and
Child Protective Services (CPS), this could involve reevaluating training protocols, incorporating
LGBTQ+ advocates into policymaking, and establishing safe reporting mechanisms for youth

facing discrimination within the system.



Program: True Colors United Logic Model
Situation: LGBTQ+ Youth Homelessness Advocacy Program
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e Youth with lived experience are the best leaders in developing solutions
e Training and awareness can shift attitudes and practices
e Collaboration across sectors is essential to lasting impact

External Factors

Lack of Political climate and legislative support for LGBT Youth
40% Youth LGBT homelessness rates
Public awareness and societal attitudes toward LGBTQ+ youth

Insufficient funding availability for homelessness prevention initiatives




Description of True Colors United Logic Model

The True Colors United Logic Model is a strategic framework designed to tackle the
significant and disproportionate rate of homelessness among LGBTQ+ youth in the United
States. Grounded in advocacy, equity, and youth leadership, this model outlines a comprehensive
approach to instigating social change through collaborative partnerships, education, and systemic

reform.

Recognizing that nearly 40% of homeless youth identify as LGBTQ+, the program
addresses the crisis caused by a lack of inclusive policies, discriminatory service practices, and
inadequate public awareness. As such, the logic model serves as a roadmap for change, aligning

resources, activities, and desired outcomes into a coherent and results-driven pathway.

The program's inputs include human, financial, and intellectual resources essential for
executing its mission. These inputs include dedicated staff and volunteers who implement and
support the program's initiatives, financial contributions from grants and donations fund training
programs, and advocacy campaigns. The involvement of youth leaders and consultants with lived

experience ensures that the voices of those directly affected are central to all strategies.

Additionally, the organization utilizes a comprehensive set of research tools, policy
resources, and strategic partnerships with shelters, nonprofit organizations, and government
agencies. These collaborations are vital for scaling best practices, building capacity, and
fostering policy change. Furthermore, True Colors United provides training and technical
assistance to service providers nationwide, promoting culturally competent and affirming care

for LGBTQ+ youth.



The model's outputs focus on five key activities to promote immediate awareness and
foster long-term systemic change. These activities include youth leadership training, which
empowers LGBTQ+ young people to become change agents in their communities. Another core
component is cultural competency training for shelters, which aims to educate service providers
on creating inclusive, safe, and respectful environments for LGBTQ+ clients. In the policy arena,
True Colors United engages in advocacy at both local and national levels, pushing for legislation
and policy changes that reflect the needs and rights of LGBTQ+ youth. Public education
campaigns inform and shift societal attitudes, while research publications and toolkits provide

data-driven resources that inform stakeholders and support evidence-based decision-making.

The program involves a diverse range of participants. At its core, LGBTQ+ youth with
lived experiences lead and shape the program. Service providers, such as shelter and housing
staff, engage in ongoing training and adopt new resources. Policymakers, community leaders,
and allies are involved through advocacy and legislative initiatives, while awareness campaigns
aim to reach the general public. Nonprofits, government agencies, and funding partners are

essential for implementing changes and ensuring the sustainability of the program's efforts.

The short-term outcomes of this model are designed to create a foundational awareness
and build capacity. These outcomes include increased public understanding of LGBTQ+ youth
homelessness, enhanced knowledge among service providers, and the emergence of empowered
youth leaders who are ready to influence policy and practice. As these short-term effects take
hold, medium-term outcomes emerge, such as developing more inclusive shelter practices and
environments, stronger partnerships among key stakeholders, and measurable improvements in

public policy that promote equity and inclusion.



True Colors United aims to significantly and lastingly impact LGBTQ+ youth
homelessness over the long term. The organization envisions substantially reducing
homelessness through reformed systems prioritizing justice and equity. Structural policy changes
at the national level will reflect a broader societal commitment to affirming and protecting
LGBTQ+ rights. Ultimately, the goal is to achieve systemic transformation, where public and
private institutions are responsive, inclusive, and accountable to all youth, regardless of their

sexual orientation, gender identity, or expression.

This logic model is based on several key assumptions. Firstly, it posits that youth with
lived experiences are best suited to identify and design effective solutions. Additionally, it
assumes that training and awareness efforts can lead to significant changes in behavior and
institutions and that collaboration across different sectors is crucial for sustainable progress. This
work faces important external challenges, especially in light of the present political climate,
which has seen a pile of anti-LGBTQ+ legislation in several states. LGBTQ+ youth experiencing
homelessness face laws targeting transgender youth, such as regulations on gender-affirming
care, access to bathrooms, and participation in sports, which have created a hostile environment
that increases vulnerability. Further, limited legislative support at the federal level usually leads
to unpredictable funding and protections. It delays community support and shelter access by
damaging public attitudes fueled by misinformation and stigma; despite these barriers, the logic
model provides a straightforward, ethical, and evidence-based approach to transforming systems

and addressing LGBTQ+ youth homelessness.

Conclusions and Recommendations



The issue of LGBTQ+ youth homelessness is complex and stems from several factors,
including systemic discrimination, family rejection, and insufficient support from institutions.
Personal narratives and scholarly research illustrate that many LGBTQ+ youth are not only
expelled from their homes but also pushed into systems that are ill-equipped or unwilling to
provide safe and affirming services. This crisis is not isolated; it is deeply connected to societal
norms, religious conservatism, and institutional biases that collectively hinder the opportunities

for LGBTQ+ individuals to thrive.

The lived experiences of individuals like me, who grew up in environments where
queerness was condemned, highlight the urgent need for meaningful change. Young people
should not have to choose between being true to themselves and feeling safe. Their sexual
orientation or gender identity should never be a reason for systemic neglect. It is unacceptable
that nearly 40% of homeless youth in the United States identify as LGBTQ+ and that many are
still being denied shelter, dignity, and protection. The data clearly shows that LGBTQ+ youth
face alarmingly high rates of harassment, mental health challenges, sexual exploitation, and
involvement in the justice system. These outcomes are not simply the result of individual
misfortunes; they stem from our systems, educational, legal, familial, and social services, failing

to recognize and effectively support these youth.

Organizations like True Colors United provide a compelling model for systemic reform
through their comprehensive approach that centers on youth voices, promotes equity, and
advocates for policy change. Their work shows that targeted and culturally competent strategies
can significantly impact the fight against youth homelessness. By emphasizing leadership
training, policy advocacy, and shelter reform, they illustrate how nonprofits can be key agents of

change in transforming the systems that currently fail LGBTQ+ youth.



The efforts of individual organizations, no matter how impactful, cannot solve the issue
of homelessness among LGBTQ+ youth on their own. Structural and policy-level changes are
essential to eliminate the conditions that create and perpetuate this problem. There must be a
broader societal and governmental commitment to upholding the rights and dignity of all youth,
regardless of their identity. This includes increasing investment in inclusive housing programs,
providing mandatory training for shelter staff, and implementing nondiscrimination policies

across all levels of care and support services.

To effectively address LGBTQ+ youth homelessness, it is essential to reform both
institutional practices and societal attitudes. The root causes of this issue are often deeply
cultural, stemming from long-standing prejudices and reinforced by family and community
structures that prioritize conformity over compassion. To combat ignorance and foster empathy,
we need public education campaigns, community dialogues, and inclusive school curriculums.
Long-term solutions will require not only policy changes but also a cultural shift in how we
perceive and treat LGBTQ+ individuals, particularly youth. History shows that meaningful
progress for other marginalized groups—such as the civil rights movement for African
Americans, the struggle for women's suffrage, and the disability rights movement—was achieved
only when legal reforms were accompanied by changes in public attitudes, societal norms, and

collective empathy (Alexander, 2012; Diner, 2017; Fleischer & Zames, 2011).

Another important recommendation is to prioritize youth leadership and inclusion in all
areas of advocacy and program development. The structure of True Colors United demonstrates
that involving young people with lived experience in decision-making leads to more effective

and responsive services. These youths have a deep understanding of the challenges they face and



know what types of support make the most significant impact. Elevating their voices is not just a

symbolic gesture, it is both strategic and essential.

Policymakers must prioritize urgent and decisive action to safeguard our LGBTQ+ youth.
Federal and state governments must enact laws that unequivocally protect these young
individuals from discrimination in housing, education, healthcare, and child welfare services.
Furthermore, agencies like Child Protective Services must revamp their protocols to guarantee
safe placements for LGBTQ+ youth, holding themselves accountable when failures result in
harm or abuse. We must also invest in comprehensive data collection and research to grasp the
full magnitude of LGBTQ+ youth homelessness and to continuously evaluate the effectiveness

of our interventions. We can create a safer, more inclusive environment for all young people.

Nonprofit organizations need sustainable funding and opportunities for capacity building
to expand their reach and continue their essential work. Groups like True Colors United require
not only public recognition but also material support through grants, donations, and policy
endorsements. It is crucial to establish public-private partnerships that unite service providers,
educators, faith-based communities, and government agencies in the fight against youth

homelessness.

The way forward requires a strong commitment to equity, justice, and empathy. Society
needs to stop viewing LGBTQ+ identity as a liability and instead recognize the strength,
resilience, and potential of LGBTQ+ youth. They deserve more than just to survive; they deserve
to thrive in environments that celebrate who they are. The moral, social, and economic costs of
ignoring this issue are far too high. To create a more just and inclusive future, we must place the

needs and rights of LGBTQ+ youth at the center of our conversations, policies, and actions.



Pushing influential social change beyond every reform requires a deep ethical
commitment to equity, dignity, and justice. One of the organizations that exemplifies how
compassionate, community-driven solutions can lead to fundamental transformation is True
Colors United. Nonprofit organizations like True Colors United's work inspire hope and show
that we can adjust our world for the better. Nevertheless, without essential reforms in critical
institutions such as Child Protective Services (CPS) and the foster care system, the cycle of harm
will continue. Real ethical and social change requires that we listen to those directly affected,
challenge the deeply rooted and often invisible power structures, and ensure that every young
person, regardless of their identity, has the right to safety, a sense of belonging, and a future filled
with opportunities. It is time to prioritize the voices of the most vulnerable and advocate for the

systemic changes needed to create a more just society for all.

Ultimately, legislators from the states in the United States play a crucial role in
addressing homelessness among LGBTQ+ youth as a vital human rights challenge rather than a
solely social justice issue. The legislators need to delve deep into this problem, which
necessitates a collaborative approach that combines the viewpoints of those with lived
experiences from the LGBTQ+ community, the point of well-crafted policies, and the help of the
broader community. Ensuring that no young person should suffer hardship simply because of

their identity is imperative, and the involvement of allies is key.
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