
 

 
 

Supporting the Mental Health of LGBTQ Youth 
 
In recent years, cultural acceptance and understanding of LGBTQ individuals have improved in many ways. Yet, 
these young people continue to be at higher risk for mental health problems than other teens. Research 
highlights both risk and protective factors that influence the mental health of LGBTQ youth, with important 
implications for what parents, schools and communities can do to support the optimal health and wellbeing of 
these young people. Here is what we all can do to make a difference.  
 

I.  Underlying issues 
 Although studies vary as to how much greater the risk is, nearly all studies of LGBTQ youth show a 

significantly higher risk of anxiety, depression and suicidal behavior when compared to other 
adolescents. 

 Mental health problems appear to be primarily related to the teasing, bullying, shaming and 
rejection that LGBTQ adolescents so often experience. In particular, these young people do most 
poorly when they feel that they are burdensome to the people closest to them (parents and other 
family members). 

 Young people come out at earlier ages than in previous decades (average age 14, down from 20 in 
the 1970s). Coming out early is stressful in the short run because that early teen stage of 
development is characterized by self-consciousness and concerns about conformity and peer 
reaction. But coming out is associated with positive mental health in the long run. 

 Support and acceptance are powerful buffers against mental health problems in LGBTQ youth. The 
actions of families, schools and the society as a whole matter enormously. 

 

II.  Three concrete actions that matter 
1. As parents, accept, support and guide your child 

Listen more than you talk. Guide your child in thinking about how to come out, preferably one person at 
a time rather than through social media. Seek counseling for you and your child to process together the 
feelings and figure out how to support your child’s healthy development. Research shows that counseling 
with a therapist knowledgeable about these issues can reduce mental health challenges.  
 

2. As educators, create a positive school climate 
Teacher training in how to address LGBTQ issues in the classroom is very effective. It is important that 
schools intentionally create a climate based on individual respect and acceptance. In many schools, GSAs 
(Gay Straight Alliances) have helped strengthen a supportive peer culture. 

 
3. As a society, continue to protect the human and civil rights of LGBTQ individuals 

Many things have changed in recent decades including removing homosexuality as a disorder in 
diagnostic manuals (back in 1973), preventing employment discrimination, enforcing hate crime laws 
and approving gay marriage. We all need to continue to build our understanding of individual differences 
and protect the rights of all individuals to pursue life, liberty and happiness. 
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