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Introduction and Background

Family rejection and neglect based on sexual orientation or 
gender identity are frequently a precursor for youth becom-
ing involved with child protection authorities and placement 
in out-of-home care (OOHC) (Côté & Blais, 2021; McCurdy 
et al., 2023). Once placed in OOHC, Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 
Transgender, Queer/Questioning, Intersex, and Asexual 
(LGBTQIA+) youth face ongoing challenges that hinder 
their sexual orientation, gender identity, and gender expres-
sion (SOGIE)-based rights. The term “Queer” has been 
embraced by the LGBTQIA+ community to collectively 
describe the complex spectrum of sexual orientations and 
gender identities coexisting with cisgender heterosexuality 
and is used in this context throughout this scoping review. In 
2014, the Williams Institute conducted the first population-
based survey documenting sexual and gender diversity in 

OOHC (Wilson & Kastanis, 2015). The study included 786 
randomly sampled youth aged between 12 and 21 years in the 
Los Angeles County foster care system. The results indicated 
Queer youth in care were over-represented at double the rate 
of the broader population, were mostly youth of color, had 
more foster placement changes than their cisgender-hetero-
sexual peers, and were more likely to live in restrictive place-
ment settings such as residential care. Further research from 
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Abstract
The human rights challenges faced by Queer youth in out-of-home care (OOHC), such as foster and residential care, have 
largely been overlooked in child protection research, policy, and practice development. This systematic scoping review aims 
to identify and synthesize the existing international, English-language, empirical research documenting the human rights 
challenges experienced by Queer youth in OOHC systems. This review followed the Joanna Briggs Institute methodological 
guidance for scoping reviews. Seven electronic databases were searched to locate relevant articles, including Academic Search 
Premier, APA PsycInfo, CINAHL, MEDLINE, PubMed, Scopus, and Web of Science. Initially, 1,384 studies were identified, 
with 50 meeting the inclusion criteria for the review. Braun and Clarke’s reflexive thematic analysis was used to synthesize 
the data and identify key themes. The five core themes identified were as follows: (a) sexual orientation, gender identity, 
and gender expression (SOGIE)-based rejection and harm before entering OOHC, (b) SOGIE-based discrimination and 
harm in OOHC, (c) structural disadvantage and exclusion, (d) mental health and social well-being disparities, and (e) social 
and relational issues. There are considerable gaps in the published research documenting the human rights experiences of 
Queer youth in OOHC systems outside of the United States. Heterocisnormative child protection ideologies and systemic 
issues, including constraints limiting SOGIE data acquisition, work to oppress Queer youth in OOHC, diminishing the quality 
of their care experience. These structural and systemic issues are the catalysts for SOGIE-based discrimination and harm 
experienced by Queer youth in care.
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the Global North has found Queer young people experience 
notable mental health and social well-being disparities com-
pared to their cisgender-heterosexual peers (Baams et  al., 
2019; Mountz et  al., 2018; Mountz, Capous-Desyllas, & 
Perez, 2019; Schaub et al., 2022; Wilson & Kastanis, 2015). 
Of particular concern are the elevated rates of suicidal ide-
ation (41.8% vs. 15.4%) and suicide attempts (14.4% vs. 
5.7%, respectively) experienced by Queer youth in compari-
son to their peers (Scannapieco et al., 2018). Research exam-
ining the experiences of Queer youth in England’s residential 
care system also highlights the additional barriers Queer 
youth encounter when accessing appropriate mental and sex-
ual health services due to their SOGIE (Schaub, Keemink, 
Stander, & Montgomery, 2023). These findings are echoed in 
other Global North contexts with Australian-based research 
documenting the marginalization and discrimination Queer 
youth experience in both OOHC and the broader community 
(McPherson et al., 2022). Queer youth in OOHC are exposed 
to heightened risks of violence resulting from biases, dis-
criminatory behaviors, and power imbalances within institu-
tional care settings (Mallon, 2001). Early scholarship 
highlighted the need for OOHC policies that affirm Queer 
youth identities and address structural inequalities to pro-
mote safety and inclusion (Sullivan et al., 2001). There is a 
dearth of research examining the experiences of Queer youth 
in OOHC from the Global South (Martínez-Jothar et  al., 
2025). The dominance of Global North data in research on 
the experiences of Queer youth in OOHC skews global dis-
course and undermines efforts to effectively challenge the 
systems that marginalize and violate the rights of Queer 
youth. Expanding the research base to incorporate Global 
South perspectives is essential for creating equitable, cultur-
ally responsive care that reflects the diverse needs of Queer 
youth globally.

Queer youth face the paradox of being both over-repre-
sented and seemingly invisible in OOHC (Mountz & Capous-
Desyllas, 2020). Queer youth endure structural and 
interpersonal stigmas and are socially disenfranchised by the 
system’s reluctance to acknowledge and accept responsibility 
for their SOGIE well-being needs (Mountz & Capous-
Desyllas, 2020). Heteronormativity is the foundational ideol-
ogy of social care institutions, and it is these entrenched 
beliefs manifesting as discrimination and stigma that nega-
tively impact Queer youth’s well-being in care (Nourie, 
2021). Heterosexist beliefs are based on the gender binary of 
masculine and feminine, with assumed natural, opposing 
gender roles prescribed to assigned sex. Anything falling 
outside of this binary is considered inferior or deviant 
(Nourie, 2021). State systems typically only acknowledge 
two genders, which, as a consequence of this simplistic 
approach, perpetuate SOGIE-based discrimination and vio-
lence, including homophobia, transphobia, and heterosex-
ism. SOGIE-based discrimination and violence are 
significant contributors to poor social well-being outcomes 
for Queer youth (Curtis, 2020). In addition, Queer young 

people are at much greater risk of aging out of care and 
becoming homeless compared to their cisgender-heterosex-
ual peers, as they experience more placement changes and 
instability, are less likely to be reunified with their families, 
and are less likely to be adopted (Forge et  al., 2018). 
Government OOHC systems are modeled on traditional 
family life, with foster carers and residential support staff 
fulfilling parental roles that promote heterosexuality and the 
traditional paradigms of a nuclear family (Woods, 2018). 
Queer young people are often blamed for their harassment in 
OOHC as their SOGIE confronts the cisgender-heterosexual 
paradigm. Queer youth are discouraged or punished for 
exploring their SOGIE in an age/culturally appropriate and 
consensual manner, while their cisgender-heterosexual peers 
are afforded freedoms of dating and forming heterosexual 
relationships (Woods, 2018).

A previous scoping review determined LGBTQIA+ 
youth represent between 15.5% and 30.4% of young people 
in OOHC, with LGBTQIA+ youth of color being dispropor-
tionately over-represented (Schaub et al., 2022). Furthermore, 
this review identified that LGBTQIA+ youth, particularly 
those with intersecting racial or ethnic minoritized identities, 
experience poorer physical health, mental health, and well-
being outcomes compared to their non-LGBTQIA+ peers 
while in foster or residential care. A comprehensive review 
of research, policy, and practice synthesized the experiences 
and outcomes for LGBTQIA+ youth in the United States 
child welfare system (McCormick et al., 2017). This research 
identified a common barrier to safeguarding and advocating 
for Queer youth in care is the lack of knowledge and under-
standing that child protection stakeholders have regarding 
LGBTQIA+ rights. A scoping review on LGBTQIA+ per-
spectives in child welfare services supports the findings of 
this study, concluding that Queer youth and foster carers face 
stigma and discrimination, and that significant gaps exist in 
social workers’ capabilities to support LGBTQIA+ individ-
uals (Kaasbøll et al., 2021). Identifying the root cause of sys-
temic human rights issues leading to Queer young people’s 
oppression in OOHC is a critical step toward addressing the 
health and well-being disparities they face compared to their 
cisgender-heterosexual peers. Despite this understanding, 
previous research has not sought to apply a human rights lens 
to examining the unique challenges faced by Queer youth in 
care. The prevailing strengths-based approach (SBA) in 
child protection research and practice emphasizes helping 
sexual and gender minoritized young people build resilience, 
yet it often neglects the systemic oppressions and human 
rights violations underlying the injustices and inequalities 
they encounter in care (Nourie, 2021). This suggests there is 
a critical gap in addressing the root causes of discrimination, 
warranting further research into how OOHC systems can 
better meet the needs of LGBTQIA+ young people.

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(CRC) underpins the policies and practices of most child 
protection systems (United Nations General Assembly 
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[UNGA], 1989). Specifically, Article 2 of the CRC stipulates 
that States must ensure the rights of all young people, with-
out discrimination of any kind. Furthermore, Article 19.1 
places an obligation on statutory bodies to ensure young 
people are protected from all forms of physical or mental 
violence, abuse, neglect, or maltreatment by anyone who 
cares for them. In this context, physical or mental violence 
includes SOGIE-based violence and abuse experienced by 
Queer youth in care (UNGA, 1989). The above Articles 
place clear obligations on OOHC systems to protect Queer 
youth’s rights to live free of all forms of violence and abuse 
attributable to their SOGIE and promote their mental health 
recovery and social well-being outcomes.

This research is underpinned by two distinct, yet inextri-
cably linked, theoretical frameworks: The human rights-
based approach (HRBA) and Queer theory. The HRBA is a 
conceptual framework that aims to turn international human 
rights standards and principles, such as those outlined in the 
CRC and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
(UDHR) (UNGA, 1948), from purely legal instruments into 
active social work practices grounded in advocacy and social 
justice. Central to the HRBA are five core principles of 
Participation, Accountability, Non-discrimination and equal-
ity, Empowerment, and Legality (PANEL principles) 
(AHRC, 2024). These core principles are fundamental to 
promoting and protecting people’s rights, interests, and well-
being. Queer theory challenges the gender binary and con-
ventional understandings of SOGIE, embodying fluidity, 
socially constructed, and self-determined aspects of identi-
ties and the ways these are portrayed in society (Butler, 
1990). In this context, Queer theory asserts that oppression 
of LGBTQIA+ people is the result of rigid constructs pre-
scribing gender and sexuality; therefore, heteronormative 
and hegemonic power structures must be deconstructed to 
break this cycle of oppression (Butler, 1990). The integration 
of the HRBA and Queer theory allows for a deeper under-
standing of how Queer youth are situated in OOHC systems, 
and how heteronormative power structures and privilege 
have subverted their SOGIE-based rights.

This research aims to address the scarcity of data synthe-
sizing the human rights challenges experienced by Queer 
youth in OOHC by conducting a systematic scoping review 
of international, peer-reviewed literature published in the 
English language. The overall objectives of this scoping 
review are to examine the empirical evidence base with the 
intention of summarizing the thematic findings, identifying 
gaps in the literature, and informing future child protection 
research, policy, and practice development. The research 
questions used to guide these objectives are as follows:

1.	 What are the unique factors contributing to Queer 
young people entering OOHC?

2.	 What human rights challenges do Queer young peo-
ple experience in OOHC based on their SOGIE?

3.	 What implications do these human rights challenges 
have on Queer young people in OOHC?

Research Methodology and Design

A scoping review was conducted systematically to investigate 
the empirical research reporting on the human rights chal-
lenges experienced by Queer young people in OOHC. This 
approach was considered the most suitable, as systematic 
scoping reviews provide a robust framework for mapping 
empirical evidence, disseminating research findings, and 
identifying gaps in the existing literature (Arksey & O’Malley, 
2005). A scoping review approach was chosen over a system-
atic review because the authors aimed to broadly identify the 
human rights challenges faced by Queer youth in OOHC sys-
tems, rather than narrowly focusing on outcome-based evi-
dence. The goal was to explore the wide range human rights 
challenges experienced by Queer youth, rather than evaluat-
ing the effectiveness of specific interventions or outcomes. 
Scoping review methods were followed as detailed in the 
Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI) Manual for Evidence Synthesis 
(Peters et  al., 2024). The PRISMA Extension for Scoping 
Reviews (PRISMA-ScR): Checklist and Explanation was also 
referred to throughout the review process (Tricco et al., 2018; 
Supplemental Material). Arksey and O’Malley’s (2005) 
guidelines for conducting a scoping study, which includes 
identifying the research question, identifying relevant studies, 
study selection, charting the data, and summarizing the 
results, were also employed to conduct this research. 
Furthermore, Braun and Clarke’s (2006, 2024) reflexive the-
matic analysis encompassing six stages—familiarization with 
the data, generating initial codes, searching for themes, 
reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and produc-
ing the report—was used to rigorously analyze the thematic 
findings. The authors determined that reflexive thematic anal-
ysis was the most suitable approach, as it allows for flexibility 
and in-depth analysis of data, making it an effective tool for 
identifying complex or recurring themes in the research base 
related to Queer youth in OOHC (Braun & Clarke, 2024). 
This review was not registered online with a protocol registry 
as the research team determined that the topic does not over-
lap with pre-existing research. The priori protocol is outlined 
in the following section.

Search Strategy, Inclusion, and Exclusion Criteria

Due to the broader scope of this review, the Population, 
Concept, and Context (PCC) framework was utilized when 
developing the research questions and inclusion/exclusion 
criteria (see Table 1), as recommended by the JBI for scoping 
reviews (Tricco et al., 2018).

Following the development of the research questions and 
inclusion/exclusion criteria, a structured search strategy was 
established. The search was designed to incorporate varia-
tions of the concept of LGBTQIA+, with combinations of 
the concepts of OOHC and human rights. The search was 
limited to primary peer-reviewed research and secondary 
data analysis research published in the English language. 
The search excluded all types of literature reviews, for 
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example, scoping and systematic reviews and meta-analyses. 
The search focused on LGBTQIA+ youth in OOHC up to 
18 years old, while also including retrospective experiences 
of LGBTQIA+ individuals of all ages with a history in 
OOHC during childhood or adolescence. The research team 
decided to scope the literature from the previous 20 years to 
encompass a wide range of contemporary primary research 
into LGBTQIA+ young people’s rights in OOHC. The 
search strategy was collaboratively developed through con-
sultation with a health sciences librarian with expertise in 
social sciences research to maximize the inclusion of rele-
vant studies. The selection of search terms was guided very 
closely by the research questions and study population. On 
May 4, 2024, seven electronic databases were searched to 
locate relevant articles: Academic Search Premier, APA 
PsycInfo, CINAHL, MEDLINE, PubMed, Scopus, and Web 
of Science. An example of the search strategy used for one of 
the databases is presented in Table 2.

Study Selection Process

On May 4, 2024, a total of 1,384 articles were imported from 
the seven individual electronic databases into EndNote 21.3 
for Windows 11 for referencing and indexing purposes. The 
articles were then exported from EndNote to Covidence 
(Online 2024) on May 5, 2024, for manual screening by the 

first author. During the import process, Covidence detected 
310 duplicate articles. The remaining 1,068 articles were 
screened for eligibility by title and abstract, based on the a 
priori inclusion criteria. Following title and abstract screen-
ing, the remaining 239 articles were then screened by full 
text to determine their relevance for inclusion in the review. 
A further six duplicate articles were detected during the man-
ual screening process. Ultimately, a total of 50 studies met 
the inclusion criteria and were therefore included in the scop-
ing review. The Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic 
Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) chart (see Figure 1) 
provides an overview of the study selection process.

Charting and Collating the Data

Data from the included studies were extracted and charted by 
the first author using an adaptation of Arksey and O’Malley’s 
(2005) framework categories: author(s) and year of publica-
tion; study location; research aim; type of study; methodol-
ogy; sample; and key findings. Following the charting, on 
June 7, 2024, the 50 articles were imported into NVivo soft-
ware version 14.23.3 (61) for analysis. Reflexive thematic 
analysis was then conducted by the first author to explore the 
data in a meaningful way and capture the key themes (Braun 
& Clarke, 2024). This process began with data familiariza-
tion, during which the first author read and re-read the 

Table 1.  Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria Based on the PCC Framework.

PCC Description

Population LGBTQIA+ people of any age with OOHC experience.
Concept Human rights challenges in OOHC: SOGIE-based discrimination and abuse, social stigma, homophobia and transphobia, 

barriers to accessing LGBTQIA+ health services and gender affirming care, double standards and bias, conversion 
therapy, minority stress, intersectionality, heteronormativity, lack of sexual agency, professionals and foster carers 
lacking competency working with LGBTQIA+ youth, and data collection/administration issues.

Potential outcomes: homelessness, lack of social and family support, substance abuse issues, poor educational attainment, 
placement instability, reduced likelihood of reunification with family, criminal justice system involvement, mental health 
issues, physical and sexual health issues, sexual exploitation, intimate partner violence, internalized homophobia and 
transphobia, and delayed identity development.

Context International primary research published in the English language over the past 20 years.

Note. PCC = Population, Concept, and Context; LGBTQIA+ = Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer/Questioning, Intersex, and Asexual; 
OOHC = out-of-home care; SOGIE = sexual orientation, gender identity, and gender expression.

Table 2.  APA PsycInfo Search Strategy.

Keywords/Search Terms Results

LGBT* youth OR LGBT* young people OR queer youth OR queer young people OR sexual and gender minority youth 
OR sexual and gender minority young people

685

AND out-of-home care OR OOHC OR foster care OR kinship care OR residential care OR care home OR child 
protection OR child welfare OR child safety

  34

AND human rights OR human rights issues OR human rights violations OR minority stress OR discrimination OR 
heteronormative OR phenomenological OR lived experience* OR care experience* OR care history OR intersection* 
OR systemic OR structural violence OR institution* OR government*

  29

Note. OOHC = out-of-home care.
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articles, noting initial impressions and points of emotional 
resonance. Early codes were generated inductively by high-
lighting and noting repeated concepts, language use, and pat-
terns relevant to the research questions. The coding process 
was iterative, with the development of new concepts prompt-
ing the revision, merging, and expansion of earlier codes. 
The first author continually refined the evolving coding 
framework throughout the analysis process. Themes were 
constructed by identifying connections between related 

codes, clustering them into preliminary themes, and inter-
preting these through the theoretical framework underpin-
ning this research. While the analysis generally followed this 
process, there was significant back-and-forth between the 
steps of theme development, theory application, and reflec-
tion. The first author’s positionality, including their profes-
sional and academic background in human rights, queer 
identity, and personal experiences of marginalization during 
childhood and adolescence, was acknowledged and valued 

Figure 1.  PRISMA chart of identification, screening, and inclusion of relevant studies.
PRISMA = Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses.
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as an interpretative strength by the research team. These 
aspects shaped how the data were perceived, interpreted, and 
critically reflected on during the analysis process. The 
research team supported the reflexive process by creating a 
safe space during meetings for the first author to explore how 
their positionality influenced theme construction, question 
assumptions, and consider alternative interpretations. Figure 
2 presents a copy of a thematic map which was finalized dur-
ing stage five of the reflexive thematic analysis process. 
Following this, the results were documented and are reported 
below.

Results

Characteristics of Included Studies

The 50 studies addressing the review questions are presented 
in Table 3.

Most of the studies were conducted in the United States 
(n = 37; 74%), with a few studies conducted in Canada (n = 3), 
England (n = 3), and The Netherlands (n = 2). There were 
only singular studies from Australia, Israel, New Zealand, 
Spain, and Sweden. The majority of the included studies 
used either qualitative (n = 28) or quantitative research meth-
ods (n = 19), with the remaining three studies utilizing mixed 
methods (Carabez & Kim, 2020; Lorthridge et  al., 2018; 
Prince et  al., 2024). While this scoping review aimed to 
include research from the past 20 years, all the identified 
studies were published between 2018 and 2024, with the 
exception of McCormick et al. (2016). Notably, most of the 
United States research examining issues facing Queer youth 
in OOHC was post-2016, which may reflect societal progres-
sion of LGBTQIA+ rights coinciding with the United States 
Supreme Court’s 2015 legalization of same-sex marriage. 
Study populations predominantly comprised of Queer young 
people (n = 35), child protection stakeholders (including 
social workers, residential support staff, and foster carers) 
(n = 11), or a combination of both (n = 2). There was also one 
legal case study analysis (Alvarez, 2020), and one content 
analysis of information on residential care homes websites 
(Carlstrom et  al., 2023). Studies with Queer young people 
had sample sizes ranging from a single participate (Hammond 
et al., 2020), to 121,910 participants (McCurdy et al., 2023), 
aged 11+ years. The five major themes identified in the lit-
erature are summarized in Table 4 and discussed further 
below.

Theme 1: SOGIE-Based Rejection and Harm Before Entering 
OOHC.  Queer youth come into contact with child protection 
authorities for the same reasons as their cisgender-heterosex-
ual peers (neglect of basic care needs, parental substance 
abuse, parental mental health issues, and physical and sexual 
abuse); however, closer examination reveals that conflicts 
with parents and caregivers around how gender and sexuality 
roles are enforced within the family increases the risk of 

harm to Queer youth, and consequently, the likelihood they 
will enter OOHC (McCormick et al., 2016). In almost one-
third of the studies, family rejection and harm based on 
SOGIE are referred to as trajectory for young people enter-
ing care (Austin et al., 2021; Greeno et al., 2022; Mountz & 
Capous-Desyllas, 2020; Weeks et  al., 2018). Furthermore, 
research suggests that the likelihood of rejection is higher for 
transgender and non-binary youth (McCurdy et  al., 2023). 
Queer youth in OOHC report experiencing not only rejec-
tion, but also physical violence and psychological abuse 
from their family after revealing their sexual orientation or 
gender identity (Greeno et  al., 2022). In many cases, the 
intense feelings of shame, hopelessness, and isolation expe-
rienced by Queer youth with unsupportive or intolerant par-
ents or caregivers can lead them to flee their home to escape 
the hostility or persecution (Forge et al., 2018). Moreover, 
running away from home to escape abuse, or being rejected 
from the family unit, are not only pathways to homelessness 
for Queer youth, but also referral to child protection authori-
ties and placement in OOHC; the latter of which may merely 
intersect the pathway to homelessness (Côté & Blais, 2021). 
The rejection by families based on SOGIE violates Queer 
young people’s human rights to safety, dignity, and non-dis-
crimination. The studies cited in theme one highlight how 
family rejection often leads to psychological and physical 
harm, which directly contradicts the right to freedom from 
violence, as enshrined in various international human rights 
instruments such as the UDHR and the CRC.

Theme 2: SOGIE-Based Discrimination and Harm in OOHC.  Queer 
youth’s experiences of victimization continue when they enter 
OOHC, for example, 10 studies evidence physical violence, 
bullying, and harassment are endured by Queer youth at the 
hands of their peers or caregivers (Barboza-Salerno & Remi-
llard, 2023; Côté & Blais, 2021; Forge et al. 2018; González-
Álvarez et  al., 2022; Lorthridge et  al., 2018; Mountz, 
Capous-Desyllas, & Perez, 2019; Mountz & Capous-Desyllas, 
2020; Robinson, 2018; Salazar et al., 2018; Schaub, Stander, 
& Montgomery, 2023). Queer youth experience homophobia, 
transphobia, and heterosexism in OOHC as a consequence of 
covert discrimination, expressed as unaccepting attitudes and 
beliefs, embedded in the very systems purporting to deliver 
child protection (McPherson et al., 2022; Salazar et al., 2018). 
Many Queer youth report feeling the need to hide their sexual 
orientation or gender identity out of fear of violence being per-
petrated by other young people in care (Côté & Blais, 2021). 
Caregivers and child protection stakeholders often overlook, 
downplay, or rationalize the violence enacted on Queer young 
people with excuses that their cisgender-heterosexual peers 
felt uncomfortable, threatened, or offended by their SOGIE 
(McCormick et al., 2016).

A recent qualitative case study by Golightley (2023) high-
lights that Queer youth in OOHC are vulnerable to overt and 
covert forms of conversion therapy, such as psychotherapeu-
tic conversion techniques, as child protection services and 
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foster carers in the United States are increasingly procuring 
placements for young people at therapeutic boarding schools. 
Golightley articulates that conversion therapy may be accom-
panied by torture-like abuse if youth are perceived to be 
resistant or non-compliant, and that young people exposed to 
these practices report experiencing anxiety attacks, internal-
ized homophobia, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), 

and issues forming an intimate relationship. Queer young 
people in OOHC and commercial sexual exploitation were 
explored in six studies (Fraser et  al., 2021; Gerassi & 
Pederson, 2022; Hammond et al., 2020; Mazursky & Nadan, 
2024; Mountz et  al., 2018; Mountz, Capous-Desyllas, & 
Sevillano, 2019). Commercial sexual exploitation refers to 
minors or young adults selling or trading sex to adults in 

Figure 2.  Thematic map of human rights challenges faced by Queer youth in OOHC.
Note. OOHC = out-of-home care.
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at
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 c
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 c
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 c
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 c
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 o
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 d
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 c
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: f
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at
io

na
l p
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 p
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 c
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 t
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 t
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 c
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 c
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at
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l b
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 c
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 c
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 c
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 r
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 m
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ra
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 r
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 c
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.
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 c
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 b
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 p
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 c
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 t
ra
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.
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 b
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.
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at
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 t
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 c
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at
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at
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or

tu
ni

ty
 P

as
sp

or
t.

Q
ua

nt
ita

tiv
e 

se
co

nd
ar

y 
an

al
ys

is
 o

f f
ol

lo
w

-u
p 

su
rv

ey
 d

at
a.

n 
=

 4
26

A
ge

s 
14

–2
6 

ye
ar

s.
LG

BT
Q

 y
ou

th
 w

ith
 fo

st
er

 c
ar

e 
ex

pe
ri

en
ce

.

T
he

 d
at

a 
in

di
ca

te
 t

ha
t 

LG
BT

Q
 p

ar
tic

ip
an

ts
 in

 t
he

 O
pp

or
tu

ni
ty

 P
as

sp
or

t 
pr

og
ra

m
 e

xp
er

ie
nc

e 
po
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exchange for money, shelter, drugs, alcohol, cigarettes, trans-
port, or other goods (Greenbaum, 2018). Recent qualitative 
research from Israel highlights that many Queer youth in 
OOHC are commercially sexually exploited as a result of 
experiencing rejection and social exclusion associated with 
their LGBTQIA+ identity (Mazursky & Nadan, 2024). In 
addition, this study asserted Queer youth are vulnerable to 
intimate partner violence and further exploitation if they are 
coerced into an intimate relationship with an adult. The stud-
ies identified in theme two indicate that Queer youth endure 
violence and discrimination in OOHC settings due to 
homophobia, transphobia, and heterosexism, creating an 
unsafe environment that contradicts their fundamental rights 
to safety and protection from violence, as outlined in the 
CRC.

Theme 3: Structural Disadvantage and Exclusion.  The over-rep-
resentation of Queer youth in OOHC systems is a recurring 
theme in the research, with studies highlighting how family 
rejection or conflict tied to sexual orientation and gender 
identity are central factors in their over-representation 
(McCurdy et  al., 2023; Salazar et  al., 2018; Scannapieco 
et al., 2018). Moreover, the intersectional nature of this issue, 
particularly for transgender, gender-diverse, and Queer youth 
of color, further complicates their experiences within OOHC 
systems. McCurdy et al. (2023) found that transgender and 
gender diverse youth in care are particularly over-represented, 
even compared to their cisgender, sexually diverse peers. 
Estimating the true representation of Queer youth in OOHC is 
complex, as the majority of child protection systems do not 
seek or, at best, are vague and inconsistent in the SOGIE 
information obtained as part of their administrative data col-
lection processes (Scannapieco et  al., 2018). Furthermore, 

child protection professionals are typically not trained to ask 
or actively avoid discussing young people’s LGBTQIA+ sta-
tus (Greeno et al., 2022). In almost half of the studies, the lack 
of training, resources, and polices for child protection stake-
holders to effectively work with and support Queer youth was 
discussed (González-Álvarez et al., 2022; Greeno et al., 2022; 
Mountz et al., 2018; Schaub, Keemink, Stander, & Montgom-
ery, 2023). In Weeks et al.’s (2018) study evaluating the effec-
tiveness of a training intervention aimed at improving 
competency of child protection professionals to work with 
LGBTQIA+, they asserted that practitioners with anti-
LGBTQIA+ bias and/or low competency directly correlated 
to lower well-being outcomes for Queer youth in care. The 
lack of Queer identity-based data acquisition and training for 
stakeholders suggests patterns of institutional discrimination 
and bias are deeply embedded in child protection ideology 
(Nichols & McAuliffe, 2024). As a result of these systemic 
challenges, Queer youth remain largely invisible in OOHC 
and their needs unmet.

Heteronormativity and cisnormativity are forms of 
oppression that privilege non-LGBTQIA+ identities in 
society, and are evident through institutional polices, prac-
tices, training, ideologies and, most importantly, norms in 
OOHC (González-Álvarez et al., 2022). Over one-third of 
the studies, heterocisnormativity was referred to as a sys-
temic challenge that sustains heterosexist and LGBTQIA+-
phobic attitudes and beliefs, negatively impacting on Queer 
youth’s care experiences (A. Alvarez, 2020; Côté & Blais, 
2021; Robinson, 2018). Furthermore, the stigma and shame 
attributable to these negative attitudes can prevent Queer 
youth from disclosing their sexual orientation or gender 
identity in care, and/or may inhibit them from accessing 
mental or sexual health services out of fear of persecution 

Table 4.  Critical Findings Table.

Findings Summary

SOGIE-based rejection 
and harm before 
entering OOHC

Conflicts with parents and caregivers around how gender and sexuality roles are enforced within the family 
increases the risk of harm to Queer youth, and consequently, the likelihood they will enter OOHC.

SOGIE-based 
discrimination and 
harm in OOHC

Queer youth’s experiences of victimization continue when they enter OOHC, typically at the hands of their 
peers or caregivers. Queer youth experience homophobia, transphobia, and heterosexism as a consequence 
of covert discrimination, which is often expressed as anti-LGBTQIA+ attitudes and beliefs.

Structural disadvantage 
and exclusion

Heterocisnormativity is a systemic challenge to Queer youth’s rights as it is embedded in child protection 
polices, practices, training, ideologies, and norms in OOHC, perpetuating heterosexist and LGBTQIA+-
phobic attitudes and beliefs.

Mental health and social 
well-being disparities

Queer youth in care face mental health and social well-being disparities in comparison to their cisgender-
heterosexual peers due to stresses and disadvantages associated with being a minoritized population in a 
heteronormative system.

Social and relational 
issues

SOGIE-based rejection and harm erodes trust and reinforces barriers to forming supportive relationships with 
child protection stakeholders. Consequently, Queer youth develop skills of self-reliance and resilience which, 
at an individual level, can be source of strength, however, are also symptomatic of deep structural failings.

Note. OOHC = out-of-home care; SOGIE = sexual orientation, gender identity, and gender expression; LGBTQIA+ = Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, 
Queer/Questioning, Intersex, and Asexual.
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(Schaub, Stander, & Montgomery, 2023). The psychosocial 
and structural harms experienced by Queer youth in OOHC 
can lead to minority stress, which manifests both psycho-
logically and physiologically (Robinson, 2023). These 
minority stress symptoms are further amplified for youth 
who hold multiple marginalized identities, such as Queer 
youth of color or with a disability. OOHC systems are fun-
damentally ill-equipped to address the intersecting impacts 
of race, class, disability, and LGBTQIA+ status, which are 
critical factors influencing outcomes such as placement per-
manency for these youth (Robinson, 2018).

Queer youth, particularly those from racial or ethnic 
minoritized backgrounds, experience higher rates of place-
ment changes compared to their cisgender-heterosexual 
peers (Hammond et al., 2020; Poirier et al., 2018; Schofield 
et  al., 2019). Poirier et  al.’s (2018) article focusing on the 
experiences and outcomes for Queer youth who participated 
in the Jim Casey Initiative’s Opportunity Passport financial 
literacy program in the United States, found that Queer youth 
are more likely to experience at least 10 foster placements, 
with Queer youth of color reporting even higher rates. 
Mountz et al.’s (2018) research examining the experiences of 
transgender and gender diverse youth in the Los Angeles 
County foster care system identified that transgender and 
gender diverse youth had nearly twice as many placement 
changes as their cisgender peers, with one participant report-
ing she had over 30 different placements during her time in 
care. Mountz et al. (2018) articulated that a general lack of 
acceptance from foster carers or caregivers of participants’ 
gender identities resulted in placement instability and lack of 
permanency. The studies in theme three reveal a pervasive 
pattern of systemic exclusion, discrimination, and institu-
tional bias that fosters a hostile environment for Queer youth 
and undermines their fundamental rights to safety, dignity, 
and respect in care.

Theme 4: Mental Health and Social Well-being Disparities.  Not 
only are Queer youth over-represented in OOHC, but they 
are also over-represented amongst homeless youth popula-
tions (Forge et  al. 2018). In several studies, Queer youth 
either running away from care and becoming homeless, or 
exiting care and becoming homeless, was explored 
(Abramovich et al., 2024; Côté & Blais, 2021; Forge et al., 
2018; Youngbloom et  al., 2022). Often, homelessness for 
Queer young people is the product of rejection, discrimina-
tion, exclusion, and abuse resulting from complex interac-
tions between structural, institutional, and interpersonal 
factors, (Côté & Blais, 2021). In Baker et al.’s 2018 research 
using survey marginalia to understand the housing and child 
protection experiences of gender diverse youth, they identi-
fied 71% of Queer youth reported their sexual orientation 
and gender identity as a contributing factor to their unsafe/
unstable living arrangement. Many Queer youth viewed 
couch surfing or living on the streets as a safer and less hos-
tile alternative to residing in OOHC (Baker et  al., 2018; 

Mountz et  al., 2018). In addition, many Queer youth that 
have exited care report being pushed into homelessness after 
aging out of the OOHC system with inadequate formal or 
informal support, and that their negative care experiences 
impeded their ability to develop a safe social network to fall 
back on (Côté & Blais, 2021). A small number of studies also 
commented on the educational and employment outcomes 
following Queer youths’ transition to adulthood. These stud-
ies predominantly found Queer youth struggled with poor 
achievement and attainment in adulthood due to anti-
LGBTQIA+ bias, discrimination, and bullying (Capous-
Desyllas & Mountz, 2019; Mountz et  al., 2018; Mountz, 
Capous-Desyllas, & Sevillano, 2019; Poirier et  al., 2018; 
Washburn et al., 2022).

Physical and sexual health issues relating to Queer youth 
in OOHC were explored in a limited number of studies 
(Carabez & Kim, 2020; Poirier et al., 2018; Salerno et al., 
2020; Scannapieco et al., 2018). Scannapieco et al. (2018) 
determined that Queer youth in the child protection system 
experience higher rates of major physical illness compared to 
their heterosexual peers (26.5% vs. 21%). In addition, 
research by Salerno et  al. (2020) documenting the lived 
experiences of sexual minoritized girls in foster care high-
lights their increased risk of poor sexual health outcomes. 
Salerno et al. noted that female sexual minoritized youths’ 
experiences of sexual health were largely categorized by dis-
trust and fear of being sexually victimized. Youth in this 
study also did not report foster care stakeholders or profes-
sionals as adults whom they would go to if they needed to 
discuss their sexual health or report sexual victimization.

In one-third of the studies, the mental health issues facing 
Queer youth in OOHC were explored, with many studies 
reporting a strong correlation between mental health con-
cerns and SOGIE-based discrimination, violence, and abuse 
(Capous-Desyllas & Mountz, 2019; Forge et al., 2018; Prince 
et al., 2024; Scannapieco et al., 2018). Findings from Prince 
et al.’s (2024) quantitative study examining the psychologi-
cal comorbidities and suicidality among youth with foster 
care experience indicate that three-quarters of the Queer 
youth studied met the clinical threshold for mood disorders. 
Prince et  al. (2024) indicated that experiencing SOGIE-
based discrimination was associated with anxiety, and, more-
over, experiencing rejection based on sexual orientation was 
associated with anxiety, depression, and PTSD symptoms. 
Prince et al. (2024) suggested that the mental health dispari-
ties faced by Queer youth in foster care are further com-
pounded by proximal or distal stressors related to their 
minority status. Similarly, Scannapieco et al.’s (2018) quan-
titative study comparing the mental health and substance 
abuse occurrences and outcomes between Queer youth and 
heterosexual youth in care found that Queer youth had higher 
levels of suicidal ideation, suicide attempts, depression, and 
gender identity-related stressors compared to their hetero-
sexual peers. The studies cited in theme four evidence how 
Queer youth’s rights to protection from harm, health, 
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education, housing, social inclusion, and freedom from 
degrading treatment are all compromised by the ideologies 
and structures underpinning OOHC systems.

Theme 5: Social and Relational Issues.  Numerous studies dis-
cussed the challenges experienced by Queer young people in 
OOHC in relation to maintaining familial connections, inter-
personal relationships, and developing safe support networks 
(LaBrenz et  al., 2023; López et  al., 2024; Paul & Cruys, 
2024). Paul and Cruys’ (2024) study pertaining to building 
supportive relationships for Queer youth in foster care indi-
cates SOGIE-based discriminations and prejudice, unfair 
and harsh treatment, feeling misunderstood and disregarded, 
fearing rejection from adults, and a lack of LGBTQIA+ 
knowledge, were identified by Queer youth as barriers to 
developing supportive relationships. In addition, lack of 
social support, placement instability, and neglect in OOHC 
are also risk factors for intimate partner violence, with find-
ings from Katz et  al.’s (2023) study indicating that sexual 
minoritized youth with a care history are at greater risk than 
their heterosexual peers of experiencing intimate partner 
violence.

Several studies highlight the resilience displayed by 
Queer youth in OOHC when faced with adversity (González-
Álvarez et al., 2022; López et al., 2024; Mountz et al., 2018; 
Schaub, Stander, & Montgomery, 2023). López et al. (2024) 
note that resilience among Queer youth in care is enhanced 
through social support and affirming relationships with child 
protection stakeholders; however, these relationships are 
often hindered by structural challenges such as placement 
instability and high turn-over of child protection profession-
als. In the absence of competent adult support and guidance, 
Queer youth are forced to develop skills of self-reliance and 
resilience which, at an individual level, can be source of 
strength, however, are also symptomatic of deep structural 
failures in social policy and institutional services meant to 
protect vulnerable youth (González-Álvarez et  al., 2022). 
Capous-Desyllas and Mountz’s (2019) study, which utilizes 
Photovoice methodology to engage Queer former foster 
youth in co-production and participatory research, demon-
strates how resilience is not just an individual trait but also a 
self-preservation response to the lack of support and affirma-
tion Queer youth face in care. Capous-Desyllas and Mountz’s 
(2019) study advocates for systemic change in OOHC ser-
vices and promotes Queer youth’s rights to safety, recogni-
tion, and inclusion. Overall, the studies referenced in theme 
five highlight how systemic discrimination, lack of support, 
and structural failures in OOHC systems hinder Queer young 
people’s rights to safety, family unity, supportive relation-
ships, and social well-being. The studies also identify that 
resilience of Queer youth in OOHC is often a survival mech-
anism, and a symptom of the systemic shortcomings prevent-
ing Queer youth from thriving and fully realizing their rights.

Discussion

This scoping review sought to examine the empirical evi-
dence base documenting the human rights challenges experi-
enced by Queer youth in OOHC systems internationally. 
Overall, seven databases yielded 50 articles published in the 
English language meeting the inclusion criteria, 74% of 
which were conducted in the United States. The dispropor-
tionate number of empirical research articles originating 
from the United States alludes to a disconnect between the 
United States’ child protection system and children’s rights 
(particularly the rights of marginalized youth), which may 
largely be explained by the United States’ refusal to ratify the 
CRC (Nourie, 2021). Nonetheless, the research base demon-
strates the human rights challenges faced by Queer youth in 
State-sanctioned OOHC transcend cultural boundaries and 
social norms. While research into the over-representation of 
Queer young people in OOHC have garnered more attention 
over the past decade, data collection and administrative 
restrictions impeding research of SOGIE issues has perpetu-
ated their invisibility and masked the true magnitude of the 
challenges they experience. Furthermore, there is a dearth of 
research outside of the United States that estimates the over-
presentation of Queer youth in care and, moreover, what 
socio-cultural factors contribute to their involvement with 
child protection authorities. Findings also indicate that het-
erocisnormativity is a systemic issue across the Global 
North. It acts to oppress Queer youth, diminish the quality of 
their care experience, and leads to poorer mental health and 
social well-being outcomes compared to their cisgender-het-
erosexual peers.

While current research articulates the agency, self-deter-
mination, and resilience of Queer young people, it does not 
explore why these attributes are more commonly associated 
with Queer youth in OOHC. This gap in the literature is 
important, as Queer youth in care have developed unique 
strategies for navigating their experiences and resisting 
oppressive systems, such as self-advocacy, creating chosen 
families, and drawing strength from affirming communities 
(Capous-Desyllas & Mountz, 2019). An ecological frame-
work of resilience is a way of understanding resilience as not 
just a personal trait or quality, but as something that is shaped 
by the complex interaction between an individual and the 
systems around them (Mazursky, 2024). Focusing on resil-
ience through a broader ecological lens can help challenge 
the ongoing invisibility of Queer youth—especially within 
systems that fail to adequately collect SOGIE-related data or 
provide the necessary training for professionals. This is 
reflected in several studies in this review, for example, R. G. 
Alvarez et  al. (2023) and Salazar et  al. (2023) emphasize 
how the attitudes and relational capacities of child protection 
stakeholders play a crucial role in supporting the resilience 
of Queer youth. Similarly, interventions such as those exam-
ined by Austin et al. (2021) highlight how caregiving that is 
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affirmative of LGBTQIA+ identities can be a protective fac-
tor for Queer youth in foster care. Furthermore, participatory 
studies by Capous-Desyllas and Mountz (2019) and López 
et al. (2024) illustrate how Queer youth in care actively navi-
gate systemic adversity and draw on community-based 
resources for support. By recognizing Queer youth’s resil-
ience and agency in the context of an ecological framework, 
OOHC systems can begin to address the underlying causes 
of their marginalization. Strategies can include tailoring sup-
port services to meet the unique needs of Queer youth, ensur-
ing these services are culturally safe, affirming, and 
trauma-informed, and empowering youth by informing them 
of their rights in care.

Table 5 summarizes the implications for child protection 
practice, policy development, and future research, including 
research grounded in an HRBA which is essential to further 
understanding and supporting Queer youth in care. While 
SOGIE-based discrimination and stigma are central issues, 
an HRBA would reframe these challenges as systemic injus-
tices requiring transformative change. Unlike needs or SBAs, 
which reinforce power dynamics and offer limited improve-
ments, the HRBA promotes fundamental changes to how 
child protection systems interact with marginalized commu-
nities and holds statutory authorities directly accountable 

(Berthold, 2015; Kosher et  al., 2016). This shift would 
encourage child protection professionals to challenge the 
systemic inequalities faced by Queer youth, moving beyond 
traditional frameworks that view them as a vulnerable minor-
ity community and toward approaches that address the soci-
etal structures perpetuating their oppression (Berthold, 2015; 
Kosher et al., 2016). In addition, child protection agencies 
must develop robust LGBTQIA+ anti-discrimination poli-
cies, implement systematic SOGIE data collection, mandate 
rights education for professionals, and establish independent 
complaints procedures to protect Queer youth’s rights in 
OOHC. Ultimately, for child protection professionals work-
ing with society’s most vulnerable and marginalized youth, it 
is crucial that human rights be treated as more than just a 
political, academic, or legal concept, but embedded in the 
profession as a fundamental practice. (Berthold, 2015; Falch-
Eriksen & Backe-Hansen, 2018; Kosher et al., 2016).

Limitations

There are several notable limitations of this scoping review 
that must be acknowledged. First, scoping reviews typi-
cally do not include a comprehensive quality assessment of 
the studies, meaning the epistemological foundations and 

Table 5.  Implication for Future Research, Policy, and Child Protection Practice.

Research Policy Practice

Future research regarding the well-
being needs of Queer youth in OOHC 
systems should adopt a HRBA to 
ensure their unique social positioning 
and SOGIE-based rights are prioritized.

Strong LGBTQIA+ anti-discrimination 
policies should be developed by child 
protection agencies to ensure Queer youth 
in OOHC are protected from LGBTQIA+-
phobic attitudes and beliefs.

The establishment of systematic SOGIE 
data collection and record-keeping 
processes that are respectful of each 
young person’s views and wishes and 
rights to privacy and confidentiality.

Queer youth with OOHC experience 
involved in research project should be 
treated as experts of their own lives 
and should be viewed as adding equal 
value to the research team.

Polices aimed at protecting Queer youth’s 
SOGIE-based rights should take a HRBA. 
Policies should strengthen the youth’s 
capacity to claim their rights and have 
their voices heard. Polices should place 
obligations and accountability on the State 
to further the realization of LGBTQIA+ 
rights.

The development of LGBTQIA+ 
inclusive and culturally safe OOHC 
initiatives and programs, particularly 
those focused on placement 
matching, stability, and permanency 
for Queer youth in care.

Further research examining the lived 
experiences of Queer youth in 
OOHC outside of the United States 
is required; particularly meaningful and 
participatory action-based research 
that explores solutions to improve 
their well-being outcomes.

Queer youth with OOHC care 
experience and LGBTQIA+ community 
representatives should be consulted at 
each stage of policy development initiatives 
designed to improve well-being outcomes 
for Queer youth in care.

Mandatory and comprehensive 
LGBTQIA+ rights education 
and training for child protection 
professionals, caregivers, and 
stakeholders.

Research examining the over-
representation of Queer youth in 
OOHC systems outside of the United 
States and, moreover, what socio-
cultural factors contribute to their 
involvement with child protection 
authorities is required.

Polices should establish baselines from which 
negative, positive, and non-progress in 
fulfilling the SOGIE-based rights of Queer 
youth in OOHC can be measured. Polices 
should be reviewed regularly in consultation 
with Queer youth and LGBTQIA+ 
community representatives to ensure they 
remain relevant and effective.

The establishment of formal and 
independently monitored complaint 
procedures that ensure Queer youth 
are afforded the opportunity to 
escalate issues and concerns if they 
feel their SOGIE-based rights have 
been violated in OOHC.

Note. OOHC = out-of-home care; SOGIE = sexual orientation, gender identity, and gender expression; LGBTQIA+ = Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, 
Queer/Questioning, Intersex, and Asexual; HRBA = human rights-based approach.
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subjective interpretations inherent in qualitative research 
may not be fully evaluated (Levac et al., 2010). The studies 
included in this research emphasized lived experience, 
however without a thorough assessment of this aspect in the 
included studies, it was difficult for the researchers to fully 
contextualize the nuanced and complex experiences of 
Queer youth in OOHC. Second, the researchers chose to 
exclude grey literature from this review, determining that 
this would add a considerably large number of non-peer-
reviewed international papers that may change the scale 
and reliability of this review. Nonetheless, the researchers 
acknowledge that excluding grey literature may have 
resulted in relevant documents from the previous 20 years 
being overlooked, particularly those commissioned by 
community organizations and non-government agencies, 
thereby limiting the diversity of perspectives. Finally, this 
review did not include articles published in non-English 
languages, which constrains the findings to predominantly 
to the Global North. This limitation reduces global diver-
sity and, in turn, emphasizes a Western epistemological 
viewpoint—potentially overlooking the experiences of 
non-Western or non-English-speaking Queer youth in the 
Global South. Despite these limitations, this review offers 
important insights into the human rights challenges faced 
by Queer youth in OOHC systems internationally.

Conclusion

This systematic scoping review provides a comprehensive 
summary of international empirical research findings docu-
menting the human rights challenges faced by Queer young 
people in OOHC. The experiences of Queer young people in 
OOHC have, until recently, been absent from public dis-
course; however, Queer youth remain one of the most mar-
ginalized and vulnerable groups in society. This research 
underscores how structural and systemic issues, such as het-
erocisnormative ideologies, SOGIE data acquisition, and 
placement instability, result in poorer mental health and 
social well-being outcomes for Queer youth compared to 
their cisgender-heterosexual peers in care. Further research 
is required, particularly incorporating perspectives from the 
Global South, to quantify and articulate the magnitude of the 
human rights challenges faced by Queer youth in OOHC sys-
tems globally. In addition, research must prioritize their 
rights to participate and have their voices heard, as this is 
essential for understanding their needs and ensuring they can 
thrive, rather than merely survive, in care.
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