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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
LGBT Americans have the same worries as other
Americans when it comes to paying for healthcare
and other needs, finding good jobs, and saving for
the future. But the LGBT population–which includes
parents, workers, retirees, people of color, and people
with disabilities–faces another set of challenges that can
result in increased economic hardship.
Anti-LGBT laws–at the federal, state, and local levels–
have the emotional impact of telling LGBT people that
they matter less than others, that their families and their
health are not as important, and that their contributions
at work are less valued. But these outdated and
discriminatory laws also have serious economic impacts,
causing LGBT people to have a harder time becoming
financially secure and providing for their families.

This report describes how LGBT Americans pay an
unfair price for being LGBT, and how anti-LGBT laws
cause the most harm to the most vulnerable LGBT
communities. The report also includes recommendations
that would help end the unfair financial penalties that
LGBT people in this country face simply because of who
they are or whom they love.

Three Primary Failures of Law Financially
Penalize LGBT People
The financial penalties facing LGBT people in the United
States are the result of three primary failures in the law:
1. Lack of protection from discrimination means
that LGBT people can be fired, denied housing,
and refused medically-necessary healthcare simply
because they are LGBT. LGBT people experience credit
discrimination, and transgender people face difficulties
obtaining accurate identity documents, which can make
it more difficult to secure employment, housing, and
more. The financial penalty: LGBT people can struggle to
find work, make less on the job, and have higher housing
and medical costs than their non-LGBT peers.
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3. Failure to adequately protect LGBT students
means that LGBT people and their families often face a
hostile, unsafe, and unwelcoming environment in local
schools, as well as discrimination in accessing financial
aid and other support. The financial penalty: LGBT young
people and the children of LGBT parents are more likely
to perform poorly in school and to face challenges
pursuing postsecondary educational opportunities.
This, in turn, can reduce their earnings over time.

Anti-LGBT Laws Create More Poverty
Among LGBT Americans
These failures of law increase economic insecurity
and poverty throughout the LGBT community. The result
is that LGBT Americans are more likely than non-LGBT
Americans to be poor, even though individuals in samesex couples are more likely to be in the labor force than
individuals in opposite-sex couples.
The majority of laws impacting the lives of LGBT
Americans are state and local, rather than federal. In
some states, LGBT people have a large degree of legal
equality while in others, LGBT people are left completely
unprotected or are deliberately targeted by anti-LGBT
laws that financially penalize LGBT people. Household
incomes for same-sex couples are lower in states
with low levels of legal equality for LGBT people. For
example, same-sex couples raising children in states
without marriage equality have, on average, $8,912 less
in annual household income than married opposite-sex
couples raising children in those states. The gap is only
$689 between same-sex and opposite-sex couples in
states with marriage equality.a And emerging research
finds that female same-sex couples in states without
marriage and those without employment protections
are more likely to live in poverty than married oppositesex couples in those states.
a

This analysis was conducted using data collected in 2013 and counts only the 21 states and DC
that had marriage or comprehensive relationship recognition at that time.

The full report, Paying An Unfair Price: The Financial Penalty for Being LGBT in America, is available at www.lgbtmap.org/unfair-price.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

In some cases, the legal inequality experienced by
LGBT people results in lower incomes—for example, due
to employment discrimination or the denial of family tax
credits. This makes it harder for LGBT Americans to save
for the future or cover basic necessities like rent, food,
and clothing. In other cases, these same legal inequalities
burden LGBT people with higher costs for needs like
housing, healthcare, health insurance, and education.

2. Refusal to recognize LGBT families means that
LGBT families are denied many of the same benefits
afforded to non-LGBT families when it comes to health
insurance, taxes, vital safety-net programs, and retirement
planning. The financial penalty: LGBT families pay more
for health insurance, taxes, legal assistance, and essential
protection for their families in times of crisis.
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Some LGBT People Are Harder Hit Than
Others
At greatest financial risk due to anti-LGBT laws are
LGBT people with children, LGBT people of color, LGBT
older adults, and LGBT people living in states with low
levels of LGBT equality. For example, African Americans
in same-sex couples are more than twice as likely to live
in poverty as African Americans in married opposite-sex
couples; African American same-sex couples also have
higher rates of poverty than white same-sex couples.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The most vulnerable members of the LGBT
community have no ability to absorb the financial
penalties created by anti-LGBT laws. They also lack the
financial resources to take steps to mitigate the effects
of these laws–for example, by getting expert accounting
help to navigate an unfair tax system or by traveling
to another state to marry so their relationship will be
recognized by the federal government.

Recommendations for Change
It is time to put an end to the financial penalties
that LGBT Americans face simply because they are
LGBT. Action is needed on three main fronts. First,
policymakers at all levels need to update laws to prohibit
discrimination against LGBT people in areas from hiring
to housing and credit. Second, policymakers need to
update how laws and regulations define family so that
LGBT families have access to the same protections and
benefits that are available to other families. And last but
not least, it is time for action to make America’s schools
safer and more welcoming for LGBT students and the
children of LGBT parents so they can have the same
opportunities as everyone else to get the education they
need to build successful and rewarding lives.

NOTE ABOUT THIS CONDENSED REPORT

This is a shorter version of the full report, Paying an Unfair Price: The Financial Penalty for Being LGBT in America,
available online at www.lgbtmap.org/unfair-price, or through any of the co-author or partner websites.
This report focuses on the impact of financial penalties on LGBT people, including vulnerable populations. In addition
to the introduction, this condensed report details the core argument that LGBT people are forced to pay an unfair
price for being LGBT - and one that jeopardizes their economic security. It also offers high-level recommendations.
The full report, in contrast, provides detailed policy analyses and an exploration of the financial penalties facing
LGBT people as a result of three primary failures of law: 1) lack of protection from discrimination; 2) lack of family
recognition; and 3) hostile educational environments. The full report also includes personal stories and detailed
recommendations.

The full report, Paying An Unfair Price: The Financial Penalty for Being LGBT in America, is available at www.lgbtmap.org/unfair-price.
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INTRODUCTION
Many Americans are living on the brink, financially
struggling. The gap between the most well-off and the
poorest Americans continues to grow, and the middle
class is falling behind.1 More and more Americans are
concerned about how they will get by in the years
ahead–how they will pay for medical emergencies, how
they will send their children to college, and how they will
save for retirement. And a growing number are worried
about the immediate future, today and tomorrow–
making rent, going to the grocery store, and paying
for school supplies. One in five Americans (18%) is
financially “insecure,” meaning they recently experienced
a significant loss in income without an adequate
financial cushion.2 And nearly half of households in the
United States (44%) are living paycheck-to-paycheck.
Translation: they lack enough savings to cover basic
expenses for three months if they experience a job loss.3
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As shown in the infographic on the previous page,
three key failures of law financially penalize LGBT
Americans: a lack of protection from discrimination,
a refusal to recognize LGBT families, and failure to
adequately protect LGBT students. This report describes
the adverse economic impact of these failures of law on
LGBT Americans, and how the financial penalties caused
by these failures accumulate. The result is that LGBT people
experience higher rates of poverty, and it is more difficult
for them to provide for themselves and their families.
All LGBT Americans are affected in one way or
another, but the impact of these penalties is felt most
acutely by those who can least afford it: LGBT families
with children, older same-sex couples, and those LGBT
people and families who are already living near or below
the poverty line, including a disproportionate number
of LGBT people of color and LGBT people living in rural
communities.
The report concludes with recommendations that
would help end the unfair financial penalties that LGBT
people in this country face simply because of their sexual
orientation or gender identity/expression.
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INTRODUCTION

Lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT)
Americans have the same worries as other Americans
when it comes to paying for healthcare and other needs,
finding good jobs, and saving for the future. But the LGBT
population–which includes parents, workers, retirees,
people of color, and people with disabilities–faces
another set of challenges that can result in increased
economic hardship. Outdated and discriminatory
laws mean that lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender
people can work the same hours and show the same
commitment to and performance on the job as their
non-LGBT coworkers and nevertheless face a series of
economic penalties simply because of who they are and
whom they love.

This report describes how LGBT Americans pay an
unfair price for being LGBT, and how anti-LGBT laws
cause the most harm to the most vulnerable LGBT
communities.
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THE FINANCIAL PENALTY FOR
BEING LGBT
Three Failures of Law Financially Penalize
LGBT People
Anti-LGBT laws–at the federal, state, and local levels–
have the emotional impact of telling LGBT people that
they matter less than others, that their families and their
health are not as important, and that their contributions
at work are less valued.4 But these outdated and
discriminatory laws also have serious economic impacts,
causing LGBT people to have a harder time becoming
financially secure and providing for their families.

THE FINANCIAL PENALTY FOR BEING LGBT

LGBT people in the United States face clear financial
penalties because of three primary failures in the law.
1. Lack of protection from discrimination means
that LGBT people can be fired, denied housing,
and refused medically-necessary healthcare simply
because they are LGBT. The financial penalty: LGBT
people can struggle to find work, make less on the
job, and have higher housing and medical costs
than their non-LGBT peers.
2. Refusal to recognize LGBT families means that
LGBT families are denied many of the same benefits
available to non-LGBT families when it comes to
health insurance, taxes, vital safety-net programs,
and retirement planning. The financial penalty:
LGBT families pay more for health insurance, taxes,
legal assistance, and essential protection for their
families in times of crisis.
3. Failure to adequately protect LGBT students
means that LGBT people and their families
often face a hostile, unsafe, and unwelcoming
environment in local schools, as well as
discrimination in accessing financial aid and
other support. The financial penalty: LGBT young
people and the children of LGBT parents are more
likely to perform poorly in school and to face
challenges pursuing postsecondary educational
opportunities. This, in turn, can reduce their
earnings over time, as well as their chances of
having successful jobs and careers.

As shown in the infographic on the next page, these
failures of law accumulate and result in substantial
economic disparities for LGBT people. In some cases,
the legal inequality experienced by LGBT people results
in lower incomes—for example, due to employment
discrimination or the denial of family tax credits. This
makes it harder for LGBT Americans to save for the future
or cover basic necessities like rent, food, and clothing.
In other cases, these same legal inequalities burden
LGBT people with higher costs for needs like housing,
healthcare, health insurance, and education.
Whether these failures of law result in lower incomes,
added costs or both, they mean that LGBT people often
are forced to make choices that the rest of the population
doesn’t have to think about:

•• Should they accept that they are not going to get
the same healthcare coverage and other benefits
as the people they work with, or should they pay to
hire a lawyer to create legal ties for their families?

•• Should

LGBT parents or parents with LGBT youth
keep their child in a school where he is harassed
and doesn’t want to go to school, or should they
pay a huge sum to move or to enroll him to a more
welcoming school?

•• Should

LGBT people ask a new employer about
family health benefits and risk “outing” themselves
as LGBT and getting fired, or should they stay quiet
and pay extra to find the coverage they need?

•• Should

gay and lesbian couples keep living
separately so their landlord doesn’t know they are
gay or lesbian, or should they move in together to
save money and risk getting evicted?

Put simply, anti-gay laws work together to increase
economic insecurity and poverty in the LGBT community.
This is not a theory; the data in the following section
show it is a fact.

The full report, Paying An Unfair Price: The Financial Penalty for Being LGBT in America, is available at www.lgbtmap.org/unfair-price.
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LGBT Americans Are More Likely to Be Poor
In a 2012 Gallup survey, which was the largest single
study of where LGBT Americans live, 3.5% of the U.S.
population, or nearly 8.5 million adults, identified as
LGBT.5 LGBT people are part of the fabric of America. As
shown in the infographic on the next page, they live in
communities across the country, they are racially diverse,
and a significant number of them are raising children.

THE FINANCIAL PENALTY FOR BEING LGBT

Despite the persistent but incorrect perception that
LGBT people are relatively well-off, research from the
Williams Institute shows that LGBT people are more likely
than non-LGBT people to be poor (see the infographic
on page 6). This is true even though individuals in samesex couples are more likely to be in the labor force than
individuals in opposite-sex couples (82% vs. 69%).6
Of course, there is no single LGBT experience. Rather,
the experience of being LGBT and the toll that inequality
takes on an individual’s economic security vary from
person to person based on unique circumstances
and an individual’s multiple identities (including race,
gender, socioeconomic status and more). As shown in
the infographics on pages 6-7, LGBT people struggle
financially compared to their non-LGBT counterparts.

•• Only 29% of LGBT adults in the United States report

they are thriving financially compared to 39% of
non-LGBT adults. The gap for LGBT women and
their non-LGBT counterparts is even greater (12
percentage points).7

•• According to a 2012 Gallup survey, 20.7% of LGBT
people living alone had incomes less than $12,000–
near the poverty line–compared to 17.0% of nonLGBT people living alone.8

•• Women

in same-sex couples are more likely to
live in poverty (7.6%) than women in opposite-sex
married couples (5.7%).9 Using the Census Bureau’s
Supplemental Poverty Measure, which measures
poverty using broader measures of family resources,
family, household expenditures, and more, 7.7% of
same-sex couples were poor in 2013, including 9.8%
of female same-sex couples, compared to 9.6% of
married opposite-sex couples.10

•• A

study of transgender Americans found they are
nearly four times more likely to have a household
income under $10,000 per year than the population
as a whole (15% vs. 4%).11 This is true despite the
finding that 87% of transgender people have

completed at least some college and 47% have
obtained a college or graduate degree–rates that are
much higher than those for the general population.

•• Single LGBT adults raising children are three times
more likely to have incomes near the poverty
line compared to single non-LGBT adults raising
children.12 Similarly, married or partnered LGBT
parents raising children are twice as likely to have
household incomes near the poverty line compared
to married or partnered non-LGBT parents.

•• Children

of same-sex couples are almost twice as
likely to live in poverty compared to children raised
by married opposite-sex couples. Specifically, 19.2%
of children of female same-sex couples and 23.4% of
children of male same-sex couples are poor, compared
to 12.1% of children of married opposite-sex couples.13

•• Because

of the combined effects of their sexual
orientation and the gender wage gap, older female
same-sex couples are twice as likely to be poor as older
heterosexual couples. Six percent of female same-sex
couples age 65 and over are in poverty, compared to
3.5% of older married opposite-sex couples and 2.3%
of older male same-sex couples.14 No good data exist
on the poverty rates of older transgender adults.

•• Like other Americans, many LGBT people are working
in low- or minimum-wage jobs. A recent study by the
Williams Institute finds that increasing the minimum
wage from the current federal rate of $7.25 per hour to
$10.10 per hour would lift at least 20,000 individuals
in same-sex couples out of poverty; this would reduce
the poverty rate for female same-sex couples by 25%
and by 30% for male same-sex couples.15
Among LGBT people of color, the poverty data
mirror broader societal trends. For example, the Williams
Institute finds that African Americans in same-sex
couples are more than twice as likely to live in poverty
as African Americans in married opposite-sex couples;
African American same-sex couples also have much
higher rates of poverty than white same-sex couples (see
the infographic on page 7).16 Children raised by black
parents in same-sex couples have extremely high rates
of poverty (52% for those living with gay male couples
and 38% for those living with lesbian couples).17
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Similarly, transgender people of color report
much higher rates of extreme poverty, as shown in the
infographic on page 7.18 Four percent of the overall U.S.
population has incomes of $10,000 or less, but the figure
jumps to 15% of transgender people, according to the
National Transgender Discrimination Survey. Asian and
Pacific Islander (API) transgender people were six times
as likely to report extremely low incomes compared
to other API people, while 34% of black transgender
respondents reported incomes at this level.19
Given their higher rates of poverty, it is not surprising
that LGBT people are more likely to rely on safety-net
programs to make ends meet and to feed themselves and
their families. Individuals in same-sex couples, for example,
are twice as likely to receive cash assistance through public
programs such as Temporary Assistance for Needy Families
(TANF), compared to those in opposite-sex couples
(regardless of marital status).20 Lesbian, gay and bisexual
individuals and those in same-sex couples also are more
likely to receive assistance from food programs such as the
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP). The
Williams Institute finds that 29% of LGBT adults were “foodinsecure” (meaning they lacked money to feed themselves
or their family) in the past year, compared to 18% of nonLGBT adults.21 Rates of food insecurity vary by race, with
LGBT people of color reporting even higher rates (see the
infographic on the previous page).

LGBT Poverty Is Higher in States with
Anti-LGBT Laws
The majority of laws impacting the lives of LGBT
Americans are state and local, rather than federal.
Although the increasing recognition of same-sex
couples by the federal government has certainly made
a tangible difference for couples who are married, it has
also brought to light the inequalities experienced by
couples who cannot marry in their home states. What’s
more, the focus on marriage equality often obscures
the fact that LGBT people in most states lack access to
many other basic opportunities and protections, and
this has a very serious impact on their ability to make
ends meet and provide for their families. The bottom
line: Where one lives makes a huge difference in the
extent to which LGBT people are impacted by the
failures of law explored in this report. In some states,
LGBT people have a large degree of legal equality while
in others, LGBT people are left completely unprotected
or are deliberately targeted by anti-LGBT laws. This
confusing patchwork of laws means that some LGBT

people and their families are paying a significantly
higher price than other LGBT people.
For example, some states have laws prohibiting
employment, housing and credit discrimination based on
sexual orientation and gender identity; other states do
not. Some states allow same-sex couples to marry; others
do not. Parents can create legal ties to their children in
some states, but they and their children would be legal
strangers if they were living just across state lines.
As shown in the infographic on the next page, 21
states and the District of Columbia have high levels of
legal equality for LGBT people. In these states, LGBT people
generally have legal protections from discrimination
in employment, housing and public accommodations;
LGBT students can attend school knowing they are legally
protected from bullying; same-sex couples can marry;
and LGBT parents can secure legal ties to their children.
But these “high-equality” states (and the District of
Columbia) are still in the minority. Many states in this country
are places where LGBT people lack basic legal equality and
protections from discrimination at work, at school, and in
other settings. As shown in Figure 1 and the infographic on
the following page, one-third of LGBT people in the United
States live in states that lack any formal legal equality for
LGBT people,22 and there are entire regions of the country
where LGBT people lack even basic protections. In many
states, the penalty for being LGBT is made worse by laws
explicitly excluding LGBT people from these protections,
such as laws banning any positive dis-cussion of LGBT
youth in schools and case law prohibiting second-parent
adoptions by gay or lesbian parents.
Figure 1: LGBT Legal Equality
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Figure 2: Median Household Income for Same-Sex Couples

Figure 3: Poverty Rate for Couples in States With and
Without Employment Protections in 2010

By State
WA

NH
MT

VT

ND

OR

9.2%

ME

MN
ID

SD

WI

WY
NV
UT

CA

AZ

CO

KS

OH

KY

VA
NC

TN

AR

CT
NJ

WV

MO

OK

5.4% 5.6%

DE
MD

5.9%

DC

SC
MS

TX

IN

MA
RI

PA
IL

NM

AK

NY

MI
IA

NE

AL

GA

LA
FL

HI

$100k+

$50k-$74k

$75k-$99k

$25k-$49k

<$25k

States with
employment
protections

THE FINANCIAL PENALTY FOR BEING LGBT

Source: Williams Institute, Individual State Census Snapshots: 2000, 2007-2008.

The lack of legal equality has serious financial
consequences for LGBT people. As shown in Figure 2,
the median household income for same-sex couples is
lower in “low-equality” states like Louisiana, Mississippi,
Louisiana and South Dakota. Many of these states, in
particular in the South, have higher poverty rates in
general, so this trend is not surprising. However, there
is emerging evidence that LGBT people in low-equality
states are disproportionately more likely to be poor than
non-LGBT people in their states.
A 2013 Williams Institute study about poverty rates
for LGBT people in the United States shows preliminary
evidence of the impact of lack of legal equality on
poverty for individuals living in same-sex couples.23 As
shown in Figure 3, the average poverty rate for female
same-sex couples was 3.6 percentage points higher in
states without employment protections compared to
states with these protections. For married opposite-sex
couples, the comparable increase in poverty between
states with and without protections was just half a
percentage point. As shown in Figure 4 on the following
page, 5.9% of female same-sex couples were poor in
states with marriage or comprehensive relationship
recognition, compared to 8.0% of female same-sex
couples in states without relationship recognition
of any kind.b Compared to the 2.1-percentage-point
difference in poverty for same-sex couples in states
with and without marriage or relationship recognition,
the difference for married opposite-sex couples was
just one-tenth of a percentage point. The authors found
that, when controlling for factors influencing poverty,

Married Opposite-Sex Couples

States lacking
employment
protections

Female Same-Sex Couples

Source: M.V. Lee, Badgett, Laura E. Durso, and Alyssa Schneebaum, “New Patterns of Poverty in
the Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual Community,” The Williams Institute, June 2013.

the differences across states were no longer statistically
significant, but that states with nondiscrimination
laws and recognition for same-sex couples had lower
poverty rates for all couple types.
A 2014 analysis of data from the Census Bureau
conducted by the Williams Institute finds similar trends
in household income levels for same-sex couples raising
children.24 As shown in Figure 5 on the following page,
in states with marriage equality, the average household
income for same-sex couples raising children was
$122,522 compared to $123,211 for married oppositesex couples raising children–a difference of only $689.c
The gap in household income between same-sex couples
with children and married opposite-sex couples with
children increases in states without marriage equality
to $8,912 ($89,474 for same-sex couples and $98,386 for
married opposite-sex couples).
These numbers suggest that the income and
wealth gap between same-sex couples and married
opposite-sex couples is substantial in states where
families do not have access to marriage and other
vital protections. For example, the relative lack
of protections available to LGBT people in a lowequality state like Texas stands in stark contrast to
b
c

This analysis was conducted using data collected in 2010 and reflects only the states that had
marriage equality or comprehensive relationship recognition in 2010.
This analysis was conducted using data from 2013 and reflects only the states that had
marriage in 2013.
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Figure 4: Poverty Rate for Couples in States With and Without
Marriage or Comprehensive Relationship Recognition

Figure 5: Average Household Income for Couples Raising
Children in States With and Without Marriage
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the protections available in a high-equality state like
Massachusetts.d Here are just a few of the possible
financial penalties facing an LGBT resident of Texas:

family, or feel safe in school. Moving from a state with
marriage equality to a state without it means a samesex couple planning to retire would be unable to receive
Social Security spousal benefits. These types of penalties
add up quickly and can place an unfair financial burden
on LGBT people, plus real limits on their ability to move
for work, promotions or other reasons.

Texas LGBT resident risks being fired if a
hostile supervisor sees her in public with her
partner, whereas the resident of Massachusetts has
employment protections.

•• The Texas resident is unable to establish legal ties to
children she is parenting with her partner and must
hire a lawyer to draw up as many protective documents
as possible (wills, medical decision-making releases,
guardianship documents, etc.), whereas both mothers
in Massachusetts are legal parents.

•• The Texas resident must pay extra taxes on health
insurance benefits for her partner (when such
benefits are even available), whereas a same-sex
couple in Massachusetts faces no such tax penalty.
The geographic patchwork of conflicting state laws
and policies poses problems even for LGBT families
who currently live in high-equality states. If these LGBT
families are traveling or have to move because of their
jobs or because they want to be closer to family, they can
easily find themselves in a state where their protections
are drastically limited. Just crossing a state line, say from
Colorado to Nebraska, can have serious consequences
for LGBT people and their families in terms of the ability
to earn a living, find housing or a loan, protect one’s

Stigma and Discrimination Create Added
Burdens
A lack of legal protection is not the only barrier facing
LGBT people as they strive to find equal opportunities to
pursue an education, find a job and become financially
secure. Even in high-equality states, the experience of
being LGBT can vary drastically depending on where
one lives. In some areas, LGBT people can face more
discrimination than in others. For example, an LGBT
family in a rural area may be the only one in town and
may face high levels of discrimination when compared
to an LGBT family in an urban area of the same state.
Data from the 2010 Census show that 10% of
same-sex couples (or approximately 64,000 couples
in total) live in rural communities, and another 38,000
same-sex couples live in “exurban” communities. 25
In these communities, employment and housing
d

For detailed information about state laws across the United States, see Movement Advancement
Project, “LGBT Equality Maps.”
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Source: M.V. Lee, Badgett, Laura E. Durso, and Alyssa Schneebaum, “New Patterns of Poverty in
the Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual Community,” The Williams Institute, June 2013.
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discrimination can take a particular toll on the financial
security and quality of life of LGBT people because
of a limited number of good jobs or places to live.
Similarly, when there are few options for everything
from schools to healthcare providers, families can
face particularly tough choices. Should they go to a
healthcare provider who is hostile or drive an hour
to an out-of-network physician in a different town?
Should they keep a child in a school where she faces
intense bullying, or have one parent leave work in
order to home school the child?

THE FINANCIAL PENALTY FOR BEING LGBT

Why Don’t LGBT People Just Move?
Given the vastly different legal protections available
to LGBT people across the states, LGBT people are
sometimes asked, “Why don’t you just move?” to a
higher-equality state. The answer for many LGBT
people is the same as it is for other Americans: This
is where they grew up, where they have family, and
where they have a community and readily available
job opportunities.
According to Williams Institute demographer Gary
J. Gates, nearly 60% of people who identify as
lesbian, gay or bisexual say they live in the same
state they lived in when they were 16 years old.27
Of this group, two-thirds still live in the same city.
Compared to heterosexual-identified adults, the
numbers are roughly the same. Gates explains,
“This doesn’t mean that LGBT people don’t try to
move to more progressive neighborhoods within
their communities, but those who live in more
conservative areas are there, like their neighbors,
because it’s the best option for them in terms of
employment, affordability, and for some, schools
and child-oriented amenities.” He continues,
“Most LGBT people don’t and aren’t able to live in
overtly LGBT-friendly places. They don’t have the
resources to make those choices. As a result, they
likely endure some prejudice in return for being
able to live in affordable areas near their families
and longtime friends.”

These questions are not merely academic. GLSEN
(the Gay, Lesbian & Straight Education Network) found
that LGBT students in rural communities were more
likely to say they felt unsafe at school because of their
sexual orientation, gender, gender identity, or other
personal characteristic than students in suburban or
urban schools.26

THE PENALTIES HIT POOR LGBT
PEOPLE THE HARDEST
Almost every lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender
American faces some sort of financial penalty simply
for being LGBT, though the extent and severity of the
penalty varies by geography and each person’s unique
circumstances. However, if one consequence of anti-LGBT
laws is that they financially penalize LGBT Americans,
another consequence of these laws is that they target
the most vulnerable within the LGBT community. That is,
anti-LGBT laws in general are likely to disproportionately
hurt poor LGBT people, older LGBT people, and those
who are raising children or are people of color.
As shown in the infographic on the next page, these
vulnerable LGBT populations have no ability to absorb
the financial penalties imposed on them by unequal
laws. They also lack the financial resources to take steps
to mitigate the effects of these unfair laws, nor to protect
themselves and their families from those effects.

Financial Penalties Can Lead to Crisis
As shown in the infographic on the next page, the
economic challenges presented by legal inequality can
have profound effects on the lives of LGBT Americans
whose finances are stretched thin. Even the slightest
rise in costs or loss of income can push an already poor
person or family into destitution. For example:

•• A gay man, who is already living paycheck to paycheck,
is fired for being gay. Without a job or a cash cushion,
he is unable to afford basic necessities like food and
rent, pushing him onto the street or into a shelter.

•• A

transgender person in a state lacking housing
protections can be evicted without cause or warning.
She then finds herself unable to piece together a
security deposit for a new apartment or to afford a
more expensive apartment leased by a landlord who
doesn’t discriminate.

•• A transgender person is unable to afford the filing
and processing fees required to update his identity
The full report, Paying An Unfair Price: The Financial Penalty for Being LGBT in America, is available at www.lgbtmap.org/unfair-price.
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documents. As a result, he faces additional barriers
to finding employment, traveling, or obtaining
government assistance.

•• A same-sex couple has to pay extra federal and state
income taxes that non-LGBT people don’t have to
pay. As a result, the couple struggles to cover the
costs of a critical car repair.

•• An

older gay man is denied equal Social Security
benefits after his partner dies, and is left struggling
to put food on the table.

•• A gay high school student who is estranged from his

THE PENALTIES HIT POOR LGBT PEOPLE THE HARDEST

family can’t obtain his parents’ financial information
to apply for financial aid and can’t afford tuition on his
own. As a result, he may not be able to attend college.

Struggling Families Lack Resources to
Mitigate Unfair Laws
LGBT people with means can to some degree mitigate
the terrible toll of anti-gay laws on financial security, family
security and everyday living. Doing this can be expensive,
however, as shown in Table 1 on the following page. As a
result, these steps to try and mitigate the effects of antiLGBT laws are out of reach for many LGBT people.

Similarly, LGBT people with means can, to some
degree, try to inoculate themselves and their families
against discrimination because they have more flexibility
in choosing schools and service providers. However,
poor LGBT families usually cannot do this. For example,
low-income LGBT individuals and families often will not
have the means to use a friendly but out-of-network
doctor when they face a hostile healthcare provider.
Finally, poor LGBT people often do not have the means
to take steps that could result in longer-term economic
benefits. For example, they may not be able to afford to
travel to another state to marry so that their relationship
will be recognized by the federal government.
No person should have to spend hard-earned dollars
trying to replicate protections for themselves and their
families due to the absence of basic legal fairness.
However, when a lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender
person struggles financially, even this option is off the
table–or may come at the expense of other necessities.
What parent should be forced to choose between
securing a legal tie to her child through a second-parent
adoption (which can cost thousands of dollars) and
fixing the family car so she can get to work?
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Table 1: The Penalties Hit Poor LGBT People the Hardest
The Unfair Price for Being LGBT

Financial Stability and Planning for Future
		

$ 3,000.00

Wills					$ 1,200.00
Trusts & estates				

$ 1,200.00

Powers of attorney			

$ 300.00

Retirement planning			

$ 1,500.00

Family Security
$ 500.00

Guardianship agreement			

$ 500.00

Second-parent adoption			

$ 2,000.00

•• Without the protections of marriage and parenting ties to children,
lower-income LGBT families may be unable to afford the modicum
of security brought about by estate planning, including wills, trusts
and estates, powers of attorney, and added retirement planning,
which can total $300-$4,000. For LGBT families who can afford it,
estate planning would help protect them and their children if one
or both of the parents were to die.29
Family Security

•• To establish legal ties to the children for whom they are caring, LGBT
parents can spend thousands of dollars on parenting agreements,
guardianship agreements, and second-parent adoptions.30
Accurate Identity Documents

Accurate Identity Documents
Filing fees for updated docs		

$ 150.00

Amended birth certificate 			

$ 30.00

•• Transgender people can spend hundreds of dollars in filing fees
and court costs to update their identity documents.
Adequate Health Insurance and Care

Adequate Health Insurance and Care
Health insurance for family 		

$ 3,000.00

Health care if not insured		

$ 583.00

Out-of-network costs to avoid
hostile provider				$ 158.00

Avoiding Hostile Environments and Discrimination
$ 6,800.00

School: paying for private school
to avoid bullying				$10,000.00
Housing: moving to avoid a
hostile landlord				$2,300.00
Everyday life: moving out of state
to gain better legal protections 		

•• The inability to file joint tax returns or to claim children for whom

$12,500.00

Extra Travel
Travel to marry				

$ 1,400.00

Travel to adopt				

$ 1,400.00

Travel to update identity docs		

$ 1,400.00

•• LGBT workers may need to purchase health insurance for their family
members out-of-pocket when employer-sponsored coverage is
unavailable–on average, at a cost of $3,000 a year.31

•• When LGBT workers lack health insurance for themselves and
their families, medical costs can add up. The average cost for an
office visit with a physician for someone without health insurance
is $158,32 and uninsured Americans spend, on average, $538
annually on medical care.33 Some LGBT people may forgo needed
care because of the expense.
Avoiding Hostile Environments and Discrimination

•• Many LGBT workers who experience harassment on the job–or who
cannot find employment because of their sexual orientation or
gender identity–may not be able to afford the estimated $12,500
price tag associated with a move to another state with employment
protections.34 What’s more, studies find that bouts of unemployment
can impact earnings—$6,800 for someone making $40,000 a year.35

•• If changing schools or moving to a new school district isn’t an option,
some families may send their children to a private school, which
costs $10,000 on average.36 And there is no guarantee that a private
school will be better equipped to protect their children, so same-sex
parents may be unable to find a safer educational environment for a
child who is being bullied for having two moms or two dads.
Extra Travel

•• Given that the average family vacation costs more than $1,400–much

of it spent on transportation and food37–many same-sex couples
may not be able to afford to travel to another state to get married.
Particularly for same-sex couples living in the southern and middle
regions of the country, travel to a state where same-sex couples can
marry is an expensive flight or a multi-day trip by car.
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Parenting agreement 			

Work: getting a new job to avoid
hostile work environment 			

Financial Stability and Planning for the Future
one is caring results in higher tax bills. Plus, tax preparation for
LGBT families is complicated by unfair laws, often resulting in
higher preparation costs.28

Cashier: US Law

Taxes and tax preparation
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CONCLUSION AND
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR CHANGE
Many Americans are struggling financially as the
U.S. economy continues to emerge from the Great
Recession. Like other Americans, LGBT people work
hard to put food on the table, pay the rent, and put their
children through college. But, among other inequities,
LGBT people are asked to pay more in taxes and get less
in return than their non-LGBT counterparts. Reducing
poverty and increasing economic opportunity for all
Americans will require significant and far-reaching
changes at all levels of society, but those changes are
not the focus of this report. Rather, the report focuses
on the financial penalty imposed on LGBT Americans
because of three key failures in the law.
Anti-LGBT laws and a lack of legal protections create
higher levels of poverty among LGBT people across the
country, but particularly within states that have the
lowest levels of legal equality. Not only that, the lack
of legal protections hits poor LGBT people the hardest.
Families with children, LGBT people of color and older
LGBT people are particularly hard hit. For these and
other LGBT Americans, it is not uncommon to wrestle
with tough financial decisions about where to put
your money. Should it go to rent, groceries and college
savings? Or should a gay man scrimp on necessities
and put his financial future at risk by shelling out for
legal fees to secure parenting rights to a child he has
raised, or should a transgender woman empty her bank
account to pay for unfairly excluded but medicallynecessary healthcare?

to update laws to prohibit discrimination against LGBT
people in areas from hiring to housing and credit.
Second, policymakers need to update how laws and
regulations define family so that LGBT families have
access to the same protections and benefits that are
available to other families. And last but not least, it is
time for action to make America’s schools safer and
more welcoming for LGBT students and the children of
LGBT parents so they can have the same opportunities
as everyone else to get the education they need to
build successful and rewarding lives.
The high-level recommendations offered in Table 1 on
the previous page are designed to alleviate these three
fundamental failures in the law. These recommendations
are purposefully broad. They are designed to serve
as guiding principles for achieving legal equality
for LGBT people in the areas of nondiscrimination,
family recognition, and education. For more detailed
information about various ways to achieve these goals,
please see the Appendix in the full report.
Addressing the failures of law that financially
penalize LGBT Americans simply requires that LGBT
people and their families be treated equally. It is a step
we have to take now—before more children and more
families have to pay an unfair price.

It is time to put an end to the financial penalties
that LGBT Americans face simply because they are
LGBT. As described in this report, action is needed on
three main fronts. First, policymakers at all levels need
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My husband and I have been together for 25 years, and we were married in Massachusetts in 2008. In 2012, we
decided to make a big change and I accepted a position with a sporting goods company. We relocated our family
to a small Midwestern city, where our teenage son enrolled in high school and my husband opened an antiques
store. We were excited to live in a small and family-oriented community.
Despite coming out during the recruitment and hiring process, I quickly learned that the company was not
supportive of its LGBT employees. I was unable to add my husband to my health insurance and the corporate culture
was not inclusive. We made a few friends, but it was clear that we wouldn’t have the same sense of community as
we did in Massachusetts. Our son has always done well in sports, so we took comfort when he made the football
team. Our new town was small, so small that Friday night high school football games were the main event. We sat
in the bleachers with the other families and tried to feel at home as much as possible.

We were determined to stay in the town though. We didn’t want our son to have to change schools again, and my
husband still had his shop. After word got out that we were gay and I was fired, my husband’s store suffered and he
had to close it. My son experienced some name-calling at school. We realized that even though we moved to the
Midwest because we thought it would be best for our family, we needed to move again.
I found a new job, but it was in another state. We’ve been unable to sell our house, so my husband and our son
still live there. My new employer is very supportive, but given how stretched we are financially, I can’t fly back
often. I have only been able to be back home twice since taking my current position. Our son spent a week with
me once school got out for summer. When he visited, he asked several times if the people I worked with now are
comfortable with our family. I know he worries that what happened at my last job could be repeated. I assured him
that my new company has a policy that not only protects me, but recognizes our marriage.
Our situation has taken a toll. I suffered a heart attack this winter. My husband flew to the hospital the day after I
had my heart attack. When I came back to the recovery room, he was there. I missed three weeks of work and I’m
grateful to my new employer, who was understanding and sympathetic toward me and my family. My husband
spent a week with me while I recovered and got my new healthy habits in order. It was difficult when he left, but I
try to see our situation as temporary. Eventually, we will sell the house and live together again.
—Paul
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I was doing well at my job, exceeding my goals and building a good team. However, my supervisor said that
some employees didn’t feel comfortable working with me because I’m gay. There are many differences between
Massachusetts and the Midwest, but I didn’t anticipate that I could lose my job simply for being gay. Even though
I was very successful in my position, I was terminated and due to the lack of nondiscrimination laws, there was
nothing I could do.

Table 2: High-Level Recommendations for Change

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR CHANGE

18

Action Needed

Details

To Address Legal Failures

Create policy
solutions and social
change allowing all
people to achieve
economic security,
regardless of
race or ethnicity,
sexual orientation,
gender, gender
identity, or other
characteristics

Addressing poverty and the barriers to
economic security for all people in the United
States requires a complex and multi-faceted
approach.e

Employment
Discrimination

Central to achieving this goal are: 1) creating
and supporting jobs that pay adequate
wages and offer good benefits; 2) providing
quality educational opportunities that allow
people to obtain good jobs; 3) strengthening
the safety net to provide vital assistance
to people during times of crisis; and 4)
supporting families.

Healthcare
Discrimination

Housing
Discrimination

Credit
Discrimination
Refusal to
Recognize
Gender of
Transgender
People

Lack of Health
Insurance
Through
Employer
Limited
Access to
Gov’t Health
Insurance &
Programs

Unsafe
Schools
Difficulty
Accessing
Financial Aid

Limited Access
to Safety-Net
Programs
Unfair
Taxation
Denial of
Social Security
Benefits
Inequitable
Access to
Retirement
Savings
Inability to
Inherit

Update laws and
policies to prohibit
discrimination
against LGBT
people

Federal, state, and local policymakers should
update nondiscrimination laws to explicitly
include sexual orientation and gender identity
in the areas of employment, housing, healthcare,
insurance, credit and education.
Federal, state, and local agencies should adopt
nondiscrimination policies within all their
programs and services.
Government agencies should update
administrative procedures and processes
to address barriers to updating identity
documents for transgender people.

Employment
Discrimination
Housing
Discrimination
Healthcare
Discrimination
Credit
Discrimination
Refusal to
Recognize
Gender of
Transgender
People

Employers, housing providers, healthcare
facilities, educational institutions, and others
should adopt nondiscrimination policies.
e

The Center for American Progress’s Half in Ten campaign provides detailed recommendations for achieving the goal of cutting in half the poverty rate in the United States. For more, visit http://www.halfinten.org.
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Table 2: High-Level Recommendations for Change (continued)
Action Needed

Update definitions
of family to be
inclusive of LGBT
families and other
diverse families

Details

Policymakers should change federal law–
specifically in the areas of Social Security
and Veterans Affairs–to recognize the legal
marriages of same-sex couples regardless of
state of residence.

States should allow same-sex couples to marry
and ensure that parentage laws allow LGBT
parents to be legally recognized as parents.f
Federal and state governments should
recognize families regardless of marital status
or legal status of parent-child relationships.

To Address Legal Failures

Lack of Health
Insurance
Through
Employer
Limited
Access to
Gov’t Health
Insurance &
Programs
Limited Access
to Safety-Net
Programs
Unfair
Taxation
Denial of
Social Security
Benefits
Inequitable
Access to
Retirement
Savings
Inability to
Inherit

Address hostile and
unsafe educational
environments for
LGBT youth

Federal, state, and local governments and
boards of education should pass legislation
protecting students and educators from
discrimination, harassment and bullying on
the basis of sexual orientation and gender
identity.g

Unsafe
Schools
Difficulty
Accessing
Financial Aid

Schools should implement innovative
programs designed to reduce bullying and
discrimination while simultaneously working
to address the school-to-prison pipeline.h

f
g
h

For more information about the needed changes to state parenting laws, see “Securing Legal Ties for Children Living in LGBT Families: A State Strategy and Policy Guide” published by MAP, Family Equality Council,
and the Center for American Progress.
For example, GLSEN offers model policies for state governments, school districts, and schools. http://glsen.org/learn/policy/model-laws-policies.
The National Education Association, for example, has an initiative and toolkit designed by educators for educators entitled “Bully Free: It Starts With Me,” http://www.nea.org/home/neabullyfree.html. The GSA
Network has created a GSA Advisor Handbook for use by educators looking to support students through Gay Straight Alliances, http://www.gsanetwork.org/resources/adults-and-advisors.
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Federal, state, and local governments should
expand who is eligible for spousal benefits to
allow a permanent same-sex partner to access
vital benefits and programs, particularly for
couples who cannot legally marry in their states.
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Action Needed

Details

Educate and
provide cultural
competency
training to frontline professionals,
including
government
workers, healthcare
providers,
educational staff,
and more

As part of professional training and ongoing
education, front-line professionals should
receive education and cultural competency
training about LGBT people.i Improved
understanding of LGBT people and their lives
will allow front-line professionals to better
serve LGBT people and reduce the barriers
experienced by LGBT people in accessing vital
programs and benefits.

To Address Legal Failures

Employment
Discrimination
Housing
Discrimination
Healthcare
Discrimination
Credit
Discrimination
Refusal to
Recognize
Gender of
Transgender
People

Lack of Health
Insurance
Through
Employer
Limited
Access to
Gov’t Health
Insurance &
Programs

Unsafe
Schools
Difficulty
Accessing
Financial Aid

Limited Access
to Safety-Net
Programs
Unfair
Taxation
Denial of
Social Security
Benefits
Inequitable
Access to
Retirement
Savings
Inability to
Inherit

Expand
understanding of
LGBT people by
improving data
collection

Government agencies and researchers should
include questions about sexual orientation
and gender identity on surveys. The absence
of these questions limits understanding of
the experiences of LGBT people across a wide
range of topics. By including these questions,
government agencies and researchers
will be better able to gauge the impact of
discrimination and anti-LGBT laws on LGBT
people–as well as measure progress in
improving the lives of LGBT people.

Employment
Discrimination
Housing
Discrimination
Healthcare
Discrimination
Credit
Discrimination
Refusal to
Recognize
Gender of
Transgender
People

Lack of Health
Insurance
Through
Employer
Limited
Access to
Gov’t Health
Insurance &
Programs

Unsafe
Schools
Difficulty
Accessing
Financial Aid

Limited Access
to Safety-Net
Programs
Unfair
Taxation
Denial of
Social Security
Benefits
Inequitable
Access to
Retirement
Savings
Inability to
Inherit

i

For example, GLSEN offers professional development materials, webinars, and workshops designed for educators. http://glsen.org/educate/professional-development/toolkits.
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