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INTRODUCTION

Women in America have made significant progress 
over the past 50 years—in the workplace, where women 
now comprise roughly half of all workers;1 in public office, 
where women have served as Speaker of the House and 
as Secretary of State;2 and in schools, where women now 
enroll in college in greater numbers than men.3

Despite these gains, serious challenges remain for 
women in the United States. Women are still paid less than 
men.4 They are more likely to be in low-wage and minimum-
wage jobs,5 and they hold just 5% of Fortune 500 CEO 
positions.6 More than one in seven women live in poverty, 
and of those living in poverty, two in five live in extreme 
poverty.7 The economic picture for women of color is even 
bleaker, with lower wages, higher rates of unemployment, 
and even fewer women of color in positions of power.8 
Women disproportionately have to take leave from 
work (often without pay) to care for children or aging 
parents,9 and incidents of violence against women remain 
persistently high.10

Women who are lesbian, gay, bisexual, and/or 
transgender (LGBT)a have the same concerns as other 
women. They worry about finding and keeping good 
jobs, saving for the future, taking care of their children 
and families, and making ends meet. But America’s 5.1 
million LGBT women face added challenges and worries 
not just because of their gender, but also because of 
who they are and whom they love. 

Discrimination and stigma, combined with the 
struggles faced by all women, make LGBT women and 
their families especially vulnerable. Anti-LGBT laws, 
together with inequitable and outdated policies, mean 
that LGBT women are forced to pay an unfair price in 
reduced incomes and added costs for everything from 
healthcare to housing. Making matters worse, the 
burden falls most acutely on those who can least afford 
it: LGBT women raising children, older LGBT women, 
LGBT women of color, LGBT immigrants, and those 
LGBT women and families who are already living near 
or below the poverty line.

Even at a time when the public is showing increased 
understanding and acceptance of LGBT people and their 
relationships, the unique concerns and struggles of LGBT 
women are largely absent in the national conversation. This 
report focuses on the economic challenges facing LGBT 
women across the nation in three critical areas: jobs, health 
and family. It also offers recommendations for change.

Who are LGBT Women? 
There are an estimated 5.1 million lesbian, gay, 

bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) adult women in the 
United States.b A 2014 Gallup survey estimated that 4.1% 
of U.S. adult women identify as LGBT (compared to 3.9% 
of adult men), as shown in the infographic on the next 
page.11 Of adults ages 18-44, 6.7% of women identify as 
LGBT compared to 4.5% of men.12 Many LGBT women 
identify as bisexual. Of all women who identify as lesbian, 
gay, or bisexual (LGB), more than half identify as bisexual.13

Within the LGBT population, it is estimated there 
are 350,000 transgender women.c Transgender women 
may identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, or heterosexual; 
and some women who identify as LGB may also 
be transgender. Of respondents to the National 
Transgender Discrimination Survey, the largest survey 
of transgender people to date, 47% of respondents 
identified as transgender women.14

Many LGBT women are in relationships and many are 
raising children. Approximately half of lesbians (51%) 
are married or living with a partner, compared to 31% 
of bisexual women and 57% of heterosexual women.15 
Gallup’s survey found nearly half (48%) of LGBT women 
under 50 years of age were raising children,16 with higher 
rates of childrearing for African American, Hispanic, and 
Asian LGBT women compared to white LGBT women.17 
Data from the U.S. Census find that women of color in 
same-sex couples are nearly twice as likely to be raising 
children as white women in same-sex couples (35% vs. 
24%).18 More than half of transgender women surveyed 
in the National Transgender Discrimination Survey 
were parents (52%).19 

LGBT women are racially and ethnically diverse. Many 
lesbian, bisexual, and transgender women are members 
of communities of color. In fact, people of color are more 
likely to identify as LGBT than are white people. According 

IN
TRO

D
U

CTIO
N

a We use the term LGBT women throughout this report to refer to those women whose sexual 
orientation is gay, lesbian, or bisexual as well as transgender women, who were considered 
male at birth, but who identify as women and live their lives as women. See page 3 for a more 
detailed glossary of key terms.

b Estimate based upon Gallup Daily Tracking Survey (January-June 2014) results and American 
Community Survey (2013) population estimates. Estimates of LGBT prevalence among women 
vary considerably across surveys, including the National Health Interview Survey (2.2%), the 
General Social Survey (3.2%), and the National Family Growth Survey (5.2% for ages 18-44). 
Notably, Gallup is the only nationally representative survey that includes transgender identity. 
For this reason, Gallup’s prevalence estimate of 4.1% is accepted as the basis for analysis.

c Research about the transgender population is limited because few surveys ask questions 
about gender identity or expression. According to a survey review conducted by the Williams 
Institute, 0.3% of the adult population (700,000 adults) identifies as transgender. Few data 
exists to show the gender identity of transgender people, so we assume 50% of transgender 
people identify as women, which corresponds to the 47% of transgender people who identified 
as transgender women in the National Transgender Discrimination Survey.
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Sources: Analysis by MAP based on Gallup Daily Tracking Survey and American Community Survey; Gary J. Gates, "LGBT Demographics: Comparisons among population-based surveys," The Williams Institute, October 2014, 
http://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/wp-content/uploads/lgbt-demogs-sep-2014.pdf;  Gary J. Gates, “How many people are lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender?” The Williams Institute, April 2011, http://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/wp-
content/uploads/Gates-How-Many-People-LGBT-Apr-2011.pdf.
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Glossary

 •  Economic security and economic insecurity. This report uses the terms economic security and the lack thereof, economic insecurity¸ 
to refer broadly to an individual or family’s economic wellbeing. Economic security means that an individual or family has the financial 
resources to provide not only for basic necessities but also to weather unexpected events that negatively impact one’s financial 
situation, such as a period of unemployment, a serious illness, or the death of a spouse or partner. Economic insecurity, on the other 
hand, refers to financial instability and uncertainty and in many instances means difficulty obtaining the most basic necessities.

LGBT Women

 •  Women. This report uses the term women to refer to individuals who currently identify as women—rather than relying on whether a 
person was considered to female at birth. This definition is purposefully inclusive of transgender women (see below for more detail). 

 • Lesbian, gay, and bisexual (LGB). The terms lesbian and gay refers a person’s sexual orientation and describes people who are 
attracted to individuals of the same sex or gender. The term bisexual also refers to a person’s sexual orientation and describes people 
who can be attracted to more than one sex or gender. While the term gay is frequently used to describe men, we use the term LGB 
in this report as an acknowledgement that some women also use the term to describe their sexual orientation. 

 • Transgender. The term transgender is independent of sexual orientation and describes individuals whose sex assigned at birth is 
different from who they know they are on the inside. At some point in their lives, many transgender people decide they must live 
their lives as the gender they have always known themselves to be, and transition to living as that gender. A transgender woman is 
someone who was considered male at birth but identifies and lives as a woman. A transgender man is someone who was considered 
female at birth but identifies and lives as a man.

 • Gender identity and gender expression. Gender identity is a person’s deeply-felt inner sense of being male, female, or something 
else or in-between. Gender expression refers to a person’s characteristics and behaviors such as appearance, dress, mannerisms and 
speech patterns that can be described as masculine, feminine, or something else. Note that gender identity and expression are 
independent of sexual orientation, and transgender people may identify as heterosexual, gay, lesbian, or bisexual.

 • Gender nonconforming. This report uses the term gender nonconforming to describe a person who has, or is perceived to have, 
gender-related characteristics and/or behaviors that do not conform to traditional or societal expectations. Gender nonconforming 
women may or may not also identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender.

 • Women of color; people of color. In some cases, this report uses the terms women of color or people of color to refer broadly to African 
American or black, Latino or Hispanic, Asian/Pacific Islander, Native American, and other non-white people in the United States. This 
term is not meant to suggest a singular experience, but rather to signal that the report is discussing individuals who are not white.

 • Same-sex and opposite-sex couples. This report often uses the term same-sex couples or same-sex partners/spouses to refer to same-
sex couples in committed relationships who may or may not be recognized under the law. When applicable, the report uses the 
term same-sex spouse(s) to identify those individuals in same-sex couples who are legally married (see below for a discussion of 
this term). Particularly when discussing data from the U.S. Census Bureau, we use the term opposite-sex couples to refer to couples 
where individuals identify one partner as male and another as female. Individuals in same- and opposite-sex couples may identify 
as heterosexual, gay, lesbian, or bisexual, but the survey does not ask questions about sexual orientation. Additionally, because 
questions about gender identity are not asked, some individuals in these couples may identify as transgender. 

LGBT Parenting 

 • Legal parents and non-legally recognized parents. We use the terms legal parent or legally recognized parent to refer to a person 
who is recognized as a parent under state (and sometimes federal) law, and who is generally related in some manner by blood, 
adoption, or other legal tie to a child. There are many instances in which someone acts as a parent to a child but is not recognized as 
a legal parent under state (and sometimes federal) law. Throughout the report, we distinguish between the terms legally recognized 
parent and non-legally recognized parent.

Marriage for Same-Sex Couples

 • Legally married. Same-sex couples can obtain official state-issued marriage licenses in many states, though not in all states. In 
this report, we use the term legal marriage, legally married, marriage or married interchangeably to refer to marriages that were/are 
entered into according to the laws of a particular state or other jurisdiction.

 • State of celebration. Some federal laws and regulations recognize same-sex couples as married as long as their marriage took place 
in a state that recognizes the marriage as legal—even if the couple’s current state of residence refuses to recognize the marriage. For 
example, a couple married in New York but now living in Ohio would be considered married by a federal program using the state of 
celebration standard. Although it is sometimes called the place of celebration standard to indicate that some other countries offer the 
freedom to marry and these marriages are recognized by the federal government, we use the term state of celebration in this report.

 • State of residence. Other federal laws recognize a legally married same-sex couple only if they currently live in a state with marriage 
equality. For example, a couple married in New York but now living in Ohio would not be considered married by a federal program 
using the state of residence standard. Although it is sometimes referred to as the place of domicile standard, we use the term state of 
residence in this report. 
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to a 2012 Gallup survey, 5.6% of African Americans 
identified as LGBT, as did 5.7% of Hispanics and 4.4% 
of Asian Americans. The comparable figure for white 
respondents was 3.6%.20 Same-sex couples are more 
than twice as likely as opposite-sex couples to include 
individuals of different ethnicities or races.21 There are 
an estimated 267,000 LGBT-identified individuals among 
the adult undocumented immigrant population and an 
estimated 637,000 LGBT-identified individuals among the 
adult documented immigrant population.22

How Are LGBT Women at Increased Risk 
for Economic Insecurity?

Research finds that LGBT women are at increased risk 
for economic insecurity—compared to other women 
and compared to men, as shown in the infographic on 
the next page. According to a 2014 Gallup survey, LGBT 
women score lower than non-LGBT women and men 
(whether LGBT or not) on a comprehensive measure that 
takes into consideration an individual’s social, financial, 
physical well-being.23 According to the survey, less 
than three out of ten (29%) LGBT women were thriving 
financially compared to 39% of non-LGBT women, 32% 
of LGBT men, and 40% of non-LGBT men.

These feelings of financial insecurity among LGBT 
women are backed up by data showing that they are 
more likely than other groups—both LGBT and non-
LGBT—to live in poverty. Nearly one in three bisexual 
women ages 18-44 lives in poverty, and one in five 
LGBT women living alone lives in poverty.24 Women in 
same-sex couples are more likely to be “working poor” 
than men in same-sex couples or men or women in 
opposite-sex married couples. Although the National 
Transgender Discrimination Survey does not break out 
poverty rates for transgender women separate from 
transgender men and gender nonconforming people, 
transgender and gender nonconforming people as 
a group have poverty rates nearly four times the rate 
of the general population.25 As shown in Figure 1, the 
disparities are even more pronounced for transgender 
women of color.

LGBT women of color, older LGBT women, and LGBT 
women raising children are left particularly vulnerable.26 
For example:

 •  African American and Latina women in same-
sex couples are three and two times more likely, 
respectively, to be poor than white women in same-
sex couples.27

 •  Women in same-sex couples lacking a college degree 
and those with a disability are at increased likelihood 
of living in poverty compared to similar women in 
married opposite-sex couples and compared to men 
in same-sex and opposite-sex couples.28

 •  Older women (ages 65 and above) in same-sex couples 
have nearly twice the poverty rate of older married 
opposite-sex couples.29 A separate survey found that 
LGBT older women are more likely than older gay, 
bisexual and transgender men to worry about having 
enough money to live on (57% vs. 49%).30

 •  Fifteen percent of female same-sex couples raising 
children are living in poverty, compared to 9% of 
married opposite-sex couples with children.31

Why Are LGBT Women at Increased Risk 
for Economic Insecurity?

The economic challenges facing LGBT women are 
the direct result of discriminatory and outdated laws. 

LGBT women not only face lower pay, frequent 
harassment, compromised access to health care, and 
heightened violence32 because they are women, they 
also face a confusing patchwork of laws that can negatively 
impact LGBT people. For example, laws addressing 
employment discrimination and marriage to adoption 
and safe schools for LGBT people vary state-by-state. Some 
regions of the country lack even the most basic levels of 

Figure 1: Transgender Women of Color More Likely to 
Report Extremely Low Incomes

Source: Analysis of data from the National Transgender Discrimination Survey by Jody L. Herman 
and Sandy James, March 2015. 
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Sources: Gary J. Gates, "LGBT Americans Report Lower Well-Being," Gallup, August 25, 2014, http://www.gallup.com/poll/175418/lgbt-americans-report-lower.aspx; Jaime M. Grant, Lisa A. Mottet, Justin Tanis, Jack Harrison, Jody L. Herman, and Mara Keisling, 
"Injustice at Every Turn: A Report of the National Transgender Discrimination Survey," National Center for Transgender Equality and National Gay and Lesbian Task Force, 2011, http://www.thetaskforce.org/static_html/downloads/reports/reports/ntds_full.pdf; 
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, http://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/wp-content/uploads/LGB-Poverty-Update-Jun-2013.pdf. 
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equality for LGBT people (as shown in the infographic on 
the next page). This patchwork of laws means that some 
LGBT women and their families are paying an even higher 
price for being LGBT than other LGBT women. For example, 
women in same-sex couples living in areas of the country 
where the law generally affords little protection for LGBT 
people—often the central region of the United States and 
in rural communities—have higher rates of poverty than 
married opposite-sex couples in those regions.33 And, 
stigma and discrimination toward LGBT women remains 
an issue even in areas where progress has been made in 
advancing legal equality. 

As shown in Figure 2, the average poverty rate for 
female same-sex couples was 3.6 percentage points 
higher in states without employment protections 
covering sexual orientation compared to states with 
these protections.34 For married opposite-sex couples, 
the comparable difference in poverty between 
states with and without protections was just half a 
percentage point. Figure 3 shows that 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, for a 2.1 percentage 
point difference.d In comparison, the difference in the 
poverty rate for married opposite-sex couples across 
these states was just one-tenth of a percentage point.e

The economic disparities experienced by LGBT 
women are a direct result of the stigma, the discrimination, 
and the legal disadvantages they experience because 
they are women and because they are LGBT. This report 
spotlights how LGBT women face unique challenges in 
three major areas that dramatically increase economic 
insecurity and poverty rates, as summarized in the 
infographic on page 9:

 • JOBS. LGBT women struggle to find and keep good 
jobs. LGBT women face discrimination when looking 
for work and while on the job. This discrimination 
happens both because of their gender and because 
they are LGBT. The result is lower pay and fewer 
opportunities to advance. Workplaces also may be 
unwelcoming, hostile, or even physically unsafe. 
Transgender women face added challenges 
because they often cannot obtain accurate identity 
documents necessary for work or may be forced to 
come out as transgender at work. 

Figure 2: Poverty Rate for Couples in States With and 
Without Employment Protections in 2010

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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Figure 3: Poverty Rate for Couples in States With and Without 
Marriage or Comprehensive Relationship Recognition

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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d This analysis was conducted using data collected in 2010 and reflects only those states that had 
marriage equality or comprehensive relationship recognition in 2010. 

e The authors found that, when controlling for factors influencing poverty, 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.
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A PATCHWORK OF LEGAL EQUALITY

HIGH EQUALITY STATES
21 STATES & DC, 48% OF THE LGBT POPULATION

LOW EQUALITY STATES
14 STATES, 27% OF THE LGBT POPULATION

MEDIUM EQUALITY STATES
15 STATES, 25% OF THE LGBT POPULATION

*As of March 6, 2015, marriage is legal statewide, but the Alabama Supreme Court has forbidden state clerks from issuing licenses to same-sex couples.
Note: As of March 6, 2015, Kansas and Missouri have court rulings in favor of marriage equality, and marriage and adoption will be available to same-sex couples pending further action.
Source: Movement Advancement Project, “LGBT Equality Maps.”
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 •  HEALTH. LGBT women face challenges to good 
health that impact economic security. Healthcare 
can be more costly for LGBT women because of 
discriminatory laws, discrimination by providers, 
insurance exclusions for transgender people, and 
inadequate reproductive health coverage. The 
result: these women are at greater risk for health 
problems that can affect quality of life and threaten 
their ability to work, and they also tend to pay 
higher costs for healthcare. 

 •  FAMILIES. Lack of support for LGBT women and 
their families results in higher costs. In many states, 
LGBT women still are not able to legally marry or 
to establish legal ties to their children. This means 
they may not be able to access affordable health 
insurance, safety net programs meant to keep 
families out of poverty, and job-protected leave to 
care for a sick partner. What’s more, like all women 
in the United States, LGBT women often are forced 
by law to make difficult and costly choices that can 
threaten their family’s economic security. The United 
States, for example, is the only developed country in 
the world that does not offer paid maternity leave. 
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10 JOBS: LGBT WOMEN 
STRUGGLE TO FIND AND 
KEEP GOOD JOBS

Women are the single or primary earners in 40% 
of American families.35 In addition, 70% of women 
ages 25-54 worked outside the in 2014, compared to 
50% in 1970.36 Despite their active participation in the 
U.S. workforce, women continue to face substantial 
challenges when it comes to finding and keeping 
jobs and receiving equitable salaries and wages. 
These challenges are exacerbated for LGBT women, 
who face higher rates of employment discrimination 
and insufficient legal protections based on sexual 
orientation and gender identity. 

Hiring, Firing, and Advancement
Few studies have examined the specific job 

experiences of LGBT women, but it is well documented 
that women overall still experience pay inequity, sexual 
harassment and other forms of discrimination at work. 
LGBT women face the added challenge that many states 
lack of explicit protections for gender identity and 
sexual orientation protecting LGBT workers from being 
fired just because they are LGBT. LGBT people in general 
report high rates of employment discrimination. And 
in many workplaces, LGBT workers face conditions that 
range from unwelcoming to unsafe. For example: 

 •  The workplace is not yet equal for women. Despite 
federal, state, and local laws prohibiting discrimination 
based on sex in the workplace (see sidebar on 
the next page), many women still experience 
harassment and job-related bias. In 2013, the federal 
Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) 
received more than 27,000 complaints of sex-based 
discrimination in employment settings.37 There were 
nearly 6,000 complaints of sexual harassment filed 
in the same year by women.38,f These numbers likely 
undercount the actual number of incidents, given 
that they only include complaints filed.

 •  LGB people report high rates of discrimination 
on the job. In the 2008 General Social Survey, 16% 
of lesbian, gay, and bisexual people indicated they 
had lost a job because of their sexual orientation 
and 35% reported being harassed at work, as shown 
in Figure 4.39 In a 2013 study of women working in 

construction trades, 37% of women who identified 
as LGBT reported constant or frequent discrimination 
and harassment based on their sexual orientation.40 
LGBT workers report frequently hearing jokes 
about gay or lesbian people (62%).41 Nearly 60% of 
bisexual people report hearing anti-bisexual jokes 
and comments on the job.42

 •  Transgender women are particularly at risk. 
Transgender women report higher rates of 
employment discrimination compared to transgender 
men.43 As shown in Figure 4, one-quarter (26%) of 
transgender people report losing a job because of 
their gender identity or expression, with transgender 
women reporting even higher rates (36%). More than 
half (55%) of transgender women indicated they had 
been denied a job because they were transgender; 
29% had been denied a promotion.

f In some cases, sexual harassment complaints filed with the EEOC may be included in the total 
number of sex-based discrimination complaints. 

Figure 4: LGBT People People Report High Rates of 
Employment Discrimination 

Sources:  Brad Sears and Christy Mallory, “Documented Evidence of Employment Discrimination 
& Its Effects on LGBT People,” The Williams Institute, July 2011; Deena Fidas and Liz Cooper, “The 
Cost of the Closet and the Rewards of Inclusion: Why the Workplace Environment for LGBT People 
Matters to Employers,” Human Rights Campaign Foundation, May 2014; Ann E. Tweedy and Karen 
Yescavage, “Employment Discrimination against Bisexuals: An Empirical Study,” William & Mary 
Journal of Women and the Law, July 24, 2013 (forthcoming); Jaime M. Grant, Lisa A. Mottet, Justin 
Tanis, Jack Harrison, Jody L. Herman, and Mara Keisling, “Injustice at Every Turn: A Report of the 
National Transgender Discrimination Survey,” National Center for Transgender Equality and National 
Gay and Lesbian Task Force, 2011. 
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 •  LGBT women of color face higher rates of 
discrimination because of multiple identities, 
including race, gender, sexual orientation and 
gender identity/expression. Surveys of Asian 
and Pacific Islander (API) LGBT people uncovered 
shockingly high rates of sexual orientation 
discrimination; between 75% and 82% of API LGBT 
people said they had been discriminated against at 
work because of their sexual orientation.44 Surveys 
of black LGBT people indicate that four in 10 (42%) 

have experienced employment discrimination.45 
Transgender workers of color also report higher rates 
of job loss and employment discrimination compared 
to white transgender workers.46 LGBT immigrants 
can be particularly vulnerable; for example, they may 
be exploited due to lack of immigration status, lack 
access to programs and services because of limited 
English proficiency, or being discriminated against 
because they are immigrants and/or because of 
having limited English proficiency.47

How the Law Does—and Doesn’t—Protect LGBT Women at Work

LGBT women face a confusing and complicated patchwork of laws affecting their ability to find and keep good 
jobs. Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 prohibits discrimination in employment based on sex.48 This means 
that an employer cannot fire or refuse to hire a worker because of their sex. The law was later amended to make 
it illegal to discriminate against a woman because of pregnancy, childbirth, or a medical condition related to 
pregnancy or childbirth.49 Many states have laws mirroring the federal Civil Rights Act. Similarly, the Equal Pay 
Act of 1963 prohibits wage discrimination based on sex.50 Workers may sue for equal pay on the basis of sex 
discrimination; the Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay Act of 2009 eases the restrictions on filing such suits. 

Despite these laws, overwhelming evidence shows that women continue to face workplace discrimination 
in numerous forms, and they are also paid less than men in identical professions (as described below). One 
probable reason for these ongoing disparities is that providing evidence for sex discrimination can be very 
difficult. In 2013, the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) processed more than 27,000 charges 
of sex discrimination. Of these, 63% were dismissed for lack of probable cause for action.51 In order to bring a 
claim for employment discrimination, for example, a woman must have evidence indicating that her employer 
made a decision based on the woman’s sex, evidence that is often difficult to produce. Many factors that lead to 
unequal pay are not explicitly prohibited by law, or are prohibited in some states and not in others. For example, 
federal law does not protect workers based on parental status, and only a few states have protections. Small 
businesses are not covered by federal law and may or may not be covered by state laws. This means that many 
employers across the country would be within their rights to fire or not hire a woman because she has children 
or because she states that she intends to have children. 

Protections for LGBT women based on sexual orientation and gender identity are even less clear. Federal law 
does not explicitly prohibit discrimination in employment based on sexual orientation or gender identity, 
and a minority of states have extended such protections.52 In 2012, the EEOC ruled that the prohibition on sex 
discrimination includes discrimination against transgender people, and federal agencies and various federal 
courts have affirmed this ruling.53 And, federal Executive Order 11246 prohibits discrimination based on gender 
identity and sexual orientation by the federal government and federal contractors.54 Decades of case law find 
that sex protections also prohibit employment decisions based on sex stereotypes (such as whether a female 
worker should wear makeup or whether a male worker can have long hair). However, there are few federal 
protections against sexual orientation discrimination.g Some courts and the EEOC have agreed that discrimination 
based on sexual orientation can be sex discrimination, finding that many decisions based on a worker’s sexual 
orientation are because the worker didn’t conform to traditional gender roles. Beginning in January 2013, the 
EEOC began tracking complaints filed alleging discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender identity. 
From January 2014 through September 2014, the EEOC received 663 charges alleging discrimination related to 
sexual orientation and 140 alleging sex discrimination based on gender identity or transgender status.55

g Federal workers are protected from discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender identity, as are the employees of federal contractors.
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LGBT women experience discrimination not only 
because of their sexual orientation and gender identity, 
but also because they are women and members of other 
at-risk communities, including people of color, people 
with disabilities, and/or religious minorities. 

Wages
As shown in the infographic on page 5, LGBT women 

are more likely to live in poverty than LGBT men or 
non-LGBT women. The factors influencing the wage 
disparities experienced by LGBT women are complicated 
as they can be connected to sexual orientation, gender 
and sex, and race and ethnicity.

Research finds that individual women in same-sex 
couples tend to have a wage advantage over individual 
women in married opposite-sex couples, as shown in 
Figure 5. This may be the result of higher educational 
achievement and different career choices, increased 
working hours, lower rates of childrearing, or a strong 
sense among women in same-sex couples that they need 
to provide for their own economic security.h Women in 
same-sex couples, regardless of age, are also more likely 
to be employed than women in opposite-sex couples, 
and they are more likely to have a college degree.56

In some cases, lesbian, gay, and bisexual women who 
have attributes that are traditionally viewed as masculine 

may actually benefit from some ways in which society 
unfairly rewards traits associated with men—although in 
other cases they may face harassment or discrimination 
for being perceived as gender nonconforming.57 Also, 
women in same-sex couples are less likely to have children 
than women married to men.58 This means LGB women 
are more able to reap work-related benefits associated 
with not taking parental leave, such as more frequent 
promotions and increased salary.59 In fact, new research 

Working at Saks Fifth Avenue and Facing Discrimination

While working on the sale floor at Saks Fifth Avenue in Houston, Leyth O. Jamal, a 
transgender woman, was forced to use men’s restrooms, was harassed and belittled by 
her coworkers, and her coworkers repeatedly and intentionally used male pronouns to 
describe her. 

One coworker asked her if she was a prostitute, and another threated to beat her up. 
Her manager even told her that she needed to appear more masculine at work, not wear 
makeup at work, and she needed to “separate her home life from her work life.” 

All this was despite the fact that Leyth was excelling at work; she was told that she was 
the number two seller out of a team of twenty employees. Leyth filed a complaint with 
the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) alleging sex discrimination, 

given the EEOC’s guidance that discrimination against transgender people is covered by Title VII. Just 10 days later, 
Leyth was fired from her job. In response to her EEOC complaint, the EEOC found reasonable case and attempted 
conciliation between Leyth and Saks Fifth Avenue. Leyth then received a “right to sue” letter. In March 2015, Leyth’s 
attorney, Jillian T. Weiss, stated “The parties have amicably settled the lawsuit, and will have no further comments 
regarding the suit.”

Adapted from Weiss Law, Jama v. Saks & Co., accessed February 27, 2015, http://jtweisslaw.com/jamal-v-saks/; http://hr.cch.com/ELD/JamalVSaksComplaint.pdf.

Figure 5: Income Disparities for Individuals in Couples

Source: Gary J. Gates, “Same-sex and Different-sex Couples in the American Community Survey: 
2005-2011,” The Williams Institute, February 2013. 

THEY RECEIVE

$1.00 A MAN IN A MARRIED OPPOSITE-
SEX COUPLE RECEIVES,FOR EVERY

$0.98
MAN IN A SAME-

SEX COUPLE

$0.79
WOMAN IN A SAME-SEX 

COUPLE

$0.63
WOMAN IN A MARRIED 
OPPOSITE-SEX COUPLE

h For more about the wage advantage for lesbians and bisexual women, see page 35 of A Broken 
Bargain: Discrimination, Fewer Benefits and More Taxes for LGBT Workers, released in June 2013. 
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finds that a woman’s salary decreases by 4% per child 
controlling for all other characteristics, and the penalty 
for women paid low wages is 6% compared to an actual 
wage advantage for the highest paid women.60

Despite these advantages, the impact of the wage 
gap between men and women has a particularly 
detrimental impact on LGBT women. Total household 
incomes for families headed by lesbian couples are 
considerably lower when compared to the incomes 
of opposite-sex households and households headed 
by gay male couples, as shown in Figure 6.61 Two 
women—even if they individually are paid more than 
other individual women in comparable jobs–may 
still have a combined household income lower than 
that of a married opposite-sex couple. The reason? 
For the female same-sex couple, both earners’ wages 
are affected by the gender wage gap. In other words, 
the presence of a male earner (or two male earners 
in the case of gay male couples) means that married 
opposite-sex couples and male same-sex couples out-
earn female same-sex couples. 

The disparity in household incomes is even greater 
for LGBT women of color, as shown in Figure 7. For 
example, Asian and Pacific Islander (API) male same-sex 
couples have higher median household incomes than 
API female same-sex couples by more than $26,000.62,i 

The comparable gap for African American female same-
sex couples relative to African American male same-sex 
couples is $21,000,63 and the gap is nearly $14,000 for 
Latino female same-sex couples.64

Research shows transgender women face similar 
disparities. For example, a 2008 study showed that 
transgender women saw their wages fall by nearly 
one-third after they transitioned from male to female, 
while transgender men made slightly more after 
transitioning from female to male.65 Adding to the 
challenges for transgender women and men alike, 
research consistently finds that transgender people 
have lower incomes than their non-transgender peers 
(as shown in the infographic on page 5). 

Women working low-wage jobs. A growing number 
of jobs in the United States pay very little and rarely 
provide benefits such as health insurance, paid sick leave, 
or retirement savings.66 And, women are more likely to 
work in industries that pay low wages and do not provide 
benefits. Currently, the federal minimum wage is $7.25 per 
hour,67 which amounts to $15,080 annually for someone 

Figure 7: Difference in Median Household Income 
Between Male and Female Same-Sex Couples 

By Race

Asian/Pacific 
Islander

Male Same-
Sex Couples

Female 
Same-Sex 
Couples

African 
American

Latino/a

-$26,500

-$21,000

-$13,650

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2013 American Community Survey 1-year data file. Table 1. Source: 
Angeliki Kastanis and Gary J. Gates, “LGBT Asian and Pacific Islander Individuals and Same-Sex 
Couples,” The Williams Institute, September 2013; Angeliki Kastanis and Gary J. Gates, “LGBT 
African-American Individuals and African-American Same-Sex Couples,” The Williams Institute, 
October 2013; Angeliki Kastanis and Gary J. Gates, “LGBT Latino/a Individuals and Latino/a 
Same-Sex Couples,” The Williams Institute, October 2013. 

Figure 6: Average Household Income
By Couple Type

Married, Opposite
Sex Couples

Male Same-Sex 
Couples

Female Same-Sex 
Couples

$101,000

$128,000

$98,000

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2013 American Community Survey 1-year data file. Table 1. 
Household Characteristics for Opposite-Sex and Same-Sex Couple Households: ACS 2013. 

i There is diversity within the Asian and Pacific Islander community that is frequently masked in 
data analysis, particularly for LGBT people and individuals in same-sex couples. For example, 
nearly three out of five employed Asians in 2010 had earned a bachelor’s degree—60% 
greater than white people and more than double and triple the proportions of black and Latino 
workers. However, within Asian communities in the U.S., Vietnamese workers are among 
the least likely to have a college degree, while three-quarters of Indian workers had college 
degrees, and three-fifths of Chinese, Filipino, Japanese, and Korean workers had degrees. 
According to one study, Pacific Islander and Southeast Asian Americans who are 25 years or 
older are among the least likely to have finished high school of any Americans. 
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working an average of 40 hours a week.68 Numerous studies 
have shown that the federal minimum wage is not enough 
income to keep a family out of poverty, nor has it been for 
many decades.69 Low wages mean that even with full-time 
work, workers are not paid enough to meet a family’s average 
needs including housing, utilities, food, transportation, 
child care, healthcare, taxes, and minimal savings among 
other expenses using the 2013 Basic Economic Security 
Tables (BEST) Index, as shown in Figure 8.70

Research also shows that women are 
disproportionately concentrated in minimum-wage and 
other low-wage jobs, which include jobs in retail, home 
healthcare, child care, and cleaning/custodial work.71 
Women of color are twice as likely as white women to 
work in low-wage jobs.72 A greater share of female same-
sex couples have household incomes less than $50,000 
than married opposite-sex couples or male same-sex 
couples, as shown in Figure 9. 

Women comprise two-thirds of workers who rely on 
tips to supplement their wages.73 Federal law allows em-
ployers to pay tipped employees a lower minimum wage 
of $2.13.74 As a result, poverty rates among tipped workers 
are twice as high as poverty rates for workers in general. 

There are very limited data on the wages of 
LGBT women. But given the barriers to employment 
experienced by women and LGBT people, it is likely 

that many LGBT women are working in low-wage jobs. 
Transgender workers, who disproportionately have 
extremely low household incomes, are particularly 
vulnerable. The Williams Institute estimated in 2014 
that increasing the federal minimum wage to $10.10 
per hour would lift at least 13,200 women in same-sex 
couples out of poverty, reducing the poverty rate for 
female same-sex couples by 24% (see Figure 10).75

Finally, for the estimated 87,000 LGBT women in the 
United States who are undocumented immigrants,76 lack 
of work authorization and immigration documentation 
can result in greater economic peril—they are often 
underpaid and unable to access important job-related 
benefits designed to protect workers, such as a minimum 
wage, family and medical leave, and Social Security 
disability benefits.

Figure 8: Minimum Wage Jobs Don’t Meet Basic Needs

Basic Needs Minimum Wage Poverty Line

Sources: University of California Davis, Center for Poverty Research, “What are the annual earnings for a full-
time minimum wage worker?”; Wider Opportunities for Women, “Basic Economic Security Tables-Families.” 

Single 
person

One adult, 
two children
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one child

$12,119
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$18,751 $18,769
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$30,160 $30,160 $30,160
$33,720

$50,112

$64,200
$67,608
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Figure 10: Increasing Federal Minimum
Wage Helps LGBT Women

Source: M.V. Lee Badgett and Alyssa Schneebaum, “The Impact of a Higher Minimum Wage on 
Poverty Among Same-Sex Couples,” The Williams Institute, April 2014.

IN POVERTY RATE FOR WOMEN IN
SAME-SEX COUPLES, HELPING

DECLINE24%
13,200 WOMEN

$7.25

$10.10

Figure 9: Percent of Households with
Incomes Less than $50,000 

By Couple Type

Married, Opposite
Sex Couples

Male Same-Sex 
Couples

Female Same-Sex 
Couples

28%

21%

30%

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2013 American Community Survey 1-year data file. Table 1. 
Household Characteristics for Opposite-Sex and Same-Sex Couple Households: ACS 2013. 
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LGBT Immigrants, Including LGBT Women, Face Challenges to Economic Security

According to a 2013 report by The Williams Institute, there are were an estimated 904,000 LGBT immigrants in 
the United States.77 Of these, 267,000 are LGBT adults who have are in the United States without a valid visa 
or legal residency status and are “undocumented immigrants,” of which 71% are Hispanic, 15% are Asian or 
Pacific Islander, and 6% are black. There are an additional 637,000 LGBT adults who are documented immigrants, 
including 30% who are Hispanic and 35% who are Asian or Pacific Islander. 

For immigrants lacking legal work authorization, including those who are undocumented, economic challenges 
abound, including in areas of fair employment, housing, healthcare, and safety net programs. 

The employment options for immigrants without work authorization are limited, as the law places significant 
penalties on employers who hire such workers. Still, many industries—including manufacturing, service, 
construction, restaurant, and agriculture—rely heavily on such labor. In 2010, undocumented workers 
constituted an estimated 5.2% of the nation’s workforce, or 8.4 million undocumented workers.78 Like other 
undocumented workers, undocumented LGBT workers may face greater economic peril—they are often 
underpaid and unable to access important job-related benefits designed to protect workers, such as a minimum 
wage, family and medical leave, and Social Security disability benefits, as well as safety net programs such as 
food assistance and health insurance.

Not only do LGBT undocumented immigrants risk being deported and torn away from their lives and families in 
the U.S., they may be required to go back to a country where they will experience persecution. LGBT immigrants 
face extreme violence in immigration detention facilities, including increased risk of verbal abuse, sexual assault, 
and physical assault, solitary confinement, and lack of access to essential healthcare, particularly for transgender 
individuals.79 They may also be unable to speak up about workplace discrimination, unsafe working conditions, or 
unfair wages, out of fear of being deported. And even when an LGBT undocumented worker works in a state with 
legal protections prohibiting discrimination based on sexual orientation or gender identity/ expression, or they 
experience race- or national origin-based discrimination prohibited by federal law, their undocumented status may 
dissuade them from filing a complaint against an employer out of fear of deportation.
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An Added Barrier for Transgender 
Women: Inaccurate Identity Documents

Transgender people face the added job-related 
challenge of acquiring official identity documents that 
match their lived gender. Non-matching identification—
including passports, drivers’ licenses, and birth 
certificates—makes employment more difficult and can 
expose transgender people to harassment, violence, 
job loss, and other problems. For transgender women, 
this added barrier can exacerbate economic insecurity 
already experienced based upon race, sexual orientation, 
or immigration status.

The processes involved in changing each form 
of government-issued identity document can be 
onerous and expensive, requiring filing of numerous 
applications, payment of filing fees, publishing notices 
of a name change, court appearances, and in some 
states, background checks. Historically, state and federal 
governments have imposed intrusive and burdensome 
requirements on transgender people seeking to 
change their documents—such as proof of surgery 
and court orders. A fairly small number of transgender 
people actually have access to or seek to have surgery, 
however, due to factors ranging from cost to medical 
contraindications to concerns about maintaining 
reproductive capacity.80 These burdens and costs are not 
typically required for other individuals seeking to change 
their names as a result of marriage, for example. This 
has made it impossible for many transgender people to 
obtain accurate and consistent identification. 

As shown in Figure 11, only six states and the District 
of Columbia allow transgender people to obtain a new 
birth certificate without proof of sex reassignment 
surgery.81 Nearly all states require more burdensome 
documentation from a physician, such as proof of 
surgery, to issue a new birth certificate. Sixteen states 
only provide a visibly amended birth certificate. The 
problem with the latter approach for transgender 
people is that an amended birth certificate may make 
any gender marker changes clearly visible and “out” 
the worker as transgender. Three states simply will not 
change gender markers on birth certificates.

 According to the National Transgender 
Discrimination Survey, only one-fifth (21%) of 
transgender people who had transitioned to living in 
accordance with their gender identity were able to 
update all of their identification documents and records 

with their new gender, and one-third had not updated any 
of their documents (see Figure 12).82 Presenting incongruent 
identity documents can make daily life difficult, and it 
can also put transgender people’s safety in jeopardy.83 
The National Transgender Discrimination Survey found 
that 40% of respondents had been harassed and 3% 
assaulted when presenting identity documents that did 
not match how they expressed their gender. 
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Figure 12: Percent of Transgender People Who Have 
Successfully Updated Identity Documents

Source: Jaime M. Grant, Lisa A. Mottet, Justin Tanis, Jack Harrison, Jody L. Herman, and Mara 
Keisling, “Injustice at Every Turn: A Report of the National Transgender Discrimination Survey,” 
National Center for Transgender Equality and National Gay and Lesbian Task Force, 2011.

Driver’s License or State ID 59%

Passport 26%

Updated No IDs or Records 33%

Social Security Card 49%

Birth Certificate 24%

Figure 11: State Birth Certificate Policies

Source: Movement Advancement Project, “LGBT Equality Maps: Birth Certificate Laws.”
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Education as a Key to Good Jobs

Education remains a cornerstone in achieving 
economic security. Graduating from high school and 
pursuing a two- or four-year degree, or completing 
trade and vocational training, is a key indicator of an 
individual’s future earning power.86 Yet for LGBT women, 
unsafe and unwelcoming schools can make obtaining a 
quality education more difficult. 

LGB girls report feeling unsafe at school. Half (52%) 
of LGB girls in grades 6-12, who did not also identify as 
transgender, reported feeling unsafe at school because 
of their sexual orientation—a rate nearly identical to 
non-transgender gay and bisexual boys (51%) (see 
Figure 13 on the next page).87 However, rates of verbal 
and physical harassment for LGB girls were lower than 
for gay and bisexual boys and for transgender and 
gender nonconforming students. It is possible that LGB 
girls are perceived to be less threatening to their peers 
than male students who identify as gay or bisexual. 
In some communities, there is often greater stigma 
attached to a boy who acts in a manner considered 
“feminine” than a girl who acts in a manner considered 
“masculine.” Additionally, intimate relationships between 
women are often sexualized in the media and presented 
as an enticement to men, rather than an authentic 
relationship.88 This perception, while problematic and 
certainly a cause for concern given the high rates of 
sexual assault against young women including bisexual 
women,89 may reduce the overt verbal and physical 
harassment LGB girls experience.

Transgender students face extreme harassment 
and bullying at school. Three-quarters (75%) of 
transgender students and 66% of gender nonconforming 
students reported feeling unsafe at school because of 
their gender identity or expression, compared to 26% 
of LGB girls who did not also identify as transgender, 
and 31% of non-transgender gay and bisexual boys, as 
shown in Figure 13.90 Transgender girls were the most 
likely to avoid locker rooms because they felt unsafe 
or uncomfortable.91 School administrators and school 
policies often create hostile climates for transgender 
students. More than half (59%) of transgender youth 
reported they were forced to use the incorrect restroom 
or locker room and 42% were unable to use their 
preferred name or pronoun at school.92 And harassment 
doesn’t just happen at school; 70% of LGBT youth 
reported experienced street harassment compared to 
49% of non-LGBT youth.93

Transgender Women of Color’s Struggle for 
Survival

Transgender women, particularly transgender women 
of color, face extraordinary obstacles to economic 
security. As noted above, transgender women struggle 
to obtain accurate identity documents, essential 
healthcare, and safe housing—not to mention jobs 
that can help them meet their needs. High levels of 
discrimination experienced by transgender people, 
especially transgender women of color, result in 
chronic underemployment and unemployment. 
Lacking economic security, transgender women are 
frequently forced into survival economies, such as 
sex work or selling drugs, and into situations where 
they are physically unsafe. Just in the first two months 
of 2015, at least seven transgender women of color 
have been murdered.84 In 2013, three quarters (72%) 
of murdered LGBT people in the United States were 
transgender women, and fully two-thirds were 
transgender women of color.85  

While employment nondiscrimination laws and 
policies are important, substantial investments 
is needed to insure that transgender people can 
compete in the job market, especially those who 
do not have strong educational and employment 
backgrounds, and those who may have criminal 
records. There are a handful of initiatives that have 
been created to address this issue, funded by non-
profits as well as by governments. For example, the 
Transgender Economic Empowerment Initiative 
in San Francisco and the Transgender Economic 
Empowerment Project in Los Angeles, and the 
TransLife Center in Chicago. These programs should 
be emulated in other localities and on the state 
level. In addition, initiatives should be created to 
motivate employers to hire transgender people 
and to motivate financial institutions to support 
transgender entrepreneurs. All job training centers 
must open their doors intentionally to transgender 
people, in particular transgender women of color. 
Without access to 21st century job skills and 
meaningful and well-paying work, the cycle of 
poverty will continue for too many transgender 
people across the country. Without proactive 
programs, many transgender women will remain 
outside the workforce and relegated to survival 
economies, with great risk to their wellbeing, health 
and safety, and of course, their economic security.
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Harsh disciplinary policies disproportionately affect 
LGBT girls, and particularly girls of color. Emerging 
research suggests that girls are at increased risk of harsh 
school disciplinary policies, particularly girls of color and 
girls who identify as LGBT who are perceived to be gender 
nonconforming in some way, such as dressing in a more 
masculine fashion, speaking out in class, or playing sports.94 
Several studies have found that when African American 
girls are outspoken in class, confront people in authority 
positions, violate dress code provisions, or even chew gum, 
they are disciplined more harshly than other girls with the 
same behavior.95 Other studies find that girls who identify 
as LGBT also face the stigma of their sexual orientation or 
gender identity. A study published in Pediatrics found that 
students who reported identifying as LGB or having same-
sex attractions were more likely to be stopped by police, to 
be expelled from school, or to be arrested and convicted 
as juveniles and adults.96 Similarly, the 2013 National 
School Climate Survey revealed that transgender students 
were more likely to have experienced school disciplinary 
actions, including detention, suspension, or expulsion, 
than non-transgender LGB students. LGBT girls of color 
can face even more acute disciplinary disparities. In a 2012 
survey of LGBT people, 69% of African American LGBT 
youth had been sent to detention in middle or high school 
compared to 56% of non-African American LGBT students, 
while 31% of African American LGBT students had been 
suspended compared to 18% of other students.97 

Unsafe schools and discriminatory disciplinary 
policies can lead to substantial economic costs for 
LGBT girls. There are few data on educational outcomes 
for LGB girls. However, studies show that transgender 
women are less likely to have a college degree than 
transgender men (41% vs. 52%).98 ,j This is likely related 
to the finding that more transgender women than 
transgender men say they were forced to leave school 
because of harassment based on their gender identity.
The bottom line: we know that LGBT girls (and, indeed, 
all LGBT students) face more bullying and harassment 
than their non-LGBT peers, and that students who are 
bullied are less likely to graduate from high school. 
This results in a $7,840 per year wage disadvantage 
compared to high school graduates and $27,390 
compared to college graduates.99 Research finds that 
among women, only those with a college degree or 
higher are likely to be paid more during their careers 
than men with simply a high school diploma.100

Figure 13: LGBT Students Feel Unsafe at School

Source:  Joseph G. Kosciw, Emily A. Greytak, Neal A. Palmer, and Madelyn J. Boesen, “The 2013 
National School Climate Survey: The Experiences of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender 
Youth in Our Nation’s Schools,” GLSEN, 2014.

OF LGB GIRLS FEEL UNSAFE BECAUSE OF 
THEIR SEXUAL ORIENTATION52%

OF TRANSGENDER STUDENTS FEEL UNSAFE 
BECAUSE OF THEIR GENDER IDENTITY75%

Persistent Bullying and Harassment

Jewlyes Gutierrez was charged with misdemeanor 
battery after an altercation between her and several 
other students was caught on video in November, 
2013. The subject of persistent harassment and 
intimidation at school, Ms. Gutierrez had previously 
sought intervention and support from Hercules High 
staff with no success. Local organizations such as the 
Transgender Law Center, RYSE Youth Center (RYSE,) 
and Rainbow Community Center rallied in support 
of Ms. Gutierrez. As a result, she was able to enter 
into an agreement with the court to have her case 
reevaluated upon the completion of a restorative 
justice program conducted by the National Council 
on Crime and Delinquency (NCCD). After reviewing 
the case in May 2014, Judge Thomas M. Maddock 
dropped the charge in recognition of Ms. Gutierrez’s 
successful completion of the restorative justice 
program. Restorative justice practices aim precisely 
for the results produced in this case—facilitating 
individual and community healing and accountability 
and working to protect young people of color, who 
have the highest inequitable rates of contact, from 
entry and engagement in the juvenile justice system.

Source: Transgender Law Center, “Charge Dropped Against Transgender Student, 
Restorative Justice at Work,” http://transgenderlawcenter.org/archives/10281.j Researchers believe these high levels of achievement appear to be largely due to respondents 

returning to school later in life.
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19Barriers to Affordable, Safe Housing Jeopardize Economic Security

Figure 14: Transgender Women Face Extreme 
Housing Discrimination

Forced to move to a less 
desirable apartment

50%

Physically assaulted 
in a shelter

29%

Denied access to a 
shelter

33%

Source: Jaime M. Grant, Lisa A. Mottet, Justin Tanis, Jack Harrison, Jody L. Herman, and Mara 
Keisling, “Injustice at Every Turn: A Report of the National Transgender Discrimination Survey,” 
National Center for Transgender Equality and National Gay and Lesbian Task Force, 2011.

Finding safe and affordable housing is an essential 
piece of the economic security puzzle for all people, 
but LGBT women often pay an unfair price in the 
housing market because of their sexual orientation or 
gender identity/expression. A groundbreaking study 
commissioned by the U.S. Department of Housing and 
Urban Development (HUD) in 2013 found that 
heterosexual couples were favored over same-sex 
couples when applying for rental housing 16% of the 
time.101 Another 2013 study focused on the experiences 
of older LGBT adults.102 It found that in 48% of the cases 
studied, a same-sex spouse or couple experienced 
adverse treatment compared to an opposite-sex 
couple when exploring a move to an independent 

living, continuing care or assisted living facility. In some cases, the same-sex couple was presented with fewer 
housing options, quoted higher rents, or asked to undergo a more extensive application process. Other times, 
they were not given information about promotions or other financial incentives. Additionally, older same-sex 
couples were more likely to be shown two-bedroom units, even when they asked about one-bedroom units.

The challenges may be even greater for transgender women. Many transgender people report experiencing 
housing discrimination; 19% have been refused a home or apartment and 11% have been evicted, as had 21% 
of undocumented transgender immigrants.103 As a result, 50% of transgender women said they had moved 
to a less expensive home or apartment due to bias compared to 34% of transgender men (see Figure 14).104 
Transgender women also have higher rates of being denied access to shelter; one-third of transgender women 
had been denied access to a homeless or residential shelter compared to 20% of transgender men.105 Nearly 
one in three transgender women said they had been physically assaulted in a shelter (29%).106

 
In February 2015, HUD issued guidance to federally-funded shelters and transitional housing programs about the 
treatment of transgender people.107 The guidance states that shelters must rely on an individual’s self-reported sex 
or gender identity and that there is no “legitimate reason” for a provider to request documentation of a person’s sex 
in order to determine if someone may access shelter services. Additionally, the guidance states that shelters cannot 
turn away a client because they do not conform to gender stereotypes in appearance or behavior.
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20 Harassment and Bullying at School Have Taken Their Toll

When I was in high school, I had an incredibly hard time with grades—with everything, really. School was very 
hard for me. I had two teachers who I enjoyed greatly, but they were almost the only positive people in my life. 
And they couldn’t make up for the rest of my life at school, where not only students who bullied me in the halls, 
but also teachers. It was horrible and I couldn’t enjoy school as much as I wanted. I didn’t feel safe, especially 
during a time when I was just beginning to come out as a lesbian. Because of this, I fell behind in classes. I never 
felt able to ask for help. Between having no motivation because I was a bullied high school mess, and not feeling 
that I could get the help I needed, I had poor grades throughout high school. I didn’t realize how being bullied 
in high school would impact my future.

When I began applying to colleges I realized that because of my grades, I had a very small list to choose from. 
Not only were my poor grades a restriction, but I knew that there was no way I would be able to handle dorms. 
With the way people had treated me in high school, I had this notion that because I was gay, there would never 
be a place for me to feel comfortable, and to be accepted.

Luckily for me I was able to find a school in the city that worked perfectly and would accept me. The first few years 
that I was on campus I kept my head down and avoided as many people as I could. I never once thought about not 
being open about who I am, but that didn’t mean I wanted to deal with people that I couldn’t help but get angry at. I 
have been in college for four years now and have retaken six pre-requisite classes, all because there are so many things 
that I missed in high school. Those classes aren’t cheap. The longer I stay in school the longer I pay for tuition, classes, 
and the more time I take off of work. I’m working as hard as I can, but I’m worried about how I will pay for my student 
loans. I can’t help but think that if I hadn’t been bullied in school, if I had more supportive teachers, if I had felt safe, I 
could have focused on my studies. I wouldn’t have to take the same classes in in college. I wouldn’t have to pay for that.

Both my partner and I have become very comfortable with ourselves. However there are still situations where we have 
to make the rough financial decisions. Such as we chose to live closer to the large city in our state, to keep ourselves 
away from the neighborhoods where we could potentially be unsafe. We chose to eat at restaurants and go to hang 
out at places that are established as safe for us, even though they tend to be the places that are a little more expensive.

Being picked on affected a lot of aspects in my life when I was younger. There were years of my life when I thought 
that I could either be gay, or be liked. And I was not sure that both were possible until much later in my life.

—Jessie, Colorado
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LGBT women pay the price for discrimination when seeking jobs and when on the job. LGBT women are paid less and 
are frequently harassed or let go. Transgender women face challenges in obtaining identity documents needed for 
work. And LGBT youth and girls in particular face unsafe and discriminatory educational environments that make it 
difficult to find and compete for good jobs. The following high-level recommendations are designed to provide a path 
forward to improving the opportunities for LGBT women to be treated fairly on the job, to be able to support 
themselves, and to have the opportunity to compete for good jobs. 

Remove barriers to updating identity 
documents for transgender people.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR
ENSURING LGBT WOMEN HAVE

ACCESS TO GOOD JOBS

Update and strengthen employment 
nondiscrimination laws to protect 
LGBT women from discrimination 
based on their sex, sexual orientation 
or gender identity or expression, as 
well as race, ethnicity, religion or 
other factors.

EMPLOYMENT
NONDISCRIMINATION

Update and strengthen equal pay 
laws to eliminate unfair pay 
disparities for women. 

EQUAL PAY LAWSIDENTITY DOCUMENTS

Address hostile, unsafe, and discrimin-
atory educational environments 
through updated nondiscrimination 
and anti-bullying laws, revised 
disciplinary policies, and respectful 
district policies.

SCHOOL POLICIES

Raise the minimum wage so women 
who work hard can provide for 
themselves.

MINIMUM WAGE

SUMMARY

Update and strengthen housing 
nondiscrimination laws to to protect
LGBT women from discrimination 
based on their sex, sexual orientation
or gender identity or expression, as 
well as race, ethnicity, religion or 
other factors.

HOUSING
NONDISCRIMINATION



22 HEALTH: LGBT WOMEN FACE 
CHALLENGES TO GOOD 
HEALTH THAT IMPACT 
ECONOMIC SECURITY

 Staying healthy and finding affordable healthcare 
are critical to an individual’s or a family’s economic 
security. But many LGBT women face discrimination 
by healthcare providers that makes it hard to find 
competent, affordable care. LGBT women also face high 
rates of insurance discrimination. Transgender women 
sometimes are not able to find needed healthcare at 
all—and if they do, they often have to pay for it out of 
pocket because of discrimination in insurance coverage. 
Women living with HIV, many of whom are LGBT, face 
their own special challenges because of laws based on 
fear and misconception, not science and reality.

These challenges contribute to overall rates of poor 
health among LGBT women. In fact, only one-quarter 
(24%) of LGBT women report they are thriving physically 
compared to 36% of non-LGBT women, 28% of LGBT men, 
and 30% of non-LGBT men (see Figure 15).108 In another 
study, lesbian and bisexual women were less likely to 
say they were in good health compared to heterosexual 
women (see Figure 16).109

Discrimination by Healthcare Providers
LGBT women, like many LGBT people, frequently 

face discrimination in healthcare settings, as well as 
inadequate care from healthcare providers who lack 
training on working with LGBT patients. As shown 
in Figure 17, 56% of LGB respondents and 70% of 
transgender respondents reported being discriminated 
against in a healthcare setting.110 In a separate survey, 
24% of transgender women had been refused health 
treatment because of their gender identity compared to 
20% of transgender men.111

There are limited data about the specific experiences 
of LGBT women in the healthcare marketplace, but 
research shows that LGBT women are less likely to 
have a consistent healthcare provider from whom they 
regularly seek care. In fact, LGBT women are twice as 
likely as non-LGBT women to lack a personal doctor 
(29% vs. 16%).112 And, in a national survey of adults ages 
18-64, 86% of heterosexual women had a usual place to 
go for medical care compared to 76% lesbians and 72% 
of bisexual women.113

Figure 15: LGBT Women Are Least Likely 
To Be Thriving Physically

Source: Gary J. Gates, “LGBT Americans Report Lower Well-Being,” Gallup, August 25, 2014.

Non-LGBT 
women

Non-GBT 
men

GBT men LGBT women

36%

30%
28%

24%

Figure 16: LGB Women Less Likely to Report Being in 
Excellent or Good Health

Source: Brian W. Ward, James M. Dahlhamer, Adena M. Galinsky, and Sarah S. Joestl, “Sexual 
Orientation and Health Among U.S. Adults: National Health Interview Survey, 2013,” National 
Health Statistics Reports; no. 77, National Center for Health Statistics, 2014.

Heterosexual
women

Bisexual 
women

Lesbians

63%
57%

54%

Figure 17: LGBT People Report High Rates of
Healthcare Discrimination

Source: Lambda Legal, “When Health Care Isn’t Caring: Lambda Legal’s Survey of Discrimination 
Against LGBT People and People with HIV,” 2010; National Center for Transgender Equality and 
the National Gay and Lesbian Task Force, “National Transgender Discrimination Survey Report on 
Health and Health Care,” October 2010.

Transgender people 
reporting healthcare 

discrimination

LGB people 
reporting healthcare 

discrimination

Transgender people 
reporting educating 
healthcare providers

Transgender people 
harassed

Transgender women 
refused care

70%

56%

50%

28%

24%
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For LGBT women, discrimination by healthcare 
providers stands in the way of finding competent care. 
When LGBT women are discriminated against when 
seeking healthcare, they may delay needed care, leading 
to more costly treatment later and potential loss of 
wages resulting from a more serious illness. 

In most states, discrimination by healthcare 
providers based on sexual orientation or gender 
identity/expression is not prohibited. Federal, state, 
and local laws ensure that people have equal access to 
public accommodations, including doctors’ offices and 
hospitals, regardless of race, color, religion, and national 
origin.114 Only 17 states and the District of Columbia have 
laws ensuring equal access to public accommodations 
for LGBT people.115 The federal Affordable Care Act of 
2010 includes provisions that prohibit discrimination by 
federally-funded health programs based on a number 
of characteristics, including sex, which the Department 
of Health and Human Services clarified to cover gender 
identity and sex stereotyping.116

Insurance Discrimination, Including Lack of 
Coverage for Transgender Women

Discrimination by healthcare providers is just 
one part of the challenge facing LGBT women when 
it comes to accessing the care they need to stay 
healthy. Another barrier for LGBT women is the lack of 
health insurance, in many cases caused by insurance 
discrimination. This means many LGBT women end up 
paying out of pocket for care they need, or they skip 
getting care altogether. 

 •  Women of color are more likely to lack health 
insurance. Women of color are more than half (53%) 
of the uninsured women in the United States (and 
more than one-third of all Americans lacking health 
insurance117), even though they comprise just 36% 
of all women.118 Nearly four out of every 10 Latinas 
(38%) and nearly one in four black (23%) and Asian 
and Pacific Islander (24%) women lack health 
insurance coverage. In addition, many women 
of color who have coverage are under‐insured, 
meaning their insurance does not adequately 
cover their medical care, resulting in high medical 
expenses. Additionally, immigrants, both lawfully 
present and undocumented, face barriers to 
accessing health insurance through the Affordable 
Care Act, including the inability to access health 
insurance through state exchanges or Medicaid.119 
Likewise, youth present in the United States under 
the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals program  
cannot access health care coverage through federal 
funded programs.

 •  LGBT women are more likely to lack health 
insurance. As shown in Figure 18 on the next page, 
in 2014, 21% of lesbians, 27% of bisexual people, 
and 35% of transgender people with incomes 
under 400% of the federal poverty level, or roughly 
$47,000 for one person, lacked health insurance.120 
The comparable figures were 9.8% for adult women 
under 65 and 11 % for all adults under 65.121

 • LGBT women are more likely to struggle to pay 
for healthcare. In 2014, 29% of LGBT women 
and 19% of non-LGBT women said they had 
struggled in the past 12 months to pay for 
healthcare or medicine for themselves or their 
families, as shown in Figure 19 on the next page.122 
This compares to 21% of LGBT men and 15% of 
non-LGBT men. To the extent that healthcare is 
unaffordable, LGBT women (like others faced with 
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Pediatrician Refuses to Care for Couple’s Baby

When Krista and Jami Contreras met with Dr. Vesna 
Roi, a pediatrician in Roseville, Michigan, they were 
pleased and thought she’d provide good care to 
the child they were expecting. After their daughter, 
Bay, was born, the couple took her for a check-up. It 
was at this appointment for their daughter that the 
couple was notified by another physician at the office 
that Dr. Roi wouldn’t be able to care of the couple’s 
child. The reason: the couple are lesbians. In a letter, 
the doctor wrote, “I felt that I would not be able to 
develop the person patient-doctor relationships 
that I normally do with my patients.” The couple was 
surprised and upset. “We’re not your patient—she’s 
your patient. And the fact is that your job is to keep 
babies healthy and you can’t keep a baby healthy that 
has gay parents?,” Jami asks. “It was embarrassing, it 
was humiliating and here we are, new parents trying 
to protect her,” Jami said. “And we know this happens 
in the world and we’re completely prepared for this 
to happen other places. But not at our six-day-old’s 
wellness appointment.”
Adapted from myFOXDetroit.com, “Doctor refuses treatment of same-sex couple’s 
baby,” February 18, 2015, accessed February 27, 2015, http://www.myfoxdetroit.com/
story/28142401/doctor-refuses-treatment-of-same-sex-couples-baby. 

http://www.myfoxdetroit.com/story/28142401/doctor-refuses-treatment-of-same-sex-couples-baby
http://www.myfoxdetroit.com/story/28142401/doctor-refuses-treatment-of-same-sex-couples-baby
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resource constraints and/or high healthcare costs) 
will forgo needed care. The 2013 National Health 
Interview Survey found that 15.2% of lesbians 
between the ages of 18-64 failed to obtain needed 
medical care in the past year because of cost, as did 
17% of bisexual women, compared to just 9.6% of 
heterosexual women.123

 • Insurance exclusions make healthcare costlier 
for transgender women. Most insurance 
companies in the majority of states continue to 
exclude coverage for transition-related care. These 
exclusions deny transgender people coverage 
for a range of vital, medically necessary services 
(including hormone replacement therapy, mental 
health services, and gender transition-related 
surgeries) even when the same services are 
covered for non-transgender people.

 • Transgender workers also may be denied job-
protected personal medical leave for transition-
related care. This happens even though such 
leave is available to eligible workers under federal, 
and sometimes state, laws. This unfair denial puts 
transgender workers in the position of risking their 
jobs to care for themselves or delaying medically 
necessarily care. 

The health insurance legal landscape is changing 
quickly, so there is some hope of positive change for 
LGBT women. For example, as a result of the federal 
Affordable Care Act, federal law now prohibits insurance 
companies from charging women more for health 
insurance than similarly situated men. Regulations 
implementing the Affordable Care Act also outlaw the 
outright denial of health coverage because of gender 
identity and sexual orientation.124 In addition, eight 
states and the District of Columbia have laws prohibiting 
health insurance discrimination based on sexual 
orientation and gender identity; nine states and the 
District of Columbia have specific prohibitions against 
plan exclusions targeting transgender people.125

Figure 18: Low and Middle-Income LGBT People Face 
Higher Rates of Uninsurance

Source: Kellan Baker, Laura E. Durso, and Andrew Cray, “Moving the Needle: The Impact of the 
Affordable Care Act on LGBT Communities,” Center for American Progress, 2014; FamiliesUSA, 
“Federal Poverty Guidelines,” February 2015.
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Figure 19: LGBT Women Struggle to Afford Healthcare
% struggled to pay for healthcare in the past 12 months

Source: Gary J. Gates, “In U.S., LGBT More Likely Than Non-LGBT to Be Uninsured,” Gallup, August 
26, 2014.
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Need for Improved Data about LGBT Women 

Researchers, policymakers, and advocates struggle to understand the needs of the LGBT community and how 
changes in policy are impacting the LGBT community because of a lack of data. Very few large, nationally 
representative surveys ask about sexual orientation and none ask about gender identity. The two largest 
nationally representative surveys in the country, the decennial Census and the annual American Community 
Survey (ACS), conducted by the U.S. Census Bureau, do not ask about sexual orientation or gender identity. 
The information about the LGBT community that is available through the Census and the ACS is limited to the 
number of individuals living in same-sex couples and no information is available to determine whether people 
identify as transgender. The National Health Interview Survey, the largest federal health survey, contained 
questions about sexual orientation for the first time in 2013, and it is the first large federal survey to include such 
questions.126 The National Transgender Discrimination Survey, fielded by the National Center for Transgender 
Equality and The National LGBTQ Task Force, provides the largest picture of the experiences of transgender and 
gender nonconforming people with a sample size of more than 6,000.127

There is great need for more granular data—disaggregated by, for example, gender/gender identity and race/
ethnicity—on the LGBT population. More data on subpopulations is critical to developing a comprehensive 
understanding of, and then addressing, the needs of all members of the LGBT population. The challenge of 
small sample sizes can be overcome by oversampling. And strategies can and must be developed to ensure that 
isolated—due to language and other reasons—populations are reached. A lack of disaggregated data can render 
invisible the experiences and needs of LGBT subpopulations. For example, high poverty rates among several Asian 
American and Pacific Islander ethnic groups (e.g. Hmong) are rendered invisible when data are aggregated.128

Federal, state, and local surveys examining health, school environments, economic security, and housing and 
homelessness need to include questions about sexual orientation and gender identity so that the ways in which 
LGBT people are impacted become clearer.k More precise data collection, stronger samples, and larger sample 
sizes will allow us to precisely examine disparities facing LGBT people and specifically, how different LGBT 
communities are impacted by different disparities. 

k For current best practices for asking questions about sexual orientation and gender identity on surveys see, The GenIUSS Group, “Best Practices for Asking Questions to Identify Transgender and Other 
Gender Minority Respondents on Population-Based Surveys,” Jody L. Herman (editor), The Williams Institute, 2014, accessed February 23, 2015, http://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/wp-content/
uploads/geniuss-report-sep-2014.pdf. 

http://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/wp-content/uploads/geniuss-report-sep-2014.pdf
http://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/wp-content/uploads/geniuss-report-sep-2014.pdf
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Added Problems for LGBT Women Living 
with HIV 

Data are limited about the prevalence of HIV among 
LGBT women, but one in four people in the United 
States living with HIV are women and women of color 
are overrepresented within this group. According to a 
meta-analysis of 29 studies, conducted by the Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention, 28% of transgender 
women tested positive for HIV.129

HIV persists as a dangerous healthcare threat for 
LGBT women for a number of reasons. First, lesbian and 
bisexual women may have a false sense of confidence 
that they aren’t at risk; they also are less likely to receive 
sexual health information from their physicians.130 
But the risk for these women is real. Bisexual women 
and many women who identify as lesbian have sexual 
contact with men, and research shows that this sexual 
contact is more likely to be with bisexual or gay men, 
who are at increased risk for HIV.131 In addition, LGBT 
women who are engaged in the underground economy, 
such as sex work or the drug trade, are at increased 
risk for infection. Of the respondents to the National 
Transgender Discrimination Survey, those who had done 
sex work in the past were 25 times more likely to be HIV-
positive than the general population (15.32%l v. 0.6%).132

Like other people living with HIV, LGBT women living 
with HIV face a patchwork of outdated and reactionary 
laws that rely on misinformation rather than accurate 
science about the transmission of HIV (see Figure 20). 
These laws, frequently called “HIV criminalization laws,” 
penalize behavior by people living with HIV, even when 
that behavior unintentionally exposes others to the virus 
or has no risk of transmission like spitting. The laws also 
criminalize consensual sexual behavior between adults. 
Research finds these laws create a culture of fear and do 
nothing to support appropriate disclosure or to encourage 
people to seek testing or treatment.133 According to the 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, these laws 
also do not take into consideration prevention measures, 
including condoms, antiretroviral medications, and 
pre-exposure prophylaxis (also known at PrEP), all of 
which reduce transmission risk.134 Women with HIV may 
targeted, particularly when they are parents or wish to 
become parents. HIV status could be used against women 
in custody matters, adoption, or foster care.135

Figure 20: HIV Criminalization Laws

Source: Movement Advancement Project, “LGBT Equality Maps: HIV Criminalization Laws.”
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Two of a Kind: Love Can Conquer All

In many aspects, Octavia Lewis and Shawn Lopez are like 
most couples forging a life together. Introduced about four 
years ago by friends, the pair recently moved into a two-
bedroom apartment in the Bronx, New York, where they’ve 
already started a family. Marriage is on the horizon. 

In many other aspects, Octavia and Shawn are unique. 
They are helping raise two very young boys, Ethan and 
Messiah, who arrived from Children’s Village, which places 
vulnerable children in homes. What’s more, Octavia and 
Shawn are a serodiscordant couple—Octavia contracted 
HIV in 2006 from an unfaithful partner, and Shawn is HIV 
negative. They’re also transgender.

Octavia laments that so many women of trans experience turn to sex work. She explains that because they 
don’t have equal employment opportunities, it’s often one of the only ways they can pay for food, rent or 
surgeries. “I used to do commercialized sex,” Octavia acknowledges. “It’s not something I’m proud of. I did it 
because I had to pay my way to school.” She earned her master’s degree from DeVry University and is working 
on her doctorate at Capella University.

Speaking honestly, even about topics such as sex work, is part of what Octavia does as an advocate and educator. 
As a member of Trans Women of Color, she has spoken about HIV/AIDS issues for events at the Apollo Theater 
and at New York University. “I educate those who want to be allies,” she says, noting that she uses every platform 
available to get her messages across—and that includes being an active parent in her community.

Of course, Shawn and Octavia don’t define themselves or their relationship in terms of statistics and research. 
To Shawn, he and his fiancée are just “two kind, loving people.” Currently they have a domestic partnership, 
but they do plan to get married once they’ve completed all their surgeries. In the more immediate future, 
they’re looking forward to warmer-weather activities—going to the movies, restaurants and beaches—and 
of course lots of time with family.

Octavia dreams of becoming the director of an HIV clinic. “I understand what it’s like to be a consumer,” she says, 
“and then I understand what it’s like to be HIV positive. I also have experience as a health care professional.” 
She’s a self-proclaimed “unapologetic woman” who advises other transgender people to live their authentic 
truth without shame or regret.

Shawn, a proud stay-at-home dad, is focused on raising Ethan and Messiah, no easy task since Ethan is 
developmentally behind other 18-month-olds and requires therapy twice a week. Shawn would love for his 
family to own a home someday—and to adopt another child. “My dream,” he says, “is to continue being a 
father and see that my children’s dreams come true.” 

Such aspirations might seem commonplace, even mundane, among most couples; for Octavia and Shawn, 
though, such dreams are also unique.

Excerpted, with permission, from Ademola Bello, “Two of a Kind,” POZ, March 2015, accessed February 27, 2015, http://www.poz.com/articles/octavia_lewis_shawn_lopez_2916_26816.shtml. 
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Pregnancy and Family Planning

Autonomy and the ability to decide whether 
and when to become pregnant is crucial to women’s 
economic security. With the high price of pregnancy, 
childbirth and child care, the lack of paid job-protected 
leave (see below for discussions of these topics), and 
the reduced income potential many women face 
when parenting, having a child can be the difference 
being able to make ends meet and not. Access to 
comprehensive healthcare—including sex education; 
affordable, effective contraception; and safe abortion 
care—is vitally important for LGBT women and their 
economic security. 

Sex Education. Comprehensive sex education 
gives young women the knowledge and autonomy to 
make decisions about their sexuality and their future. 
For many LGBT women, comprehensive sex education 
may lead to a greater understanding about their own 
lives because it can be one of the first times they hear 
about sexual orientation or gender identity. The need 
for this type of sex education among LGBT women is 
clear in data showing that young lesbian, bisexual, and 
questioning women had almost twice the pregnancy 
rate of young heterosexual women.136 LGBT-inclusive 
sex education has been shown to reduce sexual 
behavior in LGBT youth.137 To be effective, sex 
education for LGBT youth must comprehensively 
address the consequences of all sexual behavior, not 
simply focus on the behaviors and consequences for 
heterosexual youth. 

Affordable contraception. Access to affordable 
contraception is at the heart of economic security for 
all women. This may not appear to be an immediate 
concern for many women in same-sex relationships, 
but lesbian and bisexual women and transgender 
men, who may become pregnant, can also need access 
affordable contraception and family planning. Being 
able to decide when and whether to have a family 
allows women to plan for their education and careers.138 
Research finds that improving women’s ability to time 
their pregnancies accounted for 10% of the narrowing 
of the wage gap between men and women.139 What’s 
more, many women take contraceptives for medical 
reasons not related to family planning.140 But state and 
federal laws continue to limit access to safe, affordable 
contraception.141 Recently, the Supreme Court found 
that certain private companies with religious objections 
to providing coverage for contraception, as required 

by the Affordable Care Act, were not obligated to do 
so.142 When insurance doesn’t cover these medications, 
women are forced to pay out-of-pocket or go without.

Access to assisted reproductive technology. Out-
of-pocket costs also can be substantial LGBT women 
whose healthcare needs are not commonly covered by 
insurance. For instance, many lesbian couples starting 
a family may have to pay out-of-pocket for assisted 
reproductive services and treatments that may be 
covered for heterosexual couples seeking the same 
services and treatments. Alternatively, insurers may 
require that a lesbian who is trying to get pregnant pay 
for a number of fertility treatments on her own before 
receiving coverage.143

Abortion. Finally, restrictions on access to abortion 
are a threat to women’s economic security, including LGBT 
women.144 As noted above, LGB young women are more 
likely to become pregnant than heterosexual youth. LGBT 
women also are at increased risk of sexual assault.145 The 
Hyde Amendment, passed in 1976, bans the use of federal 
funds to access abortion care, meaning low-income 
women cannot use Medicaid funding for abortions.146 
Dozens of other federal laws have followed suit, including 
the Affordable Care Act.147 A minority of states cover 
abortion care through state Medicaid programs, but 
the majority do not.148 States also restrict coverage of 
abortion care through other means, including restricting 
coverage through private insurance.149 State and federal 
laws continue to limit the cases in which abortion care is 
even legal, reducing the ability for all women to make the 
decisions they need to make for their health, safety, well-
being, and economic security.150

Control over pregnancy and childbirth has a 
direct bearing on women’s economic security. A 2013 
study by the Guttmacher Institute found that access 
to birth control had a positive impact on women’s 
postsecondary education and employment, including 
increased earning power and a narrowing of the 
gender gap in pay.151 Conversely, unplanned pregnancy 
due to lack of access to contraception interfered with 
a woman’s ability to graduate from high school and 
to enroll in and graduate from college, reducing her 
lifetime earning power and her economic security.152
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Sources: Analysis by MAP based on Gallup Daily Tracking Survey and American Community Survey; http://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/wp-content/uploads/lgbt-demogs-sep-2014.pdf;
http://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/wp-content/uploads/Gates-How-Many-People-LGBT-Apr-2011.pdf.

Central to economic security is good health. LGBT women’s economic security is jeopardized by discrimination by 
healthcare providers and insurance companies, laws criminalizing living with HIV, and limits of comprehensive health care 
including family planning care. These recommendations provide a roadmap for improving the health of LGBT women.

Update insurance and public 
accommodations nondiscrimination 
laws to explicitly include sexual 
orientation and gender identity and 
expression to ensure equal treatment 
by healthcare providers and coverage 
parity for transgender people. 
Eliminate exclusions for transgender-
related coverage.

Include information about contraception 
in sexual health education and ensure it 
is LGBT-inclusive. 

Healthcare providers should receive, 
and medical schools should provide, 
ongoing education about LGBT people 
and their unique medical concerns.

Repeal limitations on access to 
abortion—and funding to access 
abortion care and require insurance 
companies to cover contraception. 

SUMMARY

HEALTHCARE

Modernize laws targeting people with 
HIV to conform to current scientific 
and legal standards. 

HIV CRIMINALIZATION

PROVIDER EDUCATION

SEXUAL EDUCATION ABORTION & CONTRACEPTION

DATA COLLECTION
Government agencies and 
researchers should include questions 
about sexual orientation and gender 
identity on surveys. 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.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR
SUPPORTING LGBT WOMEN’S HEALTH



30 FAMILY: LACK OF SUPPORT 
FOR LGBT WOMEN AND 
THEIR FAMILIES RESULTS 
IN HIGHER COSTS

 As noted above, LGBT women make less on the job, 
face added job discrimination, and encounter unique 
healthcare challenges that impact their economic 
security, when compared to other women and the 
broader population. For LGBT women with families, 
these challenges are compounded by the struggle to 
have their families recognized as families under the law. 
This is not just a huge emotional issue for children and 
parents alike, it also is a serious economic issue. 

When LGBT women are not able to marry or 
to become legal parents to their children, they are 
denied many benefits afforded to non-LGBT families—
including health insurance, tax credits and access to 
vital safety-net and retirement saving programs. As a 
result, LGBT families pay more than other families for 
health insurance, taxes, legal assistance, and essential 
protections during times of crisis.m And these are not 
the only family-related challenges facing LGBT women. 
Others include a lack of access to paid, job-protected 
family leave and medical leave or the right to earn paid 
sick days; a lack pregnancy discrimination protections; 
insufficient workplace flexibility; and the struggle to find 
safe, affordable child care. 

Lack of Recognition of LGBT Families
LGBT families, which are more likely than not to 

be headed by LGBT women, are financially penalized 
because of the lack of marriage equality for same-sex 
couples, as well as their inability to establish legal ties 
to their children. Transgender people can also face 
economic challenges related to lack of family recognition, 
particularly those who are in same-sex couples.

 • Marriage. Many government programs and laws 
affecting families require that couples be legally 
married, but same-sex couples are barred from 
marriage in 14 states, largely concentrated in the 
Southern and Upper Midwestern regions of the 
country (see Figure 21).153 In jurisdictions where same-
sex couples may not marry, opposite-sex couples 
in which one spouse is transgender may have 
difficulty marrying or having a marriage recognized 
if the transgender spouse has not changed their 

identity documents or has been prohibited from 
doing so by state law. When couples cannot marry, 
they may be treated as “legal strangers” when it 
comes to everything from counting dependents to 
determining death benefits. This can result in both 
dramatically lower incomes and higher costs for 
LGBT people—making it much more difficult for 
them to provide for themselves and their families.n

 •  Parental Recognition. Adding to the challenges 
for same-sex couples, many laws and government 
programs and services require parents to have a legal 
parent-child relationship with their children. Same-
sex couples may face problems accessing these 
parenting ties. The reason: many same-sex couples 
are barred from marriage, and their families typically 
include at least one non-biological parent. Because 
most laws and policies do not grant parenting rights 
to people who are raising children but who are not 
legal parents, this means that one LGBT parent may 
be a legal stranger to a child even when that parent 
has helped raise the child from birth. 

Figure 21: State Laws Prohibiting Marriage

Source: Movement Advancement Project, “LGBT Equality Maps: Marriage & Relationship 
Recognition.” 
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Constitutional amendment bans marriage for same-sex couples (3 states)

Statute bans marriage and other forms of relationship recognition similar to 
marriage for same-sex couples (2 states)

Statute bans marriage for same-sex couples (12 states)

No legal ban on marriage or relationship recognition (36 states + D.C.)

Constitutional amendment bans marriage and other forms of relationship 
recognition similar to marriage for same-sex couples (11 states)

m This report highlights several programs for which women are disproportionately harmed by 
the lack of recognition of their families. Paying an Unfair Price: The Financial Penalty for Being 
LGBT in America, released in September 2014 and updated in November 2014, has additional 
information about other programs.

n The U.S. Supreme Court is considering cases challenging state bans on marriage and whether 
states must recognize marriages legally preformed out-of-state. A decision on those cases in 
expected in June 2015.
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For example, when a lesbian couple uses donor 
insemination, most states have no mechanism for the non-
biological mother to become a legal parent of her child. In 
these states, same-sex couples are not able to jointly adopt 
their children, leaving just one parent as a legal parent in 
the case of an adopted child.154 Same-sex couples also 
face barriers to obtaining second-parent or stepparent 
adoptions, through which a parent’s partner can secure 
legal ties to the child they are parenting together (see 
Figure 22). Parents faced with these barriers are at increased 
risk of being legal strangers to their children or are forced 
to pay legal fees to obtain co-parenting agreements, which 
may or may not be recognized by courts. 

States in the South are more likely than those in other 
regions to deny marriage and parenting rights to same-
sex couples, or to deny custody or visitation to a parent 
simply for being LGBT. Given the higher childrearing 
rates for same-sex couples in the South relative to other 
regions, this lack of protection leaves LGBT women and 
their families living in those states vulnerable. 

The denial of marriage and legal parenting ties takes 
a tremendous emotional toll on LGBT families. But these 
barriers can also have more tangible, financial impacts. 
As discussed in this section of the report, these impacts 
can include: higher healthcare costs or the unfair denial 
of health insurance; lack of access to safety-net programs; 

higher taxes; the inability to access Social Security 
retirement and disability programs; challenges in saving 
for retirement; exclusion from intestacy laws governing 
inheritance; and more. 
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Figure 22: State Step- and Second-Parent Adoption Laws

Source: Movement Advancement Project, “LGBT Equality Maps: Foster and Adoption Laws.” 
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LGBT parents can petition for second-parent adoption statewide (15 
states + D.C.)

Same-sex couples face legal restrictions when petitioning for second-
parent adoption (7 states)

Availability is uncertain (10 states)

Parents in legally recognized same-sex relationships can petition for 
stepparent adoption statewide; relies on access to marriage or relationship 
recognition (36 states + D.C.)

When is a Couple Recognized as Married 
by the Federal Government? 

In June 2013, the U.S. Supreme Court struck down 
Section 3 of the Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA), 
which had prevented the federal government from 
recognizing the legal marriages of same-sex couples. 
As a result of this ruling, the federal government has 
worked to implement policies recognizing legally 
married, same-sex couples for the purposes of federal 
law and programs. While the Supreme Court is 
scheduled to decide whether states can prohibit same-
sex couples from marrying or refuse to recognize the 
legal marriages of couples married out-of-state, the 
way in which the federal government currently treats 
a same-sex couple depends on where that couple lives.

A majority of federal programs recognize the marriages 
of same-sex couples based on the “state of celebration,” 
including federal taxes, immigration, retirement plans, 
and student loan assistance. This means that same-
sex couples as recognized as married as long as their 
marriage took place in a state that recognizes the 
marriage as legal–even if the couple’s current state 
of residence refuses to recognize the marriage. But 
despite the Supreme Court’s DOMA ruling and the 
federal government’s explicit intention to extend it 
as broadly as possible, there are still some federal 
rules and regulations that do not recognize legally 
married same-sex couples who are currently living in 
states without marriage equality.155 These rules and 
regulations use a “state of residence” standard, which 
only recognizes the marriages of same-sex couples 
who currently live in states where those marriages 
are valid. Programs using this latter standard include 
Social Security and veterans’ benefits. Finally, there 
are some government programs where the standard 
for recognizing same-sex couples’ marriages remains 
uncertain, including family health insurance benefits, 
Medicaid and Medicare, and Temporary Assistance for 
Needy Families. Notably, these are some of the most 
significant programs in terms of helping families who 
are struggling meet their most basic needs. 
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Lack of Access to Health Insurance Through an 
Employer

Earlier, this report described how legal discrimination 
in healthcare treatment and coverage can impact the 
physical, mental and financial well-being of LGBT women. 
This section describes how the lack of family recognition 
means that LGBT women and their families can be unfairly 
denied employer-sponsored health insurance. 

 • Unmarried partners may be unable to receive 
health insurance. No federal or state law uniformly 
requires all employers who offer health insurance 
to legally married couples to offer it to unmarried 
couples. As a result, an LGBT worker who is barred by 
state law from marrying her same-sex partner is also 
often unable to access health insurance through an 
employer for her partner. Data from 2012 find that 
only 31% of employers offer health insurance to the 
unmarried same-sex partners of their employees.156 
In California, married heterosexual women were four 

times more likely than partnered lesbians to have 
health coverage through a partner or spouse.157 A 
2013 survey found that when LGB people living at 
or below 400% of the poverty line (roughly $64,000 
for a family of two) tried to secure employer-based 
coverage for a same-sex partner, three-quarters 
experienced discrimination in the process.158   

Even when an LGBT employee can enroll her 
unmarried partner or a partner’s child in an employer-
sponsored health insurance plan, the family is forced 
to pay more for family coverage than a legally married 
colleague because of added federal and state taxes. 
First, the value of the health insurance is added to the 
employee’s taxable income (called “imputed income”), 
and then the employee’s portion of the premium 
must be paid with post-tax dollars. By contrast, 
legally married couples can pay for these premiums 
using pre-tax dollars. In the case of two workers 
earning $50,000, an LGBT worker will pay $3,417 

Asked to Pay Thousands to Adopt Their Own Child

Mikyla and Katie Miller were married in California in 2008. When they moved to Nevada in 
2010, their marriage wasn’t recognized. Despite registering as domestic partners, they felt 
the immediate shift in legal recognition. 

Shortly after moving to Nevada, Mikyla had chest pains and rushed to the hospital. When 
she asked for Katie to join her in the exam room, hospital staff refused. In the middle of her 
health crisis, Mikyla was put in the position of advocating for her spouse to be by her side. 
Fortunately, a doctor intervened and the couple was allowed to be together. 

This experience hovered over them as they planned for the birth of their daughter. Because of patchwork legal protec-
tions, Katie wouldn’t be recognized as a parent when they welcomed their daughter into the world—which wouldn’t 
have been the case in California where their marriage was honored. As they decorated the nursery and took birth 
classes, they also interviewed hospitals to ensure that Katie would be permitted to be by her wife’s side during the birth. 

In addition to the emotional toll of worrying how their family would be respected at the hospital, they needed 
to establish parentage by having Katie’s name on the birth certificate, something that required a great deal of 
advocacy with the hospital. The hospital staff informed them that in order for Katie to be listed on the birth 
certificate—which was a requirement for their baby to be covered on Katie’s insurance policy—Katie needed to 
formally adopt their baby at a cost of thousands of dollars. Once again, the couple was put in the stressful position 
of advocating for the most basic recognition of their family. After involving the hospital’s legal department, 
they were able to list Katie on the birth certificate. Still, they were forced to provide extra paperwork and jump 
through hurdles in order to enjoy one of the most important events of their lives—becoming mothers. 

In Katie’s words, “Because of the marriage ban, I [felt] like my voice [did] not matter. I [felt] like other people who 
have decided that my relationship with Mikyla does not deserve to be considered a marriage [were] controlling my 
fate. I want to be in control of my own destiny by being recognized as married to the woman I love.”
Adapted with permission from Lambda Legal. For more information, see Lambda Legal, Sevcik v. Sandoval.
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more in taxes for the same family health insurance 
coverage because of the imputed income tax.159  

Over the past 20 years, the number of companies 
offering benefits to the unmarried domestic 
partners of LGBT employees has increased steadily. 
These benefits are a crucial component of employee 
compensation and are valuable to employees 
when choosing a job. As more states allow same-
sex couples to marry, employers are shifting their 
policies to require employees be married to be able 
to enroll a partner in benefits. Unmarried couples 
working for these employers are once again unable 
to access necessary benefits. 

 • Married same-sex couples face uncertainty in 
accessing health insurance. Whether an employer 
is required to offer health benefits to the same-sex 
spouse or legally recognized partner of an employee 
is complicated and evolving. In large part, the 
answer is determined by where a couple lives and 
the type of employer. Employers that sponsor their 
own insurance, known as “self-insured” employers, 
are not currently required to offer health benefits 
to same-sex spouses, though they may be violating 
federal and state nondiscrimination laws if they 
offer these benefits only to opposite-sex spouses. 
On the other hand, employers who purchase 
insurance through an insurance company, known 
as “fully insured” employers, must comply with all 
applicable state insurance laws in the state where 
they purchase health insurance. This means that in 
states with marriage or comprehensive relationship 
recognition for same-sex couples, legally recognized 
same-sex couples must be treated the same 
as married opposite-sex couples under state 
insurance law. Federal law changes as of January 
1, 2015 require health insurance companies that 
sell group or individual insurance plans covering 
married opposite-sex spouses through the state 
or federal health insurance marketplaces to also 
offer coverage for same-sex spouses who are 
legally married. Insurers must do this regardless 
of where the couple lives or where the insurance 
policy is offered, sold, issued, or renewed.160 This 
requirement does not cover couples in domestic 
partnerships or civil unions.

 •  Coverage for non-legally recognized children 
depends on the employer. Employers can choose 
whether their insurance plans provide coverage for 

dependents, including children, and how to define 
the relationship between a worker and a child for 
eligibility. Some employers, particularly those that 
do not offer coverage to the same-sex spouses or 
partners of employees, may not allow an employee 
to sign up a spouse’s or partner’s children if the 
employee does not have a direct legal tie to the 
child, through adoption or biology. 

 •  Affordable Care Act penalties for lack of insurance 
can be hard to get around for LGBT families. Under 
the Affordable Care Act, individuals and families who 
lack health insurance coverage are penalized on their 
taxes. Families may avoid these penalties by showing 
financial hardship. For families living in states that 
do not offer the freedom to marry, filing for financial 
hardship may be as burdensome as trying to find 
affordable coverage for their whole family. Often, extra 
paperwork is needed to show financial hardship, such 
as documents showing joint finances and household 
size. This can be difficult or costly for LGBT families, 
particularly those living in states that don’t recognize 
LGBT family relationships. With one in four lower-
income LGBT people lacking insurance in 2014,161 
these families face the difficult task of gathering the 
documents needed to show financial hardship, or 
paying a penalty for their lack of health insurance. 

The consequence of these barriers to health 
insurance for LGBT women and their families is that 
many go without health insurance or have to pay more. 
In general, women are less likely than men to receive 
health insurance through their employer (35% vs. 44%, 
respectively).162 When LGBT women cannot enroll their 
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Figure 23: Low- and Middle-Income LGBT Women are 
More Likely to Carry Medical Debt

LGBT women with 
medical debt

35%

LGBT people, in general, 
with medical debt

29%

Source: Analysis by the Center for American Progress, August 22, 2014.
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families in employer-sponsored health insurance—either 
because their employer doesn’t offer it or because their 
employer won’t recognize their family—they may be 
forced to purchase their own coverage or risk their health 
and financial security by trying to get by without coverage, 
putting them at increased risk for substantial medical 
debt. As shown in Figure 23 on the previous page, in 2014 
35% of uninsured LGBT women with incomes at or below 
400% of the federal poverty level (approximately $64,000 
for a family of two) had unpaid medical bills, compared to 
29% of LGBT people in general.163

Limited Access to Long-Term Care Assistance 
Through Medicaid

Many people receive long-term care assistance 
through Medicare, the federal health insurance program 
for older adults. For low-income older adults, Medicaid, 
the federal-state health insurance program targeting 
lower-income individuals and families of all ages, 
provides additional long-term care coverage. In fact, 
Medicaid is the largest funder of long-term care in the 
United States. The program finances 40% of all long-
term care spending.164 Medicaid also covers the nursing 
home costs of 63% of the 1.6 million people living in such 
facilities;another 2.8 million Americans receive Medicaid 
assistance to pay for home and community-based care.165

Medicaid is a critical program for women in the 
United States. More than two-thirds (68%) of individuals 
65 and older receiving Medicaid and Medicare are 
women.166 This is due in part to the fact that women live, 
on average, longer than men. Women also are more likely 
than men to struggle financially in older age because 
of lower lifetime earnings, which result in lower Social 
Security and pension benefits.167 In fact, 25% of women 
ages 85 and older are on Medicaid. Of women 65 and 
older, 40% of Latina women, and 38% of black women 
are on Medicaid, compared to 12% of white women.168

Because Medicaid’s long-term care coverage is a 
means-tested program, individuals must have limited 
assets and income in order to qualify. For married opposite-
sex couples, Medicaid has “spousal impoverishment rules,” 
or exemptions so a healthy spouse does not have to sell a 
shared home or live in poverty to pay for the other spouse’s 
costly long-term care. However, these protections do not 
apply to most unmarried same-sex couples. And, the 
Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services allow states 
discretion in how they determine eligibility for same-sex 
couples, including those who are married. 

When LGBT women cannot qualify for Medicaid’s 
long-term care assistance—either because of incorrect 
calculations of a family’s income and assets, or because 

Unable to Access Spousal Health Insurance Results in $100,000 in Medical Bills

Jacqueline Cote works as an associate at Walmart, where 
she’s worked for more than 16 years. She met her wife, 
Dee, working at Walmart. In May 2004, Jacqueline and 
Dee were married in Massachusetts, where the couple 
now live. Each year beginning in 2006 and continuing 
through 2012, Jacqueline tried to enroll her wife in the 
spousal health insurance benefits offered by Walmart, 
but she was repeatedly told that Walmart didn’t offer 
health insurance coverage to the same-sex spouses of 
employees. Purchasing individual health insurance for 

Dee was costly for the family. A few years later, Dee was unable to obtain new coverage, in part because of her 
recent diagnosis with ovarian cancer. The couple has spent approximately $100,000 on medical expenses, 
including treatment for ovarian cancer, including chemotherapy and hospitalization for a pulmonary embolism. 

In 2014, Jacqueline filed a complaint with the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) alleging 
discrimination based on sex because she would have been able to enroll Dee in spousal health insurance if she 
were a woman married to man. In January 2015, the EEOC issued a notice of probably cause, and the couple 
and her attorneys at Gay & Lesbian Advocates & Defenders (GLAD) are seeking a resolution. 
Adapted from GLAD, Cote v. Walmart, accessed February 26, 2015, http://www.glad.org/work/cases/cote-v-walmart. 
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LGBT Women in Unsafe Relationships Face Added Barriers to Help

Intimate partner violence is a concern in the LGBT community, just as it is for society as a whole. The frequency 
of intimate partner violence among same-sex couples is roughly the same as it is for opposite-sex couples,169 
although bisexual women and gay and bisexual men report higher rates than heterosexual individuals.170 Data 
on the frequency of intimate partner violence against transgender women is not readily available, though data 
indicates that other types of domestic and sexual violence transgender people, including transgender women, 
face is significantly elevated.171

While many women face obstacles in receiving assistance when a relationship is violent or unhealthy, LGBT 
women face unique barriers related to lack of protection from discrimination, lack of family recognition, and the 
economic toll these inequalities take on LGBT people. An abusive partner may threaten to “out” an LGBT person 
to their family or employer, potentially costing her a job.172 Particularly for low-income women, threats like these 
could mean the difference between living on the streets or being able to support oneself. And, bisexual women 
are less likely to be “out,” so they may be particularly vulnerable to threats made by an abusive partner.173

For LGBT women with children, who are less likely to have a legally-recognized parent-child relationship, leaving 
an abusive partner or confronting her could mean losing any connection to her own children.174 Bisexual women, 
who report shockingly high levels of intimate partner violence, may be at greatest risk for being bullied into staying 
in an unhealthy relationship—bisexual people are generally less “out” to coworkers and friends about their sexual 
orientation, and this invisibility and the risks of being “outed” may mean that some women stay in unsafe situations. 

The stereotypical view of intimate partner violence is that only heterosexual women with men as partners can be 
abused, so women in same-sex relationships may not have their concerns taken seriously by law enforcement. 
They may also be reluctant to report the violence in the first place. In some instances, police may arrest both 
individuals involved in an incident. Given the high rates of police harassment reported by LGBT people—
particularly transgender women and LGBT people of color—LGBT women who are victims of violence may 
hesitate to seek police protection.175

LGBT women who have experienced, or are at risk of experiencing, intimate partner violence, are frequently rendered 
invisible. Their needs are ignored by law enforcement, social service organizations, and even crisis centers.176 

LGBT Families Face Unique Obstacles in Applying for Government Assistance

LGBT women and their families may not receive vital assistance from government programs when they need 
it—even when they qualify. 

First, families simply may not be aware that they are eligible for this assistance. The reason: confusion about the 
recent changes in the federal government’s recognition of same-sex couples and frequently changing state laws 
around relationship recognition. Plus, the inconsistent definition of family and household across government 
programs means that families may be eligible for some programs and not others. As a result, families may 
incorrectly believe that if they are not eligible for one program, they are automatically not eligible for another. 

LGBT women may also worry about coming out to staff as part of the application process for these programs. This 
may be of particular concern in smaller communities and for transgender people, for whom identity documents 
may not match the way they live their lives. And, government employees may not be aware of recent changes in 
the ways federal and state programs recognize LGBT families. These concerns may be justified in many cases, as 
there is no guarantee that frontline staff has received cultural competency training and have been made aware 
of program changes so they are able to effectively and courteously serve LGBT people. 
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a same-sex couple is forced to reduce their income 
and assets beyond what is required for opposite-sex 
couples—the financial impact is substantial. Not having 
access to this assistance can make the difference between 
financial stability and increased poverty, instability, and 
economic distress during old age.

Unfair Taxation

LGBT people often end up paying more in taxes than 
other Americans simply because they are LGBT. The most 
obvious—and egregious—way in which this happens 
is when tax laws and regulations do not recognize the 
spouses or children of LGBT taxpayers. For example, 
unmarried couples and those in domestic partnerships 
or civil unions are not able to file joint federal tax returns. 
As a result, these taxpayers are denied many of the 
substantial tax credits and deductions that are available 
to married couples. Additionally, many married same-
sex couples cannot file joint state tax returns.

A 2009 study by the Tax Foundation found that an 
average-income American family receives approximately 
$16,781 in benefits each year from the federal 
government—much of it in the form of tax credits and 
deductions. Women have an enormous amount at stake 
when it comes to accessing these benefits. According 
to the Tax Policy Center, two-thirds of the federal tax 
assistance related to the Child Tax Credit and the Earned 
Income Tax Credit, which are designed to help working 
parents make ends meet, go to women and their families, 
including many women of color.177 It is estimated that 
the federal Earned Income Tax Credit lifted 1.5 million 
women and 2.7 million children out of poverty in 2013.178

When a family cannot access these tax credits, the 
impact of is substantial. Even if an LGBT woman has the 
same income as a non-LGBT coworker or relative, she 
may end up paying thousands of dollars more in taxes, 
leaving her with less to provide for herself and her family.

Denial of Social Security Benefits

Social Security is a vital program for many Americans, 
including older adults, workers who have been disabled on 
the job, and children. Almost all older adults in the United 
States (86%) receive income from Social Security,179 as 
do more than 4.4 million children.180 Women are 57% of 
beneficiaries ages 62 and older, and 68% of beneficiaries 
ages 85 and older.181 In 2012, Social Security benefits lifted 
more than 22 million Americans out of poverty—including 
15.3 million seniors and 1 million children.182 Without Social 

Security, 44% of older Americans would be in poverty, 
compared to just 9% who live in poverty today.183

Social Security is a vital source of income during older 
age for women. First, women have longer life expectancies 
than men, so they are more likely to outlive other forms of 
retirement savings. Additionally, women have traditionally 
worked in jobs that are less likely to offer retirement 
plans—and even when plans are offered, women may 
receive fewer benefits because of lower earnings. As a 
result, Social Security provides a cornerstone of income 
during older age for many women.184

However, Social Security benefits are earned 
benefits, meaning that eligibility and benefit amounts 
are based on how much workers contribute to Social 
Security through mandatory payroll taxes throughout 
their working lives. Benefits for individual workers with 
similar earnings and job histories will be similar. But 
same-sex female couples, because of the lower pay 
women receive during their lifetimes, will have lower 
total household income from Social Security than 
households with a male earner (or two in the case of 
gay male couples). In 2012, the average annual benefit 
for women ages 65 and older was $12,250 compared to 
$16,398 for older men.185

In addition, LGBT women and their families get 
shortchanged by Social Security and do not receive the 
full value of their benefits based on what they have paid. 
The reason is that the federal government does not fully 
recognize the families of LGBT people when it comes to 
extending spousal and survivor benefits. These valuable 
benefits are generally unavailable to the unmarried 
partner of an LGBT worker, meaning they exclude 
partners in civil unions and domestic partnerships, 
and generally also exclude any non-legally recognized 
children of an LGBT worker. For example:

 •  A woman, married to a man, who has never worked 
outside the home may nonetheless claim $500 
monthly in Social Security benefits if her husband 
receives $1,000 monthly in Social Security benefits, 
but an LGBT woman who had been living with (but 
banned from marrying) her female partner would 
receive no such benefit. This can cost a retired female 
same-sex couple up to $15,852 a year in lost benefits. 

 •  A surviving widow who was married to a man can 
receive the greater of her individual Social Security 
benefit or 100% of her deceased husband’s benefit. 
For an LGBT woman who was unable to marry her 
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female partner, not having access to this benefit 
could cost her up to $31,704 a year in lost benefits. 

Being denied Social Security spousal benefits and 
other retirement benefits adds to the unique financial 
challenges facing LGBT people—and can make 
retirement impossible for members of low-income 
households. As shown in Figure 24, older female same-sex 
couples receive an average of 15% less in Social Security 
benefits compared to older opposite-sex couples.186

Unequal Access to Retirement Savings

While Social Security provides benefits to most older 
adults, those benefits by themselves are rarely sufficient 
to ensure economic security for people after they retire; 
as noted above, the average annual Social Security 

benefit for older women in 2012 was just $12,250.187 
Many Americans also participate in employer-sponsored 
retirement plans, which can provide additional income 
during retirement to supplement Social Security. But 
here too, women are disadvantaged when it comes to 
accessing these benefits. First, they are more likely to 
work part-time and don’t qualify for employer-facilitated 
retirement plans, and they also are more likely to work 
in industries that do not offer retirement plans to their 
workers, like retail and home health.188 Second, women 
make less than men and therefore have less to contribute 
to retirement, and they are more likely to take time out 
of the labor force to care for children or aging parents.189

For LGBT women, planning for a secure retirement 
is made even more difficult because of the way 
employer-sponsored plans privilege married couples. 
To see how this happens, we need to consider that 
employer-sponsored retirement plans come in two main 
categories: defined-benefit plans, often called “pension 
plans”; and defined-contribution plans, such as 401(k)s.

 • Defined-Benefit Plans. Defined-benefit plans 
usually allow a retired employee to receive a 
set level of benefit payments (usually monthly) 
over the course of their retirement. Nearly 
one-third of retirees age 65 and older (31%) 
receive some income from pension plans,190 
although men traditionally have been more 
likely to work in industries that offer pensions.  

Under federal law, pension plans automatically 
extend financial protection to a worker’s spouse 
should the worker die. A Qualified Joint and Survivor 
Annuity (QJSA) makes the pension payable (albeit 
with a smaller monthly payment) over the lifetimes 
of both the worker and their spouse. A Qualified 
Pre-Retirement Survivor Annuity (QPSA) allows the 
worker’s surviving spouse to receive the pension 
if the worker dies before retiring. Legally married 
same-sex couples, regardless of where they live, are 
eligible for pension benefits.191 However, employers 
are not required to make QJSAs nor QPSAs available 
for same-sex partners (though many employers still 
elect to do so). The lack of recognition of same-sex 
couples has wide-reaching and detrimental impacts.

 •  401(k)s, IRAs, and Other Defined-Contribution 
Plans. Defined-contribution plans, such as 401(k)
s, simple IRAs, or stock or profit-sharing plans, are 
the most common form of employer-sponsored 
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Figure 24: Social Security Benefit Differences

LESS15%
IN SOCIAL SECURITY BENEFITS COMPARED

TO OLDER OPPOSITE-SEX COUPLES

OLDER FEMALE SAME-SEX COUPLES
RECEIVE AN AVERAGE OF

Source: Naomi G. Goldberg, “The Impact of Inequality for Same-Sex Couples in Employer-
Sponsored Retirement Plans,” The Williams Institute, October 2009.

Denied Social Security Benefits, Living on 
$800 Less Each Month

Arlene Goldberg and her wife, Carol Goldwasser, 
were partners for 47 years and were legally married 
in New York in 2011. After Carol’s death, Arlene’s claim 
for survivor benefits through Social Security was 
denied because the couple lived in Florida, which did 
not recognize their marriage at the time of Arlene’s 
death. Without these survivor benefits, Arlene has 
been forced to live on $800 less each month. 

Adapted from Ken Sweet, “Retirement is a struggle for gays and lesbians; bias can be 
financially costly,” The Associated Press, November 30, 2014, accessed February 27, 
2015, http://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/retirement-is-a-struggle-for-gays-
and-lesbians-bias-can-be-financially-costly/2014/11/30/05545d48-78c5-11e4-b821-
503cc7efed9e_story.html.

http://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/retirement-is-a-struggle-for-gays-and-lesbians-bias-can-be-financially-costly/2014/11/30/05545d48-78c5-11e4-b821-503cc7efed9e_story.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/retirement-is-a-struggle-for-gays-and-lesbians-bias-can-be-financially-costly/2014/11/30/05545d48-78c5-11e4-b821-503cc7efed9e_story.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/retirement-is-a-struggle-for-gays-and-lesbians-bias-can-be-financially-costly/2014/11/30/05545d48-78c5-11e4-b821-503cc7efed9e_story.html
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retirement plans for employees in the private 
sector. Employees—and sometimes employers—
contribute money to the accounts, and the amount 
available when an employee retires depends on 
contributions and investment performance over 
time. If a working man is married to a women and 
he dies, the funds in these plans go to his widow 
tax-free—and then are treated as the widow’s for 
purposes of taking distributions. This means that 
the widow can leave the account to grow tax-free 
until she reaches the age of 70 ½ years. A surviving 
unmarried same-sex partner, however, must 
begin taking these distributions immediately. This 
difference results in a substantial penalty for LGBT 
women who were unable to marry their same-sex 
partners—both in terms of taxes paid now and 
income during retirement.

With unequal access to retirement savings, surviving 
same-sex partners can be economically devastated 
and at risk for poverty when a partner passes away. For 
example, an LGBT woman who cannot receive pension 
benefits through a deceased same-sex partner would 
miss out on $196,560 over 20 years compared to a 
woman married to a man. Similarly, an unmarried LGBT 
woman who inherits her deceased partner’s 401(k) 
retirement plan at age 39 could lose $3,205 a year in 
retirement income when she reaches age 65 because her 
relationship with her partner was not legally recognized. 
With their lower lifetime incomes, women in same-sex 
couples are left particularly vulnerable in retirement.

Pregnancy Discrimination
Many women, LGBT or not, as well as transgender 

men, face the possibility of becoming pregnant at some 
point in their lives. While pregnancy can be a time of 
great excitement for women and their families, it can 
also cause great economic strain.

The federal prohibition on sex discrimination in the 
workplace was amended in 1978 to include pregnancy.192 
A worker may not be fired, turned down for a job, or face 
discrimination because they are pregnant or intend 
to become pregnant. Despite this law, pregnancy 
discrimination persists for women, particularly for low-
wage women and women working in retail jobs. Reports 
abound about employers failing to accommodate 
pregnant workers.193 Pregnant workers are often denied 
reasonable accommodations—modest measures like 
being able to sit on a stool at their cash register, being 
able to carry a bottle of water, being able to take more 
frequent bathroom breaks—that would allow them to 
ensure the safety of their pregnancies, and stay on the 
job and maintain their income until they are ready to 
take leave. Many state and local protections explicitly 
require employers to provide pregnant workers with 
reasonable accommodations so they can stay healthy 
and continue working.194

Pregnant workers also are often forced by their 
employers to take unpaid leave they cannot afford195, face 
termination, or other economic consequences.196 In 2013, 
the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission received 
more than 3,500 claims of pregnancy discrimination.197 
According to a study by the National Partnership for 
Women & Families, there was a 65% increase in pregnancy 
discrimination claims between 1992 and 2007.198 Looking 
at just women of color, the jump was 76%.199

FedEx Refuses to Give Survivor Benefits to 
Spouse of 26 Year Employee

Stacey Schuett and Lesly Toboada-Hall spent more 
than thirty years together as a couple living in 
Sebastopol, California. Lesly was the primary earner in 
the family, working for FedEx for more than 26 years, 
while Stacey was a stay-at-home parent to the couple’s 
two children and also illustrated children’s books. 
After Lesly’s death, FedEx refused to provide surviving 
spousal pension benefits to Stacey, even though the 
couple was legally married. FedEx claimed that the 
federal Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA) meant they 
didn’t need to offer equal pension benefits to legally 
married same-sex couples, even though the Supreme 
Court overturned DOMA in June 2013. The National 
Center for Lesbian Rights is working to ensure that 
Stacey can receive the pension benefits that Lesly 
worked hard to earn.

Adapted from National Center for Lesbian Rights, Schuett v. FedEx, accessed February 26, 
2015, http://www.nclrights.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/Schuett-Complaint.pdf. 
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In 2014, the Supreme Court heard arguments in a 
case where a UPS driver was denied accommodation 
for her pregnancy, despite similarly incapacitated 
workers, and even workers who could no longer drive 
because of suspended licenses, being given appropriate 
accommodation.200 UPS argued that it did not need to 
accommodate workers who were not injured on the job.201 
The Supreme Court will rule on the case by June 2015. 

High Cost of Pregnancy and Childbirth

In a given year, approximately 10% of women 
between the ages of 15 and 44 are pregnant.202 Women 
workers simply cannot afford pregnancy discrimination. 
Pregnancy itself is an expensive experience. From 2004 
to 2010, out-of-pocket expenses for childbirth increased 
four-fold to nearly $2,000, an unaffordable expense for 
many mothers.203 Newborn care averaged around $625.204 
Less than half of mothers (47%) rely on private insurance 
for their maternity care; 38% rely on Medicaid or state 
children’s health insurance programs, 10% on some other 
public program, and 5% of mothers pay out of pocket 
for their maternity care.205 LGBT women, who may not 
be able to access a partner’s private insurance, may need 
to rely on their eligibility for public coverage, or pay out 
of pocket. Without insurance, the average price charged 
by a hospital or health care provider for a vaginal birth 
is approximately $30,000; for cesarean birth the cost is 
$50,000.206 These averages do not reflect the actual costs 
paid out of pocket for women without insurance coverage, 
nor the lower costs paid by insurance companies, but 
illustrate the high cost of birth in the United States. 

Need for Protections against Pregnancy 
Discrimination 

While the pregnancy rate in the U.S. continues to 
drop, the highest pregnancy rates are among women in 
their 20s, those at the start of their careers and members 
of economically vulnerable communities.207 In 2009, 15% 
of women ages 20-24 and 16% of women ages 25-29 
became pregnant.208 These are mostly working women; 
discrimination based on pregnancy or their intent 
to become pregnant deeply impacts their economic 
security now and for years to come. 

Paid, Job-Protected Leave
Workers frequently need time off work to recover 

from sickness, seek medical care, bond with a new 
child, or care for a loved one. Paid, job-protected leave 
allows workers to take time to care for themselves or 
their family members without worrying about whether 
their job will be there when they return. And, paid leave 
allows workers to take time without worrying about how 
to make ends meet. 

Paid Family and Medical Leave

Research finds that access to paid family and medical 
leave—extended time off from work to bond with a new 
child or care for a seriously ill family member—increases 
women’s wages and total hours worked when they return 
to work after leave. Also, women who take paid leave are 
more likely to return to the workforce than women who 
lack access to paid leave.209

Despite the importance of leave for workers, the 
United States lags far behind other developed countries 
in offering paid leave. The federal Family and Medical 
Leave Act (FMLA) provides for up to 12 weeks of unpaid, 
job-protected leave to bond with a new child, even if a 
parent lacks a legal or biological relationship to that child, 
or to care for a seriously ill family member. However, the 
FMLA defines family narrowly to only include spouses, 
children, or parents; domestic partners and other family 
relationships are not covered. Furthermore, many workers 
simply cannot afford to take unpaid leave, and more than 
40% of workers do not qualify for FMLA leave due to the 
law’s threshold requirements on business size, hours 
worked, and duration of employment.210

Without access to paid, job-protected leave, women’s 
incomes and jobs can be at risk when they need to take 
care of a newborn, a sick child or family member. When 
parents are forced to choose between their jobs and 
their families, everyone suffers, particularly children 
and infants. Parental bonding with an infant is shown 
to increase an infant’s health and decrease health care 
costs.211 Additionally, access to paid family and medical 
leave has been shown to increase the likelihood of 
breastfeeding as well as the duration of breastfeeding, 
which leads to important health benefits for both mothers 
and their children. In all, only 10% of lower-wage women 
workers have access to paid parental leave.212

Only 16 states and D.C. have their own family leave 
laws (see Figures 25 and 26 on the next page).213 Of these, 
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only three states offer paid leave to bond with a child or 
care for a seriously ill family member; the remaining leave 
laws are unpaid. Three states and D.C. have family leave 
laws that allow workers to care for a same-sex partner even 
if the relationship is not legally formalized or recognized. 
Also, only eight states and D.C. have family leave laws that 
grant a worker leave to care for her child even if she lacks a 
legal or biological relationship to that child.o As discussed 
in earlier, it is sometimes impossible for a parent, and 
especially an LGBT mother, to create that legal relationship 
to her child, meaning the parent would be ineligible for any 
expanded leave offered under state law. 

Additionally, for LGBT women, even asking for leave 
to take care of a same-sex partner can “out” their sexual 
orientation or gender identity, making them vulnerable 
to discrimination or losing their job. Lower-income LGBT 
women, especially lower-income LGBT women of color, 
at higher risk for discrimination, may already be living 
paycheck-to-paycheck. Transgender men may also 
experience discrimination when applying for pregnancy-
related family and medical leave because employers may 
not think they are eligible for leave (or that they deserve 
it). Many workers simply cannot afford to take unpaid 
time off along with risking their jobs to do so. 

Paid Sick Leave

Nationwide, nearly 49 million workers—and 37% 
of all lesbian and bisexual women—lack access to 
paid sick leave for personal or family health needs.214 
Among low-wage women workers, 86% lack access to 
paid sick leave.215 Without paid, job-protected paid sick 
leave, these workers are often forced to risk their jobs or 
paychecks during an illness or injury, when a sick child 
is sent home from school, or a loved one needs to be 
accompanied to a doctor or medical procedure. In a 2013 
survey of low-wage workers, 19% of working mothers 
reported having lost a job when they got sick or stayed 
at home to care for a sick parent or child.216

The widespread lack of paid sick leave can be 
devastating to LGBT women.217 As described on page 
22, there are relatively high rates of poor health among 
LGBT women. Due to these health disparities, many 
LGBT women have an increased need for paid sick leave 
that can be used to recover from illness, care for a sick 
loved one, or seek preventive care. In addition, loss of 
pay or employment during a personal or family illness 
can threaten the economic security of LGBT women, 
who face an increased risk of poverty. 

Paid sick leave can be particularly important for 
transgender women and women living with HIV. When 

Figure 25: Spouse/Partner Family Leave Laws

Source: Movement Advancement Project, “Family Leave Laws: Spouse/Partner.” 
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Figure 26: Child-Related Family Leave Laws

* Leave available for parents upon the adoption of a child under the age of seven only
Source: Movement Advancement Project, “Family Leave Laws: Child.” 
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women living with HIV/AIDS are unable to take paid time off 
to care for themselves, their health and economic security 
are both jeopardized.218 Likewise, when transgender 
women are denied paid sick leave for transition-related 
care, they have to choose between protecting their health 
or protecting their economic security.219

Although there is no federal right to paid sick leave, 
there is a growing movement at the state and local 
level to guarantee that workers earn paid sick leave for 
personal or family health needs. Connecticut, California, 
and Massachusetts have passed statewide laws that 
guarantee a minimum amount of paid sick leave, and all 
three laws allow a worker to care for her child even if she 
lacks a legal or biological relationship to that child. In 
addition, 17 cities have passed paid sick leave laws, with 
all but two of these laws passed since 2013.220

Affordable Child Care
Many women with children find it hard to seek 

and maintain employment because of the lack of 
affordable, high-quality child care. The total cost 
of raising a child born in 2013 to age 18 is over 
$245,000.221 Eighteen percent of that cost is allocated 
to child care and education.222 The total cost of child 
care varies by state: in the least affordable state, New 
York, one year of infant care cost over $14,000.223 As 
shown in Figure 27, this represented almost 16% of the 
median income of a married couple and 56% of the 
income of a single mother.224 For families in poverty, 
the cost of child care increases proportionately to 
take up 30% of household income, compared to just 
8% of household income for families not in poverty.225

Despite the importance of ensuring that workers 
have access to child care so they can support their 
families and help power the U.S. economy, child care 
is not generally subsidized in the United States. Of 11 
million children across the country under five years 
of age who need child care, only 2.6 million children 
receive assistance through federal programs such as 
the Child Care and Development Block Grant (CCDBG), 
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) and the 
Social Services Block Grant (SSBG).226

These programs help lower-income families and 
families of children with disabilities care for their 
children. But at the same time, these programs are 
chronically under-funded, making them unable to 
assist all eligible children and families.227 Families may 
also take advantage of tax credits such as the Earned 

Income Tax Credit, the Child Tax Credit, the Child and 
Dependent Care Tax Credit, and Dependent Care 
Assistance Programs to help afford child care. However, 
if a mother lacks a legal or biological relationship to her 
child, as many women in same-sex households do, the 
family may not be able to access these tax benefits.p

Not every family will have child care expenses. In 
a study by the U.S. Department of Agriculture on the 
cost of raising a child, 31% of lower-income families 
headed by married opposite-sex couples and 34% 
of lower-income single parent families had child care 
and education expenses, compared to 45% and 56% 
of middle and higher income families headed by 
married opposite-sex couples and 44% of single-parent 
families.228 The report notes that due to the high cost 
of child care, many lower-income families will rely on 
family members to care for children.229 Given the lower 
earning power of female same-sex couples, they often 
are forced to make the difficult choice to save money 
on child care or to spend the money and hope that the 
extra income compensates for the cost. 
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Figure 27: Cost of Child Care Stretches Families

Sources: Child Care Aware of America, “Parents and the High Cost of Child Care: 2014 Report”; U.S. 
Census Bureau, “Child Care: an Important Part of American Life.” 
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p See All Children Matter for a discussion of these tax credits and difficulties in accessing them. 
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Workplace Flexibility 

In many retail positions, as well as other low-wage 
jobs such as child care and healthcare, workers face 
unpredictable schedules. The number of hours can 
fluctuate from week to week, as can workers’ shifts.230 In 
fact, a survey of New York City retail employees found 
that just 17% had a fixed work schedule.231 Nearly three 
in four (70%) were notified of their work schedule just 
one week in advance, in a trend toward “just-in-time 
scheduling.”232 This unpredictability puts a particular 
strain on women with children, who need to coordinate 
child care while they work. 

Given the barriers to employment and education 
that LGBT women experience, it is likely that many LGBT 
women, particularly transgender women, may work in 
low-wage jobs that do not pay adequately or offer the 
workplace stability and flexibility that allows people to 
take care of themselves and their families.
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LGBT women and their families suffer economic hardship because of lack of recognition and because laws and 
policies haven’t kept pace with the needs of today’s families. Recognizing LGBT families and offering the support 
families need is crucial to ensuring that LGBT women and their families can be economically secure and thrive.

Update definitions of family to be 
inclusive of LGBT families and other 
diverse families. Extend the freedom to 
marry to same-sex couples. Pass 
comprehensive parental recognition 
laws to help LGBT parents gain legal 
ties to their children. 

Increase federal and state funding for 
child care assistance programs to 
help low- and middle-income families 
afford child care. Make tax credits for 
child care should refundable and 
expanded to provide assistance to 
more families.
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FAMILY RECOGNITION

SUMMARY

AFFORDABLE CHILD CARE

Enforce existing laws protecting 
people from discrimination when 
they become pregnant. Pass 
legislation requiring employers to 
make reasonable accommodations 
for pregnant workers.

PREGNANCY LAWS

Pass legislation allowing workers to 
have advance notice of work 
schedules, be paid for time if they are 
sent home early without appropriate 
notice, and to have scheduling 
requests considered by their 
employees. 

January

WORK SCHEDULES

Pass legislation allowing employees 
to contribute to a paid family and 
medical leave insurance program so 
workers can have a portion of their 
wages replaced when they need to 
take leave for medical or family 
reasons. Legislation should allow 
workers to take paid leave to care for 
a same-sex or opposite-sex married 
or unmarried partner, any child for 
whom the worker acts as a parent, 
parent-in-law, adult child, sibling, 
grandparent, or an informal provider 
of in-home or community care.

JOB-PROTECTED LEAVE

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR
SUPPORTING LGBT WOMEN

AND THEIR FAMILIES
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CONCLUSION

Despite the significant progress made by women in 
America over the past decades, many challenges remain. 
In particular, the persistent wage gap and employment 
discrimination, lack of comprehensive healthcare, and lack 
of support for pregnancy, childbirth and raising children 
create significant economic disparities for women. 

These challenges are amplified for LGBT women. 
In most states, LGBT women have insufficient legal 
protections if they are fired or denied housing simply 
because of who they are or who they love. Additionally, 
when two women build a life together, they amplify the 
wage gap between men and women, resulting in lower 
income and higher rates of poverty. Transgender women, 
LGBT women of color, LGBT women raising children, and 
older LGBT women are especially vulnerable. Lack of legal 
recognition of LGBT women’s families can mean higher 
taxes, lower retirement benefits, denial of family health 
insurance, inability to take family medical leave and more.

Change is needed to improve economic security for 
women in general, as well as for LGBT women specifically. 
Laws prohibiting discrimination against women need to 
be strengthened and existing nondiscrimination laws 
should also explicitly prohibit discrimination against 
LGBT people. Access to quality healthcare for LGBT 
women—and all women—also should be a key priority.  
Transgender women who have been pushed out of, or 
prevented from joining the traditional workforce and 
instead have engaged in sex work to survive, should 
be given access to job-readiness, training, and other 
services to assist them to get jobs in the formal economy 
if they desire. America should join the ranks of every 
other developed nation and provide paid parental and 
other family and medical leave. In addition, policymakers 
should update programs designed to support families to 
allow LGBT families to access the same protections and 
benefits available to others, such as health insurance, 
family leave, and childcare assistance. 

Addressing the ways in which LGBT women are forced 
to pay an unfair price simply requires that LGBT women, 
their families, and women in general, be treated equally. 
These are steps we have to take now—before more 
women and their families have to pay an unfair price.
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9to5
With forty-one years’ experience in winning justice 
for working women, 9to5 leads the way to create a 
powerful force for change on issues affecting low-wage 
women and their families. For more information, visit 
www.9to5.org.
 
A Better Balance
A Better Balance works to promote equality and expand 
choices for men and women at all income levels so 
they may care for their families without sacrificing their 
economic security. We employ a range of legal strategies 
to promote flexible workplace policies, end discrimination 
against caregivers and value the work of caring for families. 
We lead the charge for policies that help families, such as 
sick leave, flex time, pay equity, antidiscrimination, and 
other issues that value family care. For more information, 
visit www.abetterbalance.org.

Center for Community Change
The Center for Community Change’s mission is to 
build the power and capacity of low-income people, 
especially low-income people of color, to change their 
communities and public policies for the better. Its focus 
areas include jobs and wages, immigration, retirement 
security, affordable housing, racial justice and barriers 
to employment for formerly incarcerated individuals. 
The Center empowers the people most affected 
by injustice to lead movements to improve the policies 
that affect their lives. For more information, visit 
www.communitychange.org.
 
Center for Popular Democracy
The Center for Popular Democracy (CPD) works to 
create equity, opportunity and a dynamic democracy 
in partnership with high-impact base-building 
organizations, organizing alliances, and progressive 
unions. CPD strengthens our collective capacity to 
envision and win an innovative pro-worker, pro-
immigrant, racial and economic justice agenda. For 
more information, visit www.populardemocracy.org. 

Family Values @ Work
Formed in 2003, Family Values @ Work is a national 
network of coalitions representing more than 1,000 
grassroots organizations in 21 states building the growing 
movement for family-friendly workplace policies such as 
paid sick days and family leave insurance. Family Values 
@ Work coalitions are active in California, Colorado, 
Connecticut, Florida, Georgia, Illinois, Maine, Maryland, 
Massachusetts, Michigan, Minnesota, New Jersey, New 
York, North Carolina, Oregon, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, 
Vermont, Washington, Washington, D.C., and Wisconsin. 
We’ve helped to win new laws in almost two dozen cities 
and states, bringing new rights and protections to more 
than 26 million workers and their loved ones. For more 
information, visit www.familyvaluesatwork.org.

Forward Together
Forward Together is a multi-racial organization that 
works with community leaders and organizations to 
transform culture and policy to catalyze social change. 
Our mission is to ensure that women, youth and families 
have the power and resources they need to reach their 
full potential. Forward Together leads and staffs Strong 
Families, a national network changing policy and 
culture so that all families can thrive. By developing 
strong leaders, building networks across communities, 
and implementing innovative campaigns, we are 
making our mission a reality. For more information, 
visit www.forwardtogether.org.

Legal Momentum
Legal Momentum is a national nonprofit organization 
that leads action for the legal rights of women. Our 
mission is to ensure economic and personal security for 
all women and girls by advancing equity in education, 
the workplace, and the courts. We provide an expert 
legal voice to seek justice for women in law and 
government policy. Our targeted litigation, education, 
policy advocacy, and research help to shape the laws 
and policies that affect gender equality and ensure that 
they are properly implemented and enforced. For more 
information, visit www.legalmomentum.org.  

National Asian Pacific American Women’s Forum
The National Asian Pacific American Women’s Forum 
(NAPAWF) is the only national, multi-issue Asian American 
and Pacific Islander (AAPI) women’s organization in the 
country. NAPAWF’s mission is to build a movement to 
advance social justice and human rights for AAPI women 
and girls. For more information, visit www.napawf.org.
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National Association of Social Workers
The National Association of Social Workers (NASW) is 
the largest membership organization of professional 
social workers in the world, with 132,000 members with 
55 chapters in the United States and internationally. 
NASW works to enhance the professional growth and 
development of its members, to create and maintain prof-
essional standards, and to advance sound social policies. 
For more information, visit www.socialworkers.org. 
 
National Center for Transgender Equality
The National Center for Transgender Equality (NCTE) is 
the nation’s leading social justice advocacy organization 
winning life saving change for transgender people. 
NCTE was founded in 2003 by transgender activists 
who recognized the urgent need for policy change to 
advance transgender equality. For more information, 
visit www.transequality.org. 

National Education Association
The National Education Association (NEA), the 
nation’s largest professional employee organization, 
is committed to advancing the cause of public 
education. NEA’s 3 million members work at every level 
of education—from pre-school to university graduate 
programs. NEA has affiliate organizations in every 
state and in more than 14,000 communities across the 
United States. For more information, visit www.nea.org. 

National LGBTQ Task Force
The National LGBTQ Task Force advances full freedom, 
justice and equality for all LGBTQ people. We are building 
a future where everyone can be free to be their entire 
selves in every aspect of their lives. Today, despite all the 
progress we’ve made to end discrimination, millions of 
LGBTQ people face barriers in every aspect of their lives: 
in housing, employment, healthcare, retirement, and 
basic human rights; these barriers must go. They also 
face persecution, harassment and violence for simply 
being themselves; this must change. That’s why the 
Task Force is training and mobilizing millions of activists 
across our nation to deliver a world where you can be 
you. For more information, visit www.thetaskforce.org.

National Partnership for Women & Families
The National Partnership for Women & Families works to 
promote fairness in the workplace, reproductive health 
and rights, access to quality affordable health care, 
and policies that help women and men meet the dual 
demands of work and family. For more information, visit 
www.nationalpartnership.org.

National Women’s Law Center
Since 1972, the National Women’s Law Center has 
worked to remove barriers based on gender; open 
opportunities; and help women and their families lead 
economically secure, healthy, and fulfilled lives, with 
a focus on the needs of low-income women and their 
families. The Center uses a range of tools to achieve 
progress across the major areas of family economic 
security, education, employment, and health and 
reproductive rights—including policy and legal research 
and analysis, litigation, advocacy, coalition-building, 
technical assistance and public education. For more 
information, visit www.nwlc.org.

Re:Gender
Re:Gender works to end gender inequity and 
discrimination against girls and women by exposing 
root causes and advancing research-informed action. 
Working with multiple sectors and disciplines, we are 
shaping a world that demands fairness across difference. 
For more information, visit www.regender.org.

Transgender Law Center
Transgender Law Center (TLC) changes law, policy and 
attitudes so that all people can live safely, authentically, 
and free from discrimination regardless of their gender 
identity or expression. Founded in 2002, TLC employs 
an integrated multidisciplinary approach–including 
impact litigation, policy advocacy, public education, 
and movement building–to protect and advance the 
rights of transgender and gender nonconforming 
people from coast to coast. For more information, visit 
www.transgenderlawcenter.org.

UltraViolet
UltraViolet is an online community of over 600,000 people 
who want to take collective action to expose and fight 
sexism in the public sector, private sector and the media. 
For more information, visit www.WeAreUltraViolet.org. 
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