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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
West Virginia is home to an estimated 57,800 LGBT adults1 and approximately 10,300 LGBT youth.2
LGBT people in West Virginia lack important state-level legal protections that have been extended in
other states. For example, statewide statutes in West Virginia do not explicitly prohibit discrimination
based on sexual orientation or gender identity in areas such as employment, housing, and public
accommodations. State laws in West Virginia also fail to adequately protect LGBT students from
bullying and harassment. In terms of social climate, West Virginia is tied for last in the nation on public
support for LGBT rights and acceptance of LGBT people.3
Social acceptance of LGB people, ranked by state
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The legal landscape for LGBT people in West Virginia likely contributes to an environment in which
LGBT people experience stigma and discrimination. Stigma and discrimination can take many forms,
including discrimination and harassment in employment and other settings; bullying and harassment
at school and family rejection of LGBT youth; overrepresentation in the criminal legal system; and
violence. Research has linked stigma and discrimination against LGBT people to negative effects on
individuals, businesses, and the economy.
In this study, we provide data and research documenting the prevalence of several forms of stigma
and discrimination against LGBT adults and youth in the U.S. and in West Virginia specifically,
including discrimination and harassment in employment, housing, and public accommodations;
bullying and harassment in schools; and family rejection of LGBT youth. We discuss the implications
of such stigma and discrimination on LGBT individuals, in terms of health and economic security; on

1

Williams Inst., infra note 23.

2

See infra Section 1.A.2.

3

See infra Section 1.C.

VT
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employers, in terms of employee productivity, recruitment, and retention; and on the economy, in
terms of health care costs and reduced productivity.
To the extent that West Virginia can create a more supportive environment for LGBT people, it will
reduce the economic instability and health disparities experienced by LGBT individuals, which, in turn,
would benefit the state, employers, and the economy.

KEY FINDINGS
Prevalence of stigma and discrimination against LGBT people
LGBT people in West Virginia experience discrimination in employment, housing, and public
accommodations.
• In response to a 2016 poll, 52% of West Virginia residents, both LGBT and non-LGBT, said that
they thought that gay and lesbian people experience a lot of discrimination in the U.S.,4 and
58% of West Virginia residents said that they thought that transgender people experience a lot
of discrimination in the U.S.5
• Incidents of discrimination against LGBT people in employment, housing, and public
accommodations have been documented in a number of court cases and media reports.
LGBT youth in West Virginia experience bullying and harassment at school.
• The 2017 GLSEN National School Climate survey of LGBTQ middle- and high-school students
found that, in the year prior to the survey, 82% of respondents from West Virginia said they
had experienced verbal harassment at school based on their sexual orientation, and 76% said
they had experienced verbal harassment at school based on their gender expression.6 Many
students also reported experiencing physical harassment at school based on their sexual
orientation (42%) or gender expression (34%) in the year prior to the survey.7
• A 2016 Campus Quality of Life survey of students at West Virginia University found that 27%
of students thought that people on campus were generally unfriendly towards transgender
people, and that 19% similarly thought that people on campus were generally unfriendly
toward gay and lesbian people.8
• Instances of bullying and harassment in education in West Virginia have also been
documented in a number of court cases and media reports.

4

PRRI, infra note 98.

5

PRRI, infra note 99.

6

GLSEN, infra note 143.

7

Id.

8

DeKeseredy et al., infra note 150.

The Impact of Stigma and Discrimination Against LGBT People in West Virginia | 4

Impact of stigma and discrimination on LGBT individuals
LGBT people in West Virginia experience economic instability.
• Stigma and discrimination against LGBT workers can lead to economic instability, including
lower wages and higher rates of poverty.
• Gallup polling data from 2015–2017 show that 33% of LGBT adults in West Virginia reported
that they did not have enough money for food, compared to 20% of non-LGBT adults in the
state.9 In addition, 39% of LGBT adults in West Virginia reported having a household income
below $24,000, compared to 26% of non-LGBT adults.10 Finally, 14% of LGBT adults in West
Virginia reported being unemployed, compared to 7% of non-LGBT adults.11
LGBT adults and youth in West Virginia experience health disparities.
• Research indicates that stigma and discrimination contribute to adverse health outcomes for
LGBT adults such as major depressive disorder, binge drinking, substance use, and suicidality.
Similarly, bullying and family rejection, as well as social stigma more broadly, have been linked to
increased likelihoods of dropping out of school, suicide, and substance use among LGBT youth.
• LGBT adult respondents to the 2015 West Virginia Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System
survey were significantly more likely to have been diagnosed with a depressive disorder by a
health care professional than non-LGBT respondents (40 % vs. 23%).12 In addition, LGBT adults
in West Virginia were significantly more likely to report current smoking (43% vs. 25%) and
binge drinking (18% vs. 10%) than non-LGBT adults.13
Health characteristics of adults in West Virginia, by LGBT identity
LGBT

non-LGBT

40.3%
8.6 days
26.8%

22.8%

28.7%
4.5 days

Ever diagnosed with depressive
disorder by health care professional

Limited in activities because of
physical, mental, or emotional problems

Source: 2015 West Virginia BRFSS
9

Williams Inst., infra note 23.

10

Id.

11

Id.

12

See infra note 209 and accompanying text.

13

See infra notes 212–213 and accompanying text.

Average numbers of days during past
30 days mental health was not good
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Economic impacts of stigma and discrimination
Discrimination against LGBT people in employment and other settings has economic
consequences for employers and the state government.
• Productivity. Unsupportive work environments can mean that LGBT employees are less likely
to be open about their sexual orientation or gender identity at work, and more likely to be
distracted, disengaged, or absent, and to be less productive. These outcomes could lead to
economic losses for state and local governments, as employers, as well as for private sector
employers in the state. Given that an estimated 40,000 workers in West Virginia identify as
LGBT,14 the loss in productivity from a discriminatory environment could be significant.
• Retention. LGBT employees in less supportive work environments feel less loyal to their
employers and are more likely to plan to leave their jobs. Given the average replacement
costs of an employee, public and private employers risk losing $8,474, on average, for each
employee who leaves the state or changes jobs because of an unsupportive environment in
West Virginia.15
• Recruitment. Many LGBT and non-LGBT workers, in particular those who are younger and
more highly educated, prefer to work for companies with more LGBT-supportive policies, and
in states with more supportive laws. To the extent that workers from other states perceive
West Virginia to be unsupportive of LGBT people, it may be difficult for public and private
employers in the state to recruit talented employees from other places.
Bullying, harassment, and family rejection of LGBT youth negatively impact the economy.
• Bullying, harassment, and family rejection of LGBT youth can cause them to miss or drop out
of school, become homeless, or become unemployed or underemployed.
• Underattendance at school and instances of homelessness that arise due to bullying,
harassment, and family rejection are harmful not only to individual LGBT youth, but also have
societal consequences in that they reduce the capacity of these youth to contribute to the
economy as adults.
• In addition, school-based harassment and family rejection can increase costs to the state
via Medicaid expenditures, incarceration, and lost wages. The Annie E. Casey Foundation
has estimated that homelessness, juvenile justice involvement, and poor educational and
employment outcomes cost nearly $8 billion per cohort that ages out of foster care each year
in the U.S.16 The best available data suggest that LGBT youth make up one-fifth, if not more, of
each annual aging-out cohort.

14

Williams Inst., infra note 283.

15

See infra Section III.A.

16

Annie E. Casey Found., infra note 346.
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Health disparities for LGBT people negatively impact the economy.
• A more supportive legal landscape and social climate for LGBT people in West Virginia is
likely to reduce health disparities between LGBT and non-LGBT people, which would increase
worker productivity and reduce health care costs.
• We estimate that reducing the disparity in major depressive disorder between LGBT and
non-LGBT people in West Virginia by 25% to 33.3% could benefit the state’s economy by $22.7
million to $30.8 million.17 Reducing the disparity in current smoking by the same proportion
could benefit the state’s economy by $18.0 million to $24.5 million18, and similarly reducing
the disparity in binge drinking could benefit the state’s economy by $10.2 million to $13.3
million, in increased productivity and reduced health care costs each year.19 To the extent that
a more supportive legal landscape would reduce other health disparities, the state’s economy
would benefit even more.
Reduction in costs associated with major depressive disorder, smoking, and binge drinking in West
Virginia if LGBT disparities were reduced

HEALTH CHARACTERISTIC

REDUCTION IN DISPARITY
BETWEEN LGBT AND NON-LGBT
PEOPLE IN WEST VIRGINIA

LGBT INDIVIDUALS
IMPACTED

ANNUAL
REDUCTION
IN COSTS
(MILLIONS)

Major Depressive Disorder

25%–33.3%

1,400–1,900

$22.7–$30.8

Smoking

25%–33.3%

2,500–3,400

$18.0–$24.5

Binge Drinking

25%–33.3%

1,100–1,400

$10.4–$13.3

17

See infra Section IV.C.1.

18

See infra Section IV.C.2.

19

See infra Section IV.C.3.
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DEMOGRAPHICS AND LEGAL LANDSCAPE
West Virginia is home to an estimated 57,800 LGBT adults and approximately 10,300 LGBT youth
who reflect the diversity of the state’s overall population. There are few state-level legal protections
for LGBT people in West Virginia.20 Additionally, the state is tied for last in the nation on LGBT social
climate, as measured by public support for LGBT rights and acceptance of LGBT people.21 However,
despite this standing, public opinion polls also show that a majority of adults in West Virginia support
extending discrimination protections to LGBT people.22

DEMOGRAPHICS OF LGBT PEOPLE IN WEST VIRGINIA
LGBT adults in West Virginia
West Virginia is home to approximately 57,800 LGBT adults (4.0% of adults in the state self-identify
as LGBT),23 including 6,100 transgender adults (0.42% of the adult population).24 They are diverse
across many socio-demographic characteristics, including age, sex, race-ethnicity, and the presence of
children in the household:
• Representative data from the combined 2015–2017 Gallup Daily Tracking Surveys indicate
that LGBT adults in West Virginia, like LGBT adults elsewhere across the U.S., are younger than
non-LGBT adults.25 As shown in Table 1 below, more than half of LGBT adults in West Virginia
are under the age of 35.
• While similar proportions of non-LGBT adults in West Virginia are male as are female, LGBT
adults in the state are more likely to be female.26

20

See infra Section I.B. for a discussion of the legal landscape for LGBT people in West Virginia.

21

Amira Hasenbush, Andrew R. Flores, Angeliki Kastanis, Brad Sears & Gary J. Gates, Williams Inst., The LGBT Divide: A Data

Portrait of

LGBT People in the Midwestern, Mountain & Southern States 22 (2014), http://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/

wp-content/uploads/LGBT-divide-Dec-2014.pdf.
22

Andrew R. Flores, Jody L. Herman & Christy Mallory, Transgender Inclusion in State Non-Discrimination Policies:

The Democratic Deficit and Political Powerlessness, 2(4) Res. & Pol. 1–8 (2015), https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/
pdf/10.1177/2053168015612246.
23

LGBT Data & Demographics: West Virginia, Williams Inst., http://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/visualization/lgbt-stats/

?topic=LGBT&area=13#density (last visited Feb. 13, 2020) (percentage of adults in West Virginia identifying as LGBT).
Total adult population in the state is 1,446,139. For total population, search American FactFinder, U.S. Census Bureau,
http://factfinder.census.gov/faces/nav/jsf/pages/index.xhtml (last visited Feb. 13, 2020) (select advanced search, enter
“Annual Estimates of the Resident Population by Single Year of Age and Sex for the United States, States, and Puerto
Rico Commonwealth: April 1, 2010 to July 1, 2017” under topic or table name and “West Virginia” under state, county or
place, select “ Annual Estimates of the Resident Population by Single Year of Age and Sex for the United States, States,
and Puerto Rico Commonwealth: April 1, 2010 to July 1, 2017” 2017 estimates).
24

Andrew R. Flores, Jody L. Herman, Gary J. Gates & Taylor N.T. Brown, Williams Inst., How Many Adults Identify as Trans-

gender in the United States? (2016), https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/wp-content/uploads/How-Many-Adults-Identify-as-Transgender-in-the-United-States.pdf.
25

Unpublished analyses conducted by The Williams Institute of data from the combined 2015-2017 Gallup Daily Track-

ing Poll multiplied by the estimated number of LGBT adults in West Virginia, see supra note 23.
26

Id.
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• Nearly one in five of LGBT adults in West Virginia are people of color (18.6%).27 Comparatively,
less than one-tenth of non-LGBT adults in West Virginia are people of color.
Table 1. Weighted characteristics of West Virginia adult participants in the 2015–2017 Gallup Daily
Tracking Surveys by LGBT and non-LGBT status (N=6,201)
LGBT (N = 202)

NON-LGBT (N = 5,999)

%

%

Age
18–24

22.3%

8.7%

25–34

35.0%

15.1%

35–49

15.8%

23.2%

50–64

15.9%

27.3%

65+

11.0%

25.7%

Female

59.2%

50.5%

Male

40.9%

49.5%

White

81.4%

91.1%

All other racial/ethnic groups

18.6%

8.9%

29.6%

33.0%

Sex

Race-ethnicity

Children under 18 in household (among those ages 25+)

*Percentages suppressed because of small sample size.

• Many LGBT adults in West Virginia are raising children, in the context of same- and differentsex relationships, married and unmarried, and as single parents. Approximately 29.6% of
LGBT adults ages 25 and older in West Virginia (approximately 13,300 individuals)28 are raising
children.29 Data from the 2011–2013 American Community Survey indicate that there were
approximately 2,848 cohabiting same-sex couples living in West Virginia, 17.8% of whom were
raising children.30

LGBT youth in West Virginia
The Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance System survey (YRBS) is a state-administered, school-based
survey of health and health determinants managed by the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC). The YRBS is one of the few sources of data about LGB youth in grades 9 through

27

Individual proportions of respondents who reported identifying as Asian, American Indian or Alaska Native, or Native

Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander were combined because of limited sample size.
28

Unpublished analyses conducted by The Williams Institute of data from the combined 2015-2017 Gallup Daily Track-

ing Poll multiplied by the estimated number of LGBT adults in West Virginia, see supra note 23.
29

Id.

30

Id.
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12.31 In 2016 and 2018, the CDC published reports on the health and well-being of youth from multiple
states and large urban school districts that included measures of sexual orientation and behavior
on the YRBS.32 Based on these data, we estimate that 9.2% of youth in grades 9–12 identify as gay,
lesbian, or bisexual in the U.S.33
We estimate that there are approximately 10,300 LGBT youth ages 13–17 in the state of West Virginia,
including approximately 9,800 LGB youth34 (600 of whom are also transgender35) and approximately
500 transgender youth who are not LGB. In total, there are an estimated 1,150 transgender youth in
West Virginia.36

31

Questions to identify transgender participants were not included in the 2015 or 2017 YRBS surveys.

32

Laura Kann et al., Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance — United States, 2017, 67 Morbidity & Mortality World Rep. 1 (2018),

https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/data/yrbs/pdf/2017/ss6708.pdf; Laura Kann et al., Sexual Identity, Sex of Sexual Contacts, and Health-Related Behaviors among Students in Grades 9–12 — United States and Selected Sites, 2015, 65(9) MMWR
Surveillance Summaries 1–202 (2016), https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/65/ss/ss6509a1.htm.
33

In the 2015 YRBS, 8.0% of youth in the national sample identified as LGB. In the 2017 YRBS, 10.4% of youth in the

national sample identified as LGB. We averaged the percentage of youth identifying as LGB across these two samples to
produce a larger sample size and, thus, a more reliable estimate.
34

We assume the same distribution of sexual orientation across all youth, including those who declined to answer this

question on the YRBS and those who are not enrolled in school.
35

Unpublished analyses conducted by The Williams Institute of data from the combined 2015–2017 Behavioral Risk

Factor Surveillance System (BRFSS) restricted to transgender-identified participants ages 18–24 indicate that 46.3%
identify as straight or other sexual orientation (i.e., non-LGB). Data on the percentage of transgender youth identifying as
LGB are not currently available, and we believe that the BRFSS measure from young adults ages 18–24 provides a close
approximation for youth ages 13–17. We applied this percentage among 18–24 year old adults to the estimated number
of transgender youth ages 13–17 estimated by Jody L. Herman et al., William Inst., Age of Individuals Who Identify as
Transgender in the United States (2017), https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/wp-content/uploads/TransAgeReport.pdf.
36

Id.
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Figure 2. Estimate of the LGBT youth population of West Virginia, ages 13–17

Transgender
youth

600
500

Transgender non-LGB youth

LGBT youth

9,200

LGB, non-transgender youth

Transgender LGB youth

LGBT youth, n=10,300

Sources: National YRBS, 2015 & 2017; BRFSS, 2015–2017; 2017 population estimates based on 2010 Census;
American Community Survey, 2011–2013

LGB youth are more likely to be female than male. Among national participants in both the 2015 and
2017 YRBS, male and female students were equally as likely to identify as gay or lesbian.37
A larger percentage of female than male students identified as bisexual in both years.38

LEGAL LANDSCAPE FOR LGBT PEOPLE IN WEST VIRGINIA
West Virginia’s legal landscape reflects a history of state laws and policies that limit protections
for LGBT people or discriminate against them. Although same-sex couples have been able to
legally marry in the state since 2014 and the Supreme Court extended federal employment nondiscriminations to LGBT people in 2020, the state and many localities continue to lack LGBTsupportive laws. The current and historical legal landscape for LGBT people in West Virginia can
negatively impact their everyday lives and leaves them vulnerable to stigma and discrimination based
on their sexual orientation and gender identity.39

HISTORICAL LEGAL LANDSCAPE
Although West Virginia’s sodomy law was repealed and marriage has been extended to same-sex
couples in the state, historical anti-LGBT laws likely have lingering negative effects on the social
climate for LGBT people.
37

Kann et al. (2018), supra note 32.

38

Id.

39

See Nancy J. Knauer, Legal Consciousness and LGBT Research: The Role of the Law in the Everyday Lives of LGBT Individuals,

59 J. Homosexuality 748 (2012).
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Sodomy Laws. At the time of its admission to the Union in 1863, West Virginia’s first constitution
mandated that the laws of Virginia then in effect would remain in force for the new state.40 In turn,
this established Virginia’s existing prohibition on sodomy41—then punishable by one to five years
in prison—as West Virginia’s first sodomy law.42 While this law saw little modification by the West
Virginia legislature over the next century, the West Virginia Supreme Court broadened its scope by
interpreting the law as inclusive of various acts throughout the 1940s and 1950s.43 However, almost
three decades before the U.S. Supreme Court held that sodomy laws were unconstitutional in
Lawrence v. Texas,44 the West Virginia legislature repealed this law in 1976 amidst a comprehensive
revision of the state’s sexual assault laws.45
Marriage Equality. In 2000, the West Virginia legislature passed a bill prohibiting marriage for samesex couples and prohibiting the recognition of same-sex marriages validly performed elsewhere.46
In 2001, the legislature passed a separate statute authorizing individuals in specified positions to
perform marriages in the state. The statute included language limiting marriage to “m[e]n and
wom[e]n . . . [who then] assume the status of husband and wife.”47
In 2013, three same-sex couples filed a lawsuit in a federal district court in West Virginia, challenging
the constitutionality of the state’s ban on marriage for same-sex couples. Their case followed that of
a same-sex couple in Virginia, who had similarly filed a federal suit challenging the same-sex marriage
ban in that state. In 2014, the district court held in favor of the Virginia couple, finding that the
state’s ban violated the Fourteenth Amendment’s guarantees of due process and equal protection.48
The Fourth Circuit Court of Appeals affirmed that decision later in 2014.49 The U.S. Supreme Court
declined to hear the Virginia case,50 allowing marriage equality to go into effect for all states in the
Fourth Circuit, including West Virginia. Immediately thereafter, West Virginia Attorney General Patrick
Morrisey announced his intent to no longer defend against the suit challenging the state’s same-sex
marriage ban,51 and Governor Ray Tomblin issued an order requiring state agencies to comply with
court orders regarding the ban,52 with marriage licenses to same-sex couples beginning to be issued
40

W. Va. Const. of 1863, art. XI, § 8.

41

George Painter, The Sensibilities of Our Forefathers: The History of Sodomy Laws in the United States - West Virginia, Gay

& Lesbian Archives Pac. Northwest (Aug. 10, 2004), https://www.glapn.org/sodomylaws/sensibilities/west_virginia.htm
(citing George W. Munford The Code OF Virginia. Second Edition, Including Legislation to the Year 1860 (2nd Ed. 1860)).
42

W. Va. Code § 61-8-13 (repealed 1976).

43

Painter, supra note 41.

44

539 U.S. 558 (2003).

45

Painter, supra note 41

46

S.B. 146, 74th Leg., 2nd Reg. Sess. (W. Va. 2000), currently codified at W. VA. CODE § 48-2-104 (2012) (marriage ban),

§ 48-2-603 (2012) (recognition ban).
47

H.B. 2199, 75th Leg., 1st Reg. Sess. (W. Va. 2001), codified at W. VA. CODE § 48-2-401 (2001).

48

Bostic v. Rainey, 970 F. Supp. 2d 456 (E.D. Va. Feb. 13, 2014).

49

Bostic v. Schaefer, 760 F.3d 352 (4th Cir. 2014).

50

Schaefer v. Bostic, 574 U.S. 875 (2014).

51

Attorney General Patrick Morrisey Says His Office Will Respect U.S. Supreme Court Decision, Off. W. Va. Att’y Gen. (Oct. 9,

2014), https://web.archive.org/web/20141011160234/https://ago.wv.gov/pressroom/2014/Pages/Attorney-GeneralPatrick-Morrisey-Says-His-Office-Will-Respect-U.S.-Supreme-Court-Decision.aspx.
52

Governor Tomblin Issues Statement Regarding Same-Sex Marriage in West Virginia, Off. Governor (Oct. 9, 2014), https://

web.archive.org/web/20141015073707/http://www.governor.wv.gov/media/pressreleases/2014/Pages/GOVERNORTOMBLIN-ISSUES-STATEMENT-REGARDING-SAME-SEX-MARRIAGE-IN-WEST-VIRGINIA.aspx.
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that same day.53 Applying the Fourth Circuit’s precedent, the district court in the West Virginia case
officially invalidated West Virginia’s ban one month later.54 In 2015, the U.S. Supreme Court extended
marriage equality nationwide in its decision in Obergefell v. Hodges.55

Current legal landscape
Discrimination Protections. In June 2020, the Supreme Court held in Bostock v. Clayton County56 that
Title VII’s ban on sex discrimination also bars discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender
identity. The decision extended federal protections from employment discrimination to LGBT workers
across the country. While the decision likely has implications for non-discrimination laws that apply
in other areas, such as housing and education, the decision itself addressed only discrimination
in employment.57 There is no federal law that expressly prohibits discrimination based on sexual
orientation and gender identity.
Many states have their own non-discrimination laws that expressly bar discrimination based on sexual
orientation and gender identity and reach more broadly than the Bostock decision by prohibiting
discrimination in a range of settings, including employment, housing, and public accommodations.58
West Virginia’s non-discrimination statutes do include these characteristics. The West Virginia Human
Rights Act prohibits discrimination in employment and public accommodations based on race,
religion, national origin, ancestry, sex, age, blindness, or disability.59 The West Virginia Fair Housing
Act60 prohibits housing discrimination based on race, religion, national origin, ancestry, sex, blindness,
disability, or familial status.61
Some local governments in West Virginia are authorized to enact local non-discrimination ordinances
that offer broader protection than what is provided under state law. Such governments have been
granted this power through West Virginia’s “Home Rule” pilot program, initiated in 2007, which gives
participating municipalities greater latitude in implementing ordinances, resolutions, rules, and
regulations.62 Under the program, participating municipalities can undertake such actions so long as
they do not violate the West Virginia Code, federal law, and the U.S. and West Virginia Constitutions.63
53

Dave Mistich & Ashton Marra, Meet the First Gay Couples to Get Marriage Licenses In West Virginia, W Va. Pub. Broad-

casting

(Oct. 9, 2014), https://www.wvpublic.org/post/meet-first-gay-couples-get-marriage-licenses-west-virgin-

ia#stream/0.
54

McGee v. Cole, 66 F. Supp. 3d 747 (S.D.W. Va. 2014).

55

135 S. Ct. 1732 (2015).

56

590 U.S. __ (2020).

57

Christy Mallory et al., The Williams Institute, Legal Protections for LGBT People after Bostock v. Clayton County (2020),

https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/wp-content/uploads/Bostock-State-Laws-Jul-2020.pdf.
58

See Christy Mallory & Brad Sears, LGBT Discrimination, Subnational Public Policy, and Law in the Unit-

ed States, Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Politics (2020), https://oxfordre.com/politics/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780190228637.001.0001/acrefore-9780190228637-e-1200.
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The West Virginia Municipal Home Rule Program, W. Va. Dep’t Revenue, https://revenue.wv.gov/homerule/Pages/About.

aspx (last visited Jan. 29, 2020).
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Virginia (last visited Jan. 29, 2020).
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The pilot program became permanent as of January 201964, with 38 municipalities currently
participating.65
Fourteen municipalities in West Virginia—the majority of which participate in the Home Rule
program66— have enacted their own local-level protections against discrimination based on sexual
orientation and gender identity. These include Athens, Beckley, Charles Town, Charleston, Harpers
Ferry, Huntington, Keyser, Lewisburg, Martinsburg, Morgantown, Shepherdstown, Sutton, Thurmond,
and Wheeling. All of these municipalities’ ordinances prohibit discrimination based on these
characteristics in employment, housing, and public accommodations. These local ordinances protect
12% of West Virginia’s workforce age 16 and older from employment discrimination, and 12% of the
state’s adult population from discrimination in housing and public accommodations based on sexual
orientation and gender identity.67
Parenting Rights. Until recently, West Virginia law presented unique barriers to family formation for
same-sex couples. Prior to the U.S. Supreme Court’s decision in Obergefell v. Hodges in 2015,68 single
LGBT individuals in West Virginia could legally adopt a child as a single parent, but same-sex couples
were unable to jointly adopt a child as a result of language in the state’s adoption laws limiting joint
adoptions to different-sex married couples.69 While the West Virginia Bureau for Children and Families
has been silent following the Obergefell ruling with respect to how agencies should treat same-sex
married couples for the purposes of joint adoption and adoptive placement, its current Homefinding
Policy does not require that married applicants be of different sexes, nor does it use any gendered
terms when discussing prospective adoptive or foster parents.70 Notably, the State Code currently
requires that child placing agencies ensure children have equal access to services regardless of
gender or sexual orientation,71 and that agency employees be trained within 90 days of hiring on
“[s]ensitivity to sexual identity including lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and questioning youth[.]”72
In December 2019, however, members of the House of Delegates proposed eliminating this equal
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W. Va. Code § 8-1-5a (2019); see also The West Virginia Municipal Home Rule Program, W. Va. Dep’t Revenue, https://rev-
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visited Jan. 29, 2020) (listing the cities that have passed LGBT-inclusive non-discrimination ordinances) [hereinafter Map
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access protection, calling for its replacement with a provision that instead ensures equal access only
for classes already protected under state and federal law.73
Safe Schools and Youth. West Virginia’s anti-bullying law requires that county boards adopt and
enforce policies against the bullying of students.74 Unlike many state anti-bullying laws however, West
Virginia’s statute does not include an enumerated list of personal characteristics based on which
students are likely to be bullied, such as race, sex, sexual orientation, or gender identity. In an effort
to establish consistency between schools, the West Virginia Department of Education issued formal
policy guidance concerning the application of the anti-bullying law in 2011.75 The guidance expressly
notes protections for students from bullying and harassment based on sexual orientation and gender
identity, among other personal characteristics.76
Gender Marker and Name Changes. West Virginia law historically allowed individuals to change their
name and the gender marker on both their birth certificate and driver’s license.77 However, the state
supreme court ruled in 2020 that circuit courts no longer have the authority to grant gender marker
changes on birth certificates.78 In order to change a name on a birth certificate, an individual must
submit a court order showing a legal name change to the West Virginia Department of Health and
Human Resource’s Vital Registration Office.79 In order to change a driver’s license, the individual must
present a court order showing a legal name change and a gender designation change request signed by
a licensed physician certifying the individual’s gender identity to the state’s Division of Motor Vehicles.80
Other Protections. West Virginia lacks several other legal protections for LGBT people that have been
enacted in other states, including, for example, a hate crimes law that includes sexual orientation and
gender identity,81 a ban on the use of conversion therapy on youth by professional health care providers,
and a law that requires health care providers to offer coverage for gender-affirming medical care.82
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PUBLIC OPINION
In 2014, Williams Institute scholars created the LGB Social and Political Climate Index to characterize
the social environment in which LGB people reside.83 The Index summarizes four items concerning
acceptance of LGB people and attitudes toward LGB rights: 1) approval of marriage for same-sex
couples; 2) approval of adoption rights for same-sex couples; 3) approval of laws that protect lesbians
and gay men from employment discrimination; and 4) belief that homosexuality is a sin.84 The Index
provides climate scores for each state and the District of Columbia, denoting relative levels of social
and political support for LGB people across the U.S., with higher index scores indicating greater levels
of social acceptance of LGB people and lower scores indicating lower acceptance. Out of all states, West
Virginia has the lowest score for level of support for LGB people and issues.85 Of the seventeen states in
the South, West Virginia is ranked 15th.86 Acceptance in West Virginia is far below the national average.
Figure 3. State rankings on LGB social & political Climate Index Scores, 2014
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Although West Virginia is tied with Oklahoma and Louisiana as the lowest ranked state in terms of
support for LGB people. However, attitudes toward LGBT people in the state are improving over time.
Figure 4 below shows an increase in acceptance of same-sex marriage in West Virginia, among other
Southern states, from 1992 to 2016.87 In 1999, only 26% of West Virginia residents supported marriage
83

Hasenbush et al., supra note 21, at 5.
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Id. at 6.
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Id. at 22.
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change. See Andrew R. Flores & Scott Barclay, Williams Inst., Trends in Public Support for Marriage Same-Sex Couples by
State (2015), http://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/wp-content/uploads/Trends-in-Public-Supportfor-Same-Sex-Marriage-2004-2014.pdf. Less than half of the changes over time are due to younger and more accepting generations
replacing older ones. See Gregory B. Lewis & Charles W. Gossett, Changing Public Opinion on Same-Sex Marriage: The Case
of California, 36 Pol. & Pol’y 4 (2008).
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equality, and attitudes did not substantially change until the early 2000s. Afterward, support began to
rise with an estimated 44% in support in 2016. A separate survey of West Virginians conducted by the
Cooperative Congressional Election Survey in November 2016 showed a similar percentage in favor of
marriage equality at 45%.88
Figure 4. Public support for same-sex marriage in the South, 1992–2016
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In addition, recent public opinion surveys also indicate that a majority of West Virginians support
expanding non-discrimination protections to include LGBT people. The 2019 American Values Survey,
a survey of 50,000 Americans across the entire U.S., found that public attitudes in West Virginia have
remained clearly in favor of policies that would protect LGBT people from discrimination, with 64% of
West Virginians supporting such policies, while only 28% opposed them.89 Most (52%) West Virginia
respondents to the 2018 American Values Survey reported that they were opposed to policies that
would allow small businesses to refuse service to LGBT people for religious reasons. Estimates based
on a 2011 survey of the American public found that 72% of respondents from West Virginia supported
passage of a federal law to protect transgender people from employment discrimination.90
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tent, 2016, Harv. Dataverse (Mar. 3, 2017), https://dataverse.harvard.edu/dataset.xhtml?persistentId=doi:10.7910/DVN/
GDF6Z0&version=1.0, doi: 10.7910/DVN/GDF6Z0.
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cies: The Democratic Deficit and Political Powerlessness, Res. & Pol’y 1 (2015), https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/
pdf/10.1177/2053168015612246.
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Figure 5. Support among people in West Virginia for LGBT-supportive non-discrimination policies
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Source: American Values Survey, 2019
Values may not add to 100% due to rounding

Figure 6. Support among people in West Virginia for laws permitting small businesses to refuse
services to gay and lesbian people
Do you strongly favor, favor, oppose, or strongly
oppose laws allowing a small business owner in your
state to refuse to provide products or services to gay
or lesbian people, if doing so violates their religious
beliefs?
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Source: American Values Survey, 2018
Values may not add to 100% due to rounding

In summary, West Virginia ranks low in terms of support for LGBT people, but residents of West
Virginia have become more supportive of LGBT people and issues over time.
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STIGMA AND DISCRIMINATION
LGBT adults in West Virginia experience discrimination in employment, housing, and public
accommodations. The existence and prevalence of such discrimination has been documented in a
variety of sources, including court cases and anecdotal reports to the media. Additionally, the bullying
and harassment of LGBT youth in West Virginia has similarly been documented in surveys, cases, and
anecdotal reports to the media. Research also suggests that a number of LGBT youth in West Virginia,
like LGBT youth elsewhere in the country, face rejection by their families.

DISCRIMINATION IN EMPLOYMENT, HOUSING, AND PUBLIC
ACCOMMODATIONS
Discrimination against LGBT people in the U.S. has been well documented. For example, a 2016
survey conducted by the Center for American Progress found that 25.2% of LGBT people had
experienced some type of discrimination within the past year.91 Similarly, a 2013 national survey
conducted by Pew Research Center found that 21% of LGBT respondents in the U.S. reported that
they had been treated unfairly by an employer in hiring, pay, or promotions, and 18% had received
poor service at a restaurant, hotel, or other place of business because of their sexual orientation
or gender identity.92 Another national survey conducted in 2017 by NPR, Robert Wood Johnson
Foundation, and Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public Health found that 20% of LGBTQ respondents
reported being discriminated against when applying for jobs, and that 22% of LGBTQ respondents
reported being discriminated against when trying to rent an apartment or buy a house because
of their sexual orientation or gender identity.93 LGBTQ people of color were more likely to report
experiencing employment discrimination in response to the survey than white LGBTQ respondents.94
Further, 16% of LGBTQ respondents said they had been discriminated against by a doctor or health
clinic based on their sexual orientation or gender identity, and 18% said they had avoided going to a
doctor or seeking health care because they were afraid of discrimination.95
When transgender people are surveyed separately, they report similar or higher levels of
discrimination. For example, the 2015 U.S. Transgender Survey (USTS) found that 27% of respondents
in the U.S. who held or applied for a job within the prior year reported being fired, denied a
promotion, or not being hired because of their gender identity or expression, and 15% reported being
91
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tle and Significant Ways, Ctr. for Am. Progress (May 2, 2017), https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/lgbt/
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their sexual orientation. Brad Sears & Christy Mallory, Williams Inst., Documented Evidence of Employment Discrimination &
Its Effects on LGBT People 2 (2011), http://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/wp-content/uploads/Sears-Mallory-Discrimination-July-20111.pdf.
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verbally harassed, physically attacked, and/or sexually assaulted at work in the year prior to the survey
because of their gender identity.96 Further, 23% of transgender respondents nationwide reported
having experienced some form of housing discrimination in the past year, and 31% reported having
experienced at least one type of mistreatment in a place of public accommodation in the past year.97
In response to a 2016 poll, 52% of West Virginia residents, both LGBT and non-LGBT, said that they
thought that gay and lesbian people experience a lot of discrimination in the U.S.,98 and 58% said that
they thought that transgender people experience a lot of discrimination in the U.S.99
Discrimination against LGBT people in West Virginia has been documented in surveys, court cases,
and the media. Examples include:
• A 2020 survey of trans and nonbinary adults by Fairness WV documented discrimination in
health care and barriers to accessing care.100 Forty-four percent of respondents said that
they had experienced at least one type of discrimination from health care providers and
23% said they had experienced discrimination from auxiliary health care staff. The types of
discrimination reported included misgendering (36%), refusals to provide care (17%), excessive
roughness (11%), and other forms. Over half (54%) of respondents said that they felt that
providers in their area cannot provide competent care to transgender people. Respondents
also reported encountering barriers to receiving gender-affirming care. Nearly half of the
respondents (49%) said that they would have to travel over an hour to receive transitionrelated care from a doctor they felt comfortable with. Additionally, 36% of respondents with
health insurance said that their insurance had denied coverage for transition-related care.
• In 2019, an openly gay hospital employee living with HIV recommended increasing LGBTinclusive messaging and posting HIV-awareness posters around the hospital as part of
committee discussions surrounding diversity.101 One committee member allegedly expressed
a fear that being LGBT and HIV-inclusive would be bad for the hospital’s image and that
patients might fear being in the same hospital rooms as individuals living with HIV.102 In the
wake of this discussion, the employee felt intimidated and alleged that other committee
members began to avoid him.103 He later left his position at the hospital following an internal
96
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investigation that left him feeling like he “had ruined [his] chances of advancing in [his] job of
three years.”104
• In 2019, a transgender man alleged that the manager of a gym in Morgantown blocked his
path to the exit after he completed his workout, stating that she had been watching him use
the restroom at the gym over a period of time, and demanded to see a state ID showing that
he was legally male.105
• In 2018, a transgender woman reported facing a number of challenges while seeking
employment in fast food restaurants in Parkersburg.106 For example, potential employers
often requested her birth certificate, as well as letters from her therapist affirming that gender
dysphoria is a legitimate medical issue, as a prerequisite for employment.107
• In 2018, a state judge in West Virginia refused to solemnize marriages of same-sex couples in
violation of the Supreme Court’s ruling in Obergefell v. Hodges, extending marriage equality
nationwide.108 Rather than accept a sanction for violating the law as a public official, the judge
chose to stop performing all marriages.109
• In 2016, a lesbian assistant manager at a restaurant chain filed a lawsuit alleging that an
employee with knowledge of her sexual orientation refused to speak to her, and that she
experienced comments in the workplace about her private sexual activities that were
“frequent, severe, physically threatening, and humiliating.”110 The comments from her
coworkers allegedly included, “your kind aren’t welcome here,” and comments that one of her
co-workers would “never work with a gay person again.”111
• In 2015, three transgender women threatened to sue the West Virginia Division of Motor
Vehicles over a policy that required them to remove makeup and conform to gender norms
to obtain an updated driver’s license.112 One woman reported being repeatedly called “it”
while attempting to update her license, while another described her experience as “the most
humiliation I ever got in my life . . . .”113 The DMV ultimately rescinded this policy.114
• In 2014, a same-sex couple was harassed by a deputy clerk at a West Virginia courthouse
when they tried to obtain a marriage license. The clerk told the couple they were an
104
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“abomination” and that God would “deal” with them.115 Another clerk told the couple shouted
that it was their “religious right” to harass the couple.116 The couple filed a lawsuit against the
clerk’s office and received a $10,000 settlement.117
• In 2013, the Lincoln County Board of Education voted to fire a middle school teacher,
allegedly over her attempts to “turn [her students] gay,” with the Board citing both her sexual
orientation and “so-called lifestyle.”118
• In 2012, a woman hired as the executive director of a Charleston non-profit alleged that her
job offer was rescinded when board members assumed that she was a lesbian based upon
seeing her Facebook relationship status.119 A jury ultimately concluded that board members
had in fact rescinded the woman’s job offer after discovering she was a lesbian, but concluded
that the woman’s claim did not give rise to monetary damages.120
• In 2012, a lesbian trainmaster filed a lawsuit against her employer alleging that she overheard
a male coworker asking another coworker how she “taste[s] and feel[s] because [he] heard
she’s never had a d*** in her.”121 After his behavior was reported to a supervisor, the
male coworker was demoted, but leveraged his seniority to arrange a transfer so that the
trainmaster became his new supervisor.122 The next morning, the trainmaster alleged that
an unidentified man showed up at her home, pounding on her door while saying, “Come out
b****. . . . You cost me my job . . . .”123 The trainmaster said that she received harassing phone
calls on a near-daily basis after this incident, which at times included derogatory terms.124
Ultimately, the Supreme Court of Appeals of West Virginia affirmed a jury verdict awarding the
trainmaster over $1.5 million in compensatory damages and $500,000 in punitive damages on
the basis of sexual harassment and other claims.125
• In 2010, a lesbian couple reported being denied the opportunity to rent an apartment in
Huntington, with the landlord allegedly confirming it was because he had a problem with the
couple’s sexual orientation.126
• A gay man reported that left his job at a West Virginia coal mine after experiencing persistent
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workplace harassment, including name-calling and the destruction of his personal property.127
According to the employee, the acts escalated to the point where he feared for his life while at
work.128 On one occasion, a screwdriver was taken to the employee’s wheel weights, making
it difficult for him to steer his vehicle on a one-lane mountain road with a significant dropoff.129 The employee alleged that when he filed complaints with his supervisor, the papers
were thrown into the trash.130 When the employee asked mining inspectors about his rights,
the employee was allegedly told, “[y]ou don’t have no rights.”131 He eventually left his job and
the mining industry altogether.132 The employee filed a lawsuit against his employer in 2010,133
which settled for an undisclosed amount in 2012.134 During a 2015 interview, the employee
stated that, “[i]f there was a perfect world out there I’d love to be a coal miner again,” but
expressed feeling that it would still be unsafe for him to return to that industry.135

BULLYING, HARASSMENT, AND FAMILY REJECTION OF LGBT YOUTH
Bullying and harassment
Survey data, court cases, and anecdotal reports indicate that LGBT youth and young adults across the
U.S., including in West Virginia, face harassment, bullying, and exclusion between kindergarten and
the twelfth grade (K–12) and in higher education. For example, analyses of data collected nationwide
through the 2017 YRBS found that LGB136 and transgender137 high school students were more likely
than their non-LGBT peers to report being bullied at school, being in a physical fight, and being
threatened with a weapon on school property, among other negative outcomes.
The 2017 YRBS data also indicate that LGB youth in West Virginia experience higher rates of being
bullied and threatened with violence than heterosexual youth. LGB students in West Virginia were
almost twice as likely to report being bullied both at school (40% vs. 22%)138 and electronically (34%
vs. 18%)139 in the year prior to the survey than heterosexual students. In addition, LGB students were
more likely to report being in a physical fight in the year prior to the survey (25% vs. 19%)140 and to
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report being threatened or injured with a weapon on school property 13% vs. 6%).141 Not surprisingly,
LGB students were over twice as likely as heterosexual students to report missing school because
they felt unsafe at least once in the month prior to the survey (14% vs. 6%).142
Bullying and harassment of LGBT youth in West Virginia have also been documented in other sources.
For instance, the 2017 GLSEN National School Climate survey of LGBTQ middle- and high-school
students found that, in the year prior to the survey, 82% of respondents from West Virginia said they
had experienced verbal harassment at school based on their sexual orientation, and 76% said they
had experienced verbal harassment at school based on their gender expression.143 Many students
also reported experiencing physical harassment at school based on their sexual orientation (42%) or
gender expression (34%) in the year prior to the survey.144 In addition, 18% of respondents reported
that they had experienced physical assault at school because of their sexual orientation, and 14% of
respondents said they had experienced physical assault because of their gender expression at school
in the year prior to the survey.145
Further, 42% of transgender student respondents from West Virginia reported that they were unable
to use the bathroom at school that aligns with their gender identity, 37% were similarly unable to
use the locker room that aligns with their gender identity, and 29% were prevented from using their
chosen name or pronouns in school.146 A significant majority (71%) of student respondents from West
Virginia reported that they did not have access to a Gay-Straight Alliance or similar club in school.147
Of students who were bullied or harassed at school, only 54% of students reported the incident to
school staff.148 Only 21% of those who reported bullying or harassment to staff said that it resulted in
effective intervention.149
In addition, 2016 Campus Quality of Life survey of students at West Virginia University (WVU)
found that 27.4% of students thought that people on campus were generally unfriendly towards
transgender people, and 18.9% thought that people on campus were generally unfriendly toward
gay and lesbian people.150 One transgender student at WVU described the university’s lack of transinclusive policies as having great influence on her college experience, noting that “[attending WVU] is
something I survived, not something I did, thrived in . . . . It’s just being able to make it out of here. . . .
I’m a WVU survivor.”151
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A 2020 survey of teachers conducted by Fairness WV found that many educators in the state have
witnessed bullying of LGBTQ students in schools and do not feel that they are adequately prepared to
meet the needs of these students.152 In response to the survey, 57% of teachers said they had heard antiLGBTQ slurs from students in the past year and 14% reported hearing slurs from school staff or other
administrators. More than a third of teachers (35%) reported that they were concerned with the way
their colleagues spoke to or treated LGBTQ students, while 28% of teachers reported that they witnessed
bullying against LGBTQ students in the past year. Many respondents said they received no training on how
to support LGBTQ students (70%), did not incorporate LGBTQ issues into their lesson plans (59%), and
were unfamiliar with their school’s policy regarding facilities trans students may use (38%).
Recent instances of discrimination, bullying, and harassment against LGBT students in West
Virginia have also been documented in lawsuits and the media:
• In 2019, the mother of a gay teenager in Morgantown filed a lawsuit against the school board
and several other individuals associated with a youth program for allegedly ignoring incidents of
bullying, including being forcibly outed, that led to her son being raped.153 As part of her allegations,
the mother noted one of her son’s teachers was aware of the rape and other assaults for around
eleven months, but that the teacher had decided not to report the incidents.154
• At a 2019 Beckley Common Council hearing on a non-discrimination ordinance, a mother
reported that her transgender son experienced bullying in school every day—especially in
restrooms and during gym class.155 The mother reported that her son would hold his urine
and dehydrate himself at school so that he would not have to use the school’s restrooms.156
• In 2018, the assistant principal of a high school allegedly followed a transgender teenager into
the bathroom and ordered him to use a urinal while the assistant principal watched to prove
that the student was a boy.157 The assistant principal also allegedly blocked the bathroom
door, preventing the student from leaving.158 After escaping the restroom, the student was
allegedly confronted by the parent of another classmate and the assistant principal, who told
the student, “[y]ou freak me out.”159 Although the assistant principal was initially removed
from his position at the high school, he ultimately won an appeal and was reinstated.160 In
152

Fairness West Virginia, West Virginia Educator Survey, http://fairnesswv.org/2020/08/03/eduation-report/ (last

visited Dec. 29, 2020). 129 teachers from 22 of WV’s 55 counties responded to the survey. The majority of respondents
taught high school, although elementary and middle school teachers were also represented.
153

Matt Harvey, Gay Youth and Mom File Lawsuit Accusing Monongalia County WV BOE of Sweeping His Rape 'Under the Rug,’

The Morgantown News (Oct. 3, 2019), https://www.wvnews.com/morgantownnews/news/gay-youth-and-mom-filelawsuit-accusing-monongalia-county-wv/article_2cb849b1-6006-535c-b183-dbf4d6581ff5.html.
154

Id.

155

Jessica Farrish, City of Beckley’s LGBTQ Ordinance Moves Forward, The Register-Herald (Jan. 8, 2019), https://www.

register-herald.com/news/city-of-beckley-s-lgbtq-ordinance-moves-forward-with-video/article_f4937e6c-13ca-11e9bdaa-8b537e80e9df.html.
156

Id.

157

Complaint at 2, M.C. ex rel. C.C. and J.C. v. Harrison Cty. Bd. of Educ. (available at https://www.wboy.com/wp-con-

tent/uploads/sites/43/2019/08/Complaint8-28-19.pdf).
158

Id. at 3.

159

Id.

160

AP, Principal Accused of Harassing Transgender Boy Gets Job Back, WCHS News (Apr. 29, 2019), https://wchstv.com/

news/local/principal-accused-of-harassing-transgender-boy-gets-job-back.

The Impact of Stigma and Discrimination Against LGBT People in West Virginia | 25

August of 2019, the teenager and his family filed a lawsuit based on these allegations.161
• In 2018, a transgender student at Marshall University reported that, while in a gender-neutral
restroom in the university’s gender-neutral dorm floor, a member of the cleaning staff walked
in while she was washing her face and was later heard telling another co-worker that, “I just
assumed it was a female.”162 The student reported repeated usage of the word “it” in reference
to her, and that she overheard the employee express an aversion to entering such genderneutral facilities out of a desire to avoid future encounters with transgender students.163
• In 2017, a teenage student at a Charleston high school reportedly used an anti-gay slur
to refer to another student during a presentation about the increased risk of bullying
experienced by LGBT youth.164
• In 2017, a transgender teenager reported to the media that when she tried to use the girl’s
bathroom at school, another student screamed at her.165 The next day, the student saw a
note on a bathroom stall that read: “You’re not a girl, get out of my bathroom.”166
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Family rejection
For many youth, the challenges that they face at school are compounded by having unaccepting
families. This can further impair their ability to learn and graduate. Research shows that many LGBT
youth have strained relationships with their families, or face abuse by their parents, because of their
sexual orientation and gender identity.167 For example, in one study about the challenges that youth
face, LGBT youth ranked non-accepting families as the most important problem in their lives (26%),
followed by school and bullying problems (21%) and fear of being open about being LGBT (18%).168
In contrast, non-LGBT youth ranked classes/exams/grades (25%), college/career (14%), and financial
pressures related to college or job (11%) as the most important problems in their lives.169
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EFFECTS OF STIGMA AND DISCRIMINATION
Stigma and discrimination can result in negative outcomes for LGBT individuals, including economic
instability and poor health. Research has found that gay men and transgender people experience
wage gaps compared to heterosexual men and cisgender people, respectively, as well as an
association between lower earnings and a lack of state-level protections from discrimination for LGBT
people. Research also indicates that LGBT people, in general, are disproportionately poor, and that
social climate and policy are linked determinants of poverty among LGBT communities.
In addition, research has linked experiences of stigma and discrimination, as well as living in a state
with unsupportive laws and social climate, to health disparities for LGBT people, including higher rates
of mood and anxiety disorders, depression, attempted suicide, self-harm, and substance use. Data
from West Virginia’s Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System survey (BRFSS) indicate that LGBT
adults in the state are more likely to experience several of these health outcomes than their non-LGBT
counterparts.

ECONOMIC INSTABILITY
Wage gaps for LGBT people
Wage gap analysis has been used by economists to measure employment discrimination against
women, people of color, and LGBT people. Several studies have found evidence of wage gaps
affecting gay men and transgender people, and for many LGBT people who face discrimination based
on multiple intersecting identities, the combined impacts are even more severe.
In a meta-analysis of 31 studies on sexual orientation wage gaps, Professor Marieka Klawitter
concluded that almost all studies found an earnings penalty for gay men, with an average of -11%
compared to heterosexual men.170 Klawitter also noted that, consistent with the hypothesis of
discrimination for gay men, jobs in the private sector show larger earnings penalties for gay men
than in government sector jobs where wages are more highly regulated. For lesbians, only a few
studies found an earnings penalty and most found a significant earnings premium in comparison
to heterosexual women, even after controlling for many relevant factors. On average, the earnings
premium for lesbians was +9%.171 However, the pattern of an earnings premium for lesbians working
in the private and non-profit sectors did not persist in the public sector—lesbians have no earning
premium in government employment.172
Klawitter concluded that her analysis “shows evidence consistent with possible discrimination—
an earnings penalty—for gay men, but not for lesbians.”173 However, despite this premium,
most lesbians still earn less than most gay and heterosexual men because of the gender wage
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gap.174 Klawitter posited several reasons to explain why gay men may face more discrimination than
lesbians in the workplace, including that straight men in the U.S. have less positive attitudes toward
gay men than toward lesbians, and that straight men are more likely to be in wage-determining senior
positions than women.175
Klawitter also pointed to several studies suggesting that when gay men and lesbians are more visible
in the workplace, they have lower earnings.176 She also noted that other research reviews have found
that lesbians who do not fit the norms for femininity have a harder time securing employment.177
A simple comparison178 of median incomes in West Virginia also suggests that men in same-sex
couples may face a wage gap. An analysis of Census 2000 data found that the median income of men
in same-sex couples in the state was approximately 16.8% lower than the median income of men in
different-sex marriages.179
In addition, a forthcoming study, based on representative data from 27 states, finds “clear evidence
that self-identified transgender individuals have significantly lower employment rates and household
incomes and significantly higher poverty rates than non-transgender individuals.”180 The study
concludes that transgender adults who are wage earners experience a “household income penalty”
equivalent to 12% of annual household income.181
A growing body of research supports that, for many LGBT people who face discrimination along multiple
axes of inequality, the resulting impact is greater than the sum of the parts. For example, a 2015 study
found that the overall wage gap for men of color in same-sex couples was greater than what the sum of
the race and sexual orientation wage gaps would have predicted. The gap was even more pronounced
“in the bottom three quartiles of earnings, indicating that the magnifying negative interaction effects of
minority race and sexual orientation status is most pronounced for lower-income workers.”182
Research also indicates that non-discrimination polices help to close sexual orientation wage gaps.
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A 2009 study found that in states with sexual orientation non-discrimination laws, men and women
in same-sex couples had a wage premium (3% and 2% respectively) compared to men and women
in different-sex couples, and they earned approximately 0.3% more for each year the policy was in
effect.183 Similarly, two 2011 studies reported a significant impact of state non-discrimination laws
on annual earnings184 and found that state non-discrimination laws were associated with a greater
number of weeks worked for gay men, especially in private-sector jobs.185 Furthermore, a 2015 study
found that the enactment of state-level non-discrimination laws increased wages (by 4.2%) and rates
of employment (by 2%) for gay men.186

Poverty in the LGBT community
While national averages indicate that LGBT people may be more likely to have higher
household incomes than non-LGBT people, those averages can mask that LGBT people are also
disproportionately poor187 and that poverty is concentrated in certain groups within the LGBT
community, such as bisexual women, people of color, and transgender people. For example, a 2019
study on poverty in the LGBT community found that 21.6% of LGBT adults in the U.S. experience
poverty, compared to 15.7% of cisgender straight adults.188 Bisexual women and transgender people
had especially high rates of poverty, with 29.4% of people in both groups reporting that they were
living in poverty.189 In addition, a 2013 study found that 7.6% of lesbian couples were living in poverty,
compared to 5.7% of married different-sex couples, and that over one in five children of same-sex
couples were living in poverty, compared to 12.1% of children of married different-sex couples.190
Similarly, research on the issue of food insecurity in the LGBT community has found that, in the year
prior to the survey, more than one in four LGBT adults (27%) experienced a time when they did not
have enough money to feed themselves or their families, and nearly half of LGB adults ages 18–44
who are raising children (46%) participated in SNAP, the federal food stamps program.191
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The 2015 USTS found that, nationally, 29% of respondents were living at or near the federal poverty
line, which was more than twice the rate of poverty in the U.S. general population (12%).192 Transgender
people of color were more likely to be living in poverty, with 43% of Latino/a, 43% of American Indian,
40% of multiracial, 38% of Black, 34% of Middle Eastern, and 32% of Asian transgender respondents
reporting that they were living in poverty, compared to 24% of White transgender respondents.193
In a 2013 study on poverty, Badgett et al. suggested that social climate and policy are linked
determinants of LGB poverty:
LGB people who live in non-coastal regions of the U.S. or rural communities are more likely
than those in urban and coastal regions to be in poverty. These geographic areas are more
likely to have social climates that are less accepting of LGB identities, increasing the stress
and discrimination that LGB people face. These locales may also be less likely to offer legal
protections that would guard against major life events, such as job loss or health issues that
often contribute to poverty.194
Building from that thesis, a 2014 report by the Williams Institute linked greater socio-economic
disparities for LGBT people to region, a lack of legal protections, and a poor social climate.195 The
report found that LGBT Americans face greater social and economic disparities in states without
statewide laws prohibiting sexual orientation discrimination, and in regions of the country such as
the Midwest, with a poorer social climate and fewer legal protections.196 For example, while same-sex
couples with children face an income disadvantage when compared to their different-sex married
counterparts in all states, that income gap widens from $4,300 in states with protective laws to
$11,000 in states that lack such laws.197
Data from the 2015–2017 Gallup Daily Tracking poll show similar disadvantages for LGBT people in
West Virginia, including:198
• 33% of LGBT adults in West Virginia reported that they do not have enough money for food,
compared to 20% of non-LGBT adults.
• 39% of LGBT adults in West Virginia reported having a household income below $24,000,
compared to 26% of non-LGBT adults.
• 14% of LGBT adults in West Virginia reported that they were unemployed, compared to 7% of
non-LGBT adults.
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HEALTH DISPARITIES FOR LGBT PEOPLE
Health disparities for LGBT adults
Experiences of discrimination and harassment, as well as living in a state with unsupportive laws
and social climate, have been shown to contribute to health disparities for LGBT people. Substantial
research has documented that LGBT people experience disparities on a range of health outcomes
and health-related risk factors compared to their non-LGBT counterparts. Research shows that
mood199 and anxiety disorders,200 attempted suicide,201 and self-harm202 are more common among
sexual minorities (LGBs) than non-LGB people. Studies also indicate that rates of depression, anxiety
disorders, and attempted suicide are also elevated among transgender people.203 In addition, LGB
people are more likely to report tobacco use, drug use, and alcohol disorders than their non-LGB
counterparts.204 As described more fully below, empirical research has linked such disparities to antiLGBT policies and unsupportive social climates. Health survey data collected in West Virginia indicate
that LGBT adults in the state experience the same types of disparities that have been documented in
other states and on national surveys.

Health Disparities for LGBT Adults in West Virginia
One source for assessing health disparities between LGBT and non-LGBT people in West Virginia is
the West Virginia BRFSS.205 However, the West Virginia Department of Health and Human Resourc only
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included questions measuring sexual orientation or gender identity on the state BRFSS in 2015. In the
analysis presented here, we utilized data from that 2015 West Virginia BRFSS, noting where our results are
similar or dissimilar to patterns observed in the general population.
We assessed the health of LGBT and non-LGBT adults on three health outcomes that are widely viewed
as stress-coping responses and which have been specifically linked to LGBT stigma and discrimination
in prior research: depression, smoking, and binge drinking;206 as well as two other health indicators: the
number of days respondents experienced poor mental health during the month prior to the survey,
and respondents’ experiences of feeling limited in their usual activities because of poor health. In our
analyses, we included individuals who identified as LGBT and those who did not identify as LGBT (nonLGBT), including those who identified as straight and not transgender.207
The proportions of LGBT (n = 144) and non-LGBT (n = 5,327) people in West Virginia who reported each
health outcome are shown below. We weighted estimations of these proportions to reflect the population
of West Virginia, as recommended by the CDC when analyzing these data.208
Mental Health. Estimates of the proportions of LGBT and non-LGBT adults in the 2015 West Virginia
BRFSS who reported certain health characteristics are presented in Figure 7. LGBT adults in the sample
were significantly more likely to have ever been diagnosed with a depressive disorder (including
depression, major depression, dysthymia, or minor depression) by a health care professional when
compared to non-LGBT adults in West Virginia (40.3% vs. 22.8%).209 LGBT respondents reported, on average,
more days of not being in good mental health in the month prior to the survey than non-LGBT respondents

self to be 1. Male-to-female, 2. Female-to-male, or 3. Gender non-conforming?” Id. If respondents asked about the definition
of the term transgender, the interviewer stated, “[s]ome people describe themselves as transgender when they experience a
different gender identity from their sex at birth. For example, a person born into a male body, but who feels female or lives as
a woman would be transgender. Some transgender people change their physical appearance so that it matches their internal
gender identity. Some transgender people take hormones and some have surgery. A transgender person may be of any sexual
orientation – straight, gay, lesbian, or bisexual.” Id. If respondents asked about the term gender non-conforming, the interviewer stated, “[s]ome people think of themselves as gender non-conforming when they do not identify only as a man or only
as a woman.” Id.
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(8.6 days vs. 4.5 days).210 LGBT respondents, though, were approximately as likely to report being limited
in any activities because of physical, mental, or emotional problems as non-LGBT respondents (26.8% vs.
28.7%).211
Figure 7. Health characteristics of adults in West Virginia, by LGBT identity
LGBT

non-LGBT

40.3%
8.6 days
26.8%

22.8%

28.7%
4.5 days

Ever diagnosed with depressive
disorder by health care professional

Limited in activities because of
physical, mental, or emotional problems

Average numbers of days during past
30 days mental health was not good

Source: 2015 West Virginia BRFSS

Substance Use. Estimates of the proportions of LGBT and non-LGBT adults in the 2015 West Virginia BRFSS
who reported engaging in substance use, specifically smoking and drinking alcohol, are presented in Figure 8.
LGBT adults in West Virginia were significantly more likely to be current smokers than non-LGBT adults (42.8%
vs. 25.3%).212 Additionally, greater proportions of LGBT adults than non-LGBT adults were identified as binge
drinkers (17.7% vs. 10.2%)213 and heavy drinkers (8.5% vs. 3.3%),214 though the difference in binge drinkers was not
statistically significant.
Figure 8. Substance abuse among adults in West Virginia, by LGBT identity
42.8%

LGBT

non-LGBT

25.3%
17.7%
10.2%

Current smoker

8.5%

3.3%

Binge drinker

Source: 2015 West Virginia BRFSS

Our findings are consistent with analyses of BRFSS data collected in other states and with analyses of
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data from the National Health Interview Survey, a national probability survey administered by the federal
government.215 For example, an analysis of BRFSS data collected in 10 states216 in 2010 found that LGB
individuals were more likely to be current smokers than their non-LGB counterparts.217 Similarly, an
analysis of data from the 2013 National Health Interview Survey found that LGB adults ages 18–64 in
the U.S. were more likely to be current smokers (27.2% lesbian or gay vs. 29.5% bisexual vs. 19.6% nonLGB).218 Additionally, a 2018 analysis of 2016 BRFSS data compared health-related behavior across sexual
orientation and transgender identity and found that gay men, lesbian women, and bisexual women
were significantly more likely to be current smokers than their heterosexual counterparts.219 Two studies
analyzing BRFSS data from Massachusetts220 and Washington state221 found disparities across a range of
health outcomes and behaviors for LGB respondents, including poor physical and mental health, activity
limitation, tension or worry, smoking, excessive drinking, and drug use.

Impact of anti-LGBT policies and unsupportive social climates on LGBT
health
Empirical research has linked LGBT health disparities, including disparities in health-related risk
factors, to anti-LGBT policies and unsupportive social climates. This connection has been recognized
by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services in Healthy People 2010 and Healthy People
2020222 and by the Institute of Medicine of the National Academies.223 Research also suggests that
stigmatizing campaigns around the passage of anti-LGBT policies, or negative media messaging that
draws attention to unsupportive social climates, may exacerbate these disparities.
215
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The minority stress model suggests that unsupportive social climates, created by anti-LGBT prejudice,
stigma, and discrimination, expose LGBT individuals to excess stress, which, in turn, causes adverse
health outcomes, resulting in health disparities for LGBT people compared to non-LGBT people.224
Research that has focused on mental and physical health outcomes of LGBT people supports the
minority stress model.225 This research has demonstrated that both interpersonal experiences of
stigma and discrimination, such as being fired from a job for being LGBT, and structural stigma, such
as living in a state without LGBT-supportive laws, contribute to minority stress.226
A number of studies have found evidence of links between minority stressors and negative mental
health outcomes in LGB people, including a higher prevalence of psychiatric disorders,227 such as
depression228 and psychological distress,229 as well as loneliness, suicidal intention,230 deliberate selfharm,231 and low self-esteem.232 Studies have also linked minority stress in LGB people to an increased
prevalence of high-risk health-related behaviors, such as tobacco use, drug use, and alcohol disorders.233
For example, a 2016 study by the American Psychological Association, based on a nationally
224
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representative sample, linked experiences of discrimination to increased stress and poorer health
for LGBT people.234 The study found that LGBT adults reported higher average levels of perceived
stress (6.0 vs. 5.0 on a 10-point scale) and were more likely to report extreme levels of stress (39%
vs. 23%) in the prior 30 days than adults who were non-LGBT.235 Job stability was a current source
of stress for 57% of LGBT adults, compared to 36% of non-LGBT adults.236 The study also found that
many LGBT respondents had experienced discrimination.237 Nearly one-fourth (23%) of LGBT adults
reported having ever been unfairly stopped, searched, questioned, physically threatened or abused
by the police; nearly one-fourth (24%) reported being unfairly discouraged by a teacher or advisor to
continue their education; and one-third (33%) reported being unfairly not hired for a job.238
Studies have also linked a lack of legal protections and a poor state social climate to health disparities
for LGBT people. For example, a 2009 study by Hatzenbuehler et al. found that an unsupportive
state-level legal landscape for LGB people was associated with “higher rates of psychiatric disorders
across the diagnostic spectrum, including any mood, anxiety, and substance use disorder” in the LGB
population than found in LGB populations in states with more supportive laws.239 A 2010 study by
the same authors found that rates of anxiety, mood disorders, and alcohol use disorder increased
significantly for LGB respondents after their state passed a constitutional ban on marriage for
same-sex couples, while rates were unchanged in states that did not pass such bans. The authors
concluded that their “findings provide the strongest empirical evidence to date that living in states
with discriminatory laws may serve as a risk factor for psychiatric morbidity in LGB populations.”240
234

Am. Psych. Assoc., supra note 225.

235

Id. at 22. LGBT adults were also more likely than non-LGBT adults to report experiencing increased stress over the

past year (49% vs. 34%). More than one-third of adults who are LGBT believed they were not doing enough to manage
their stress, compared to one-fifth of non-LGBT adults saying the same (35% vs. 20%).
236

Id.

237

The percentage of respondents who were reported as having experienced discrimination said that they had either expe-

rienced “at least one of the five day-to-day stressors ‘less than once a year’ or more often; or ever experienced one of nine
major forms of discrimination.” The five day-to-day stressors included: 1) You are treated with less courtesy or respect than
other people; 2) You receive poorer service than other people at restaurants or stores; 3) People act as if they think you are
not smart; 4) People act as if they are afraid of you; 5. You are threatened or harassed. The nine major forms of discrimination
included: 1) Have you ever been unfairly fired from a job? 2) Have you ever been unfairly denied a promotion? 3) For unfair
reasons, have you ever been not hired for a job? 4) Have you ever been unfairly stopped, searched, questioned, physically
threatened or abused by the police? 5) Have you ever been unfairly discouraged by a teacher or advisor from continuing your
education? 6) Have you ever been unfairly prevented from moving into a neighborhood because the landlord or a realtor
refused to sell or rent you a house or apartment? 7) Have you ever moved into a neighborhood where neighbors made life difficult for you or your family? 8) Have you ever been treated unfairly when receiving health care? 9) Have you ever been treated
unfairly while using transportation (e.g., buses, taxis, trains, at an airport, etc.)? Press Release, Am. Psych. Assoc., 2015 Stress in
America: Methodology, http://www.apa.org/news/press/releases/stress/2015/methodology.aspx (last visited Feb. 13, 2020)
(see Measurement with Experience with Discrimination).
238

Am. Psych. Assoc., supra note 225, at 6–7.

239

Mark L. Hatzenbuehler, Katherine M. Keyes & Deborah S. Hasin, State-Level Policies and Psychiatric Morbidity in

Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual Populations, 99 Am. J. Pub. Health 2275, 2277 (2009). The study looked at two types of laws:
employment non-discrimination laws and hate crimes laws. Id. at 2275. If a state did not include sexual orientation as a
protected characteristic in either type of law, it was considered an unsupportive state. Id. at 2277.
240

Hatzenbuehler et al. (2010), supra note 233, at 456. See also Ben Lennox Kail, Katie L. Acosta & Eric R. Wright,

State-Level Marriage Equality and the Health of Same-Sex Couples, 105 Am. J. Pub. Health 1101 (2015).

The Impact of Stigma and Discrimination Against LGBT People in West Virginia | 37

Drawing on these findings and prior research, Hatzenbuehler later concluded, that “the recent [antiLGBT] laws that have been passed [in North Carolina and Mississippi], as well the prejudicial attitudes
that underlie them, are likely to have negative consequences for the mental and physical health of
LGBT populations.”241
Similarly, researchers who used 2011 North Carolina BRFSS data to study health disparities between
LGB and non-LGB people in the state noted that the poor legal and social environment for LGB people
in the South may exacerbate these disparities:
Of additional concern is that many Southeastern states have failed to incorporate sexual
minorities into existing laws (e.g., employment nondiscrimination) or have adopted new antiLGB policies (e.g., prohibiting legal recognition of same-sex relationships), both of which may
create and exacerbate unhealthful social environments for LGB populations, even as evidence
of the health impact of local and state policies on LGB health grows. This context may yield
health profiles different from New England and the Pacific Northwest, areas that currently
have a greater number of policies in place that support LGB and transgender rights.242
Additionally, research indicates that laws or policies restricting bathroom access for transgender
people can negatively impact their health, and can put them in danger of verbal and physical
harassment. For example, a 2008 survey of transgender and gender non-conforming people in
Washington, D.C. found that 54% of respondents had experienced a physical health problem from
trying to avoid public bathrooms, including dehydration, urinary tract infections, kidney infections,
and other kidney-related problems.243 Further, 58% of the respondents reported that they “avoided
going out in public due to a lack of safe restroom facilities,” 68% reported that they had been verbally
harassed in a restroom, and 9% reported that they had been physically assaulted in a restroom.244
While research provides strong support for direct links between anti-LGBT policies or unsupportive
environments and negative health outcomes, there may be other related factors that could contribute to
the magnitude of observed disparities. For example, researchers have noted that healthier and betterresourced LGBT people may be able to move to more supportive climates than their LGBT peers in worse
health, which would heighten observed disparities in less accepting places.245 Nonetheless, the research
indicates that minority stress factors, including a lack of legal protections, discrimination, and a poor social
climate, likely contribute to LGBT health disparities in less supportive states, including West Virginia.

Health disparities for LGBT youth
Patterns of poor health and health risk observed among LGBT adults have been widely documented
among LGBT adolescents as well. For example, the CDC’s analysis of 2017 YRBS data reported high
241

Mark L. Hatzenbuehler, The Health Consequences of Hate, Columbia Univ. (Apr. 26, 2016), https://www.mailman.colum-

bia.edu/public-health-now/news/health-consequences-hate.
242

Derrick D. Matthews & Joseph G. L. Lee, A Profile of North Carolina Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual Health Disparities, 106 Am.

J. Pub. Health 98 (2014).
243

Jody L. Herman, Gendered Restrooms and Minority Stress: The Public Regulation of Gender and Its Impact on Transgender

People’s Lives, 19 J. Public Management & Social Pol’y. 65, 75 (2013).
244

Id. at 71, 76.

245

Hatzenbuehler et al. (2010), supra note 233, at 452.

The Impact of Stigma and Discrimination Against LGBT People in West Virginia | 38

rates of poor mental health and health risk behavior, commonly considered stress coping behavior,246
that disproportionately impact LGB youth.247 Analyses of YRBS data from prior years also indicated
sexual orientation disparities in mental health and health risk behaviors.248 Finally, a 2011 metaanalysis of 18 studies found that, compared to non-LGB youth, LGB youth were more likely to report
depression and more than twice as likely to think about suicide, over three times as likely to report
that they had attempted suicide, and more than four times as likely to have attempted suicide such
that they needed medical attention.249
Other studies have linked health disparities and risk behaviors among LGB youth to discrimination and
unsupportive environments. For example, a 2017 study found that marriage equality at the state level
was associated with a statistically significant decline (14%) in the proportion of LGB youth reporting
that they attempted suicide in the past year.250 Similarly, a 2011 study of youth in Oregon found that, in
general, LGB youth were more likely to have attempted suicide than heterosexual youth, and that LGB
youth in unsupportive school environments were at a 20% greater risk of attempting suicide than were
LGB youth in supportive school environments.251 High levels of school-based victimization have been
associated with higher levels of illicit drug use and risky sexual behavior.252 Research has also linked
unsupportive family environments to depression and suicidality,253 high levels of stress,254 tobacco
use,255 and illicit drug use256 in LGB youth and young adults.
Studies of transgender youth have also found evidence of associations between discrimination,
abuse, and poorer health. For example, a 2010 study found that transgender respondents who had
experienced gender-related abuse in their youth reported significantly higher rates of major depression
and suicidality during that period of their lives than those who had not had such experiences.257
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ECONOMIC IMPACT OF STIGMA AND DISCRIMINATION
In 2014, the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) and the Williams Institute produced
a study addressing the economic impacts of stigma and discrimination against LGBT people. In this
section, we draw from that study and look at three forms of stigma and discrimination to assess
the impact of an unsupportive legal landscape on West Virginia’s economy: 1) discrimination and
harassment in the workplace and other settings; 2) health disparities experienced by LGBT people;
and 3) bullying and harassment of youth.258 In our analysis, we draw on data specific to West Virginia,
and illustrate the magnitude of some of the costs resulting from different types of stigma and
discrimination. Due to limited available data on LGBT people in the state, we are able to estimate only
a few of the costs related to LGBT stigma and discrimination in West Virginia.

FRAMEWORK FOR ANALYSIS
In the aforementioned 2014 USAID and Williams Institute study, titled The Relationship Between LGBT
Inclusion and Economic Development: An Analysis of Emerging Economies, the authors explored both
micro- and macro-level analyses to assess possible links between discrimination against LGBT people,
as well as exclusionary treatment of LGBT people, and economic harms.259 In the micro-level analysis,
the authors considered five types of discrimination against LGBT people and explained how they
might be linked to harmful economic outcomes:
1. Police abuse and over-incarceration;
2. Higher rates of violence;
3. Workplace harassment and discrimination;
4. Discrimination and bullying of LGBT students in schools; and
5. Health disparities.260
After considering these, the authors concluded that “human rights violations experienced by LGBT
people diminish economic output and capacity at the micro-level. When LGBT people are targets
of violence, denied equal access to education, stigmatized in communities, and discouraged from
pursuing the jobs that maximize their skills, their contributions to the whole economy are diminished,
holding back economic advancement for the national economy.”261
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Turning to the macro-level, the authors found an association between greater protections of
legal rights for sexual and gender minorities and economic development in emerging economies,
measured by per capita GDP.262 Notably, they found that non-discrimination laws in particular “have
an especially strong correlation with GDP per capita. The importance of nondiscrimination laws could
be related to their stronger connection to the treatment of LGBT people in the workplace and other
settings that have direct economic relevance.”263
While the USAID and Williams Institute study focused on national economies outside of the U.S.,
similar types of discrimination and stigma confront LGBT people at the state level and are likely to
have similar economic effects.
Before we turn to the analysis, we note five important points:
First, we map out several economic impacts due to stigma and discrimination against LGBT people in
West Virginia in general. We do not consider how these effects specifically relate to any particular law
or policy in the state.
Second, we illustrate just a few of the economic impacts created by a challenging legal landscape and
social climate for LGBT people in West Virginia. This report is not intended to quantify the total amount
of harmful economic impacts related to stigma and discrimination against LGBT people in the state.
Third, while the forms of discrimination and stigma that we address in this study provide a useful way
to understand some of the significant challenges that LGBT people face throughout their lives, different
types of discrimination and stigma interact with each other and all may contribute to one or more
negative outcomes for LGBT people. For example, research suggests that LGBT people in West Virginia
are more likely to be poor because of school bullying and workplace discrimination, to have poor
health, and to have higher rates of incarceration and violent crime victimization. Because these factors
overlap and interact, the economic impacts that we have estimated should not be summed together.
Fourth, focusing on LGBT stigma and discrimination alone will not address all negative outcomes
experienced by LGBT people. LGBT people also have identities associated with their race, ethnicity, age,
disability, and gender. While a singular focus on LGBT stigma will not entirely eliminate the disparities
we discuss, an approach that embraces eliminating disparities for diverse LGBT people, no matter what
their cause, will improve the lives of many non-LGBT people as well. For example, eliminating gender
and racial-ethnic wage gaps in the U.S. would both help to eliminate the poverty gap between samesex and different-sex couples, as well as lift many non-LGBT people out of poverty.264
Finally, as the authors of the USAID and Williams Institute study emphasize, to move this analysis
beyond this framework and the illustrations of economic impact below, we need more complete
and better data on LGBT populations.265 In particular, the routine inclusion of sexual orientation
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and gender identity measures on large population-based surveys would provide a rich source of
information about LGBT people and disparities they face related to their sexual orientation and
gender identity. The value of such data collection is illustrated by our use of BRFSS data specific to
LGBT people, which was unavailable just a few years ago. We also need more research about the lived
experiences of LGBT people and the effectiveness of legal protections to further assess the impact of
LGBT supportive laws and climates on LGBT people.266

ECONOMIC IMPACT IN THE WORKPLACE AND OTHER SETTINGS
A growing body of research finds that supportive workplace policies and practices, such as nondiscrimination policies, have a positive impact on employer outcomes—this has been termed “the
business case for diversity.” While this research has primarily focused on the inclusive policies and
environments of individual firms, it also suggests that state economies benefit from more inclusive
legal and social environments.
To the extent that West Virginia’s legal landscape and social climate is unsupportive of LGBT workers,
businesses within the state and the state, as an employer, are likely to experience negative economic
outcomes. Research shows that LGBT workers in unsupportive environments are less likely to be
open about their sexual orientation or gender identity at work, more likely to be distracted on the job,
and less likely to be committed to staying with their current employer, compared to LGBT employees
at supportive workplaces. Moreover, LGBT and non-LGBT workers living outside a state that they
perceive to be unsupportive may be less likely to accept job offers from employers in that state.
In addition, discrimination in employment, housing, and other areas of life can result in LGBT
people experiencing economic instability, including poverty and homelessness. When LGBT people
experience economic instability, they are more likely to rely on government benefits and services,
which increases the costs of these programs to the state.

The business case for diversity
Over the past two decades, many employers have adopted non-discrimination policies to protect
LGBT employees and created more inclusive workplace environments, even when not legally required
to do so.267 In doing so, both employers and LGBT advocates have articulated the business case for
diversity, drawing on research initially related to racial and gender diversity, but now frequently
evaluating LGBT-supportive policies and practices.
Corporations have increasingly enacted LGBT-supportive policies, in part because the companies
perceive that the policies will have a positive impact on their bottom line. As of 2019, 93% of Fortune
500 companies had policies prohibiting sexual orientation discrimination, and 85% of such policies
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also included gender identity.268 Further, 49% of these companies offered domestic partner benefits,
and 62% had transgender-inclusive benefits policies.269
As stated in a 2015 amici brief filed by 379 large corporations in the historic marriage equality case
Obergefell v. Hodges,270 the business case for diversity is clear:
Today, diversity and inclusion are a given. They are among the core principles of amici in the
conduct of their businesses. The value of diversity and inclusion in the workplace has been
well-documented following rigorous analyses. Amici and others recognize that diversity is
crucial to innovation and marketplace success. Members of the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and
transgender (“LGBT”) community are one source of that diversity.271
In fact, a 2011 study found that when enacting non-discrimination policies, 92% of the leading
companies in the U.S. did so based on a general argument that diversity is good for business, and
53% made that link specifically to LGBT-supportive policies and practices.272 Similarly, a 2013 Williams
Institute study found that over 60% of corporate respondents that offered transition-related health
care coverage to their employees did so because of the business benefits.273 Some of the specific
business-related outcomes that have motivated employers to adopt LGBT-supportive policies include:
recruiting and retaining talented employees, sparking new ideas and innovations, attracting and
serving a diverse customer base, and enhancing employee productivity.274
Academic research conducted over the past two decades supports the business case for LGBT inclusion.
In 2013, the Williams Institute reviewed 36 academic studies examining the effects of LGBT-supportive
policies and concluded that the research supports the existence of many positive links between LGBTsupportive policies or workplace climates and outcomes that will benefit employers (Figure 9).275
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Figure 9. Number of studies conducted prior to 2013 showing relationship between LGBTsupportive policies or workplace climates and individual-level outcomes
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A 2014 literature review of academic studies similarly concluded that LGBT-supportive policies
have positive effects on LGBT employees in terms of mental health, workplace relationships, and
job satisfaction.276 Many of the underlying studies included in the 2013 and 2014 literature reviews
focused on three specific areas of the case for business diversity: employee recruitment, productivity/
engagement, and retention.
Studies focused on these outcomes have shown the following:
Recruitment
• LGBT-supportive polices and workplace environments are important to LGBT employees when
they are deciding where to work.277
• LGBT employees prefer to work in states with more supportive laws and social
environments.278
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• Employers are more likely to cite problems with recruitment of LGBT employees when LGBTsupportive policies are not in place.279
• Many non-LGBT jobseekers also value LGBT-supportive policies and practices,280 particularly
younger and more highly educated workers.281
Productivity/Engagement
• LGBT-supportive policies and supportive workplace environments are associated with less
discrimination and a greater likelihood that LGBT people will be out at work. Both outcomes
have been linked to greater workplace engagement, improved psychological health, and
increased productivity and job satisfaction.282 Given that an estimated 40,000 workers in West
Virginia identify as LGBT, the loss in productivity from a discriminatory environment could be
significant.283
• When LGBT employees are open about their sexual orientation or gender identity at work,
teams that include both LGBT and non-LGBT workers may be more productive and more
competent.284
• Negative outcomes related to unsupportive policies and environments could lead to economic
losses for state and local governments as employers, and for private businesses in West
Virginia. Since the state government of West Virginia employs 56,451 people,285 its own loss in
productivity from a discriminatory environment could be significant.
Retention
• LGBT employees in supportive environments are more likely to say they are proud to work for
their employer.286
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• LGBT employees in unsupportive environments feel less committed to their jobs.287
• When a worker leaves a job, costs include a loss in productivity due to the unfilled position,
the costs of hiring and training a new employee, and lower initial rates of productivity of the
new employee.288 A 2012 review of academic articles concluded that businesses spend about
one-fifth of an employee’s annual salary to replace a worker.289 This rate was very consistent
for most types of workers, except for executives and highly skilled positions, which have much
greater turnover costs—up to 213% of one’s annual salary.290 Based on the average annual
mean wage in West Virginia,291 public and private employers are at risk of losing approximately
$8,474, on average, for each employee who leaves the state or changes jobs because of the
negative environment facing LGBT people in the state.292
In addition, several studies have linked LGBT-supportive policies and workplace environments to
bottom line gains, including improved productivity, profitability, and stock prices when compared to
firms without such polices.293
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This body of research suggests that if West Virginia were to move toward a more supportive legal
landscape for LGBT people, public and private employers in the state would likely be able to more
easily recruit employees from outside of West Virginia and retain current employees, and would likely
see improved employee productivity.

ECONOMIC IMPACT OF LGBT HEALTH DISPARITIES
Poor health “can affect people’s ability to be productive at work, reduce labor force participation when
people cannot work, and burden public health care funds when individuals rely on emergency care
rather than regular or preventative care.”294 For these reasons, poor health, in general, imposes costs
on employers and governments.295 When LGBT people experience poorer health outcomes than their
non-LGBT counterparts, there are economic costs beyond those which would exist in the absence of
the disparity. Thus, to the extent that factors contributing to LGBT health disparities can be reduced
or eliminated, the state’s economy will benefit.296
To illustrate the cost savings that would result from eliminating health disparities facing LGBT people
in West Virginia, we followed a model used by Canadian research organization Community-University
Institute for Social Research (CUISR). CUISR estimated the costs associated with LGB health disparities
in Canada through a four-step method:
• Determining prevalence for health outcomes for LGB and non-LGB populations;
• Subtracting the prevalence for non-LGB populations from that for LGB populations;
• Multiplying the difference in prevalence by the total LGB population to determine the number
of LGB people who would have not had those health outcomes if the rates were the same; and
• Multiplying the excess number of LGB people with each health outcome by the annual cost
per affected person associated with the outcome as drawn from existing research.
In this report, we used CUISR’s method to estimate the costs associated with higher prevalence of
three health outcomes—major depressive disorder, smoking, and binge drinking—in LGBT adults
in West Virginia. To the extent possible, we used data on these health outcomes and related costs
specific to West Virginia. Where we could not find reliable cost data for these health outcomes at the
state level, we used national-level data as a proxy.
Since there are a variety of factors leading to each disparity, we assume that improving the laws and
social climate of West Virginia for LGBT people would reduce observed disparities by a fraction. This
is consistent with the 2009 Hatzenbuehler et al. study described above, in which health disparities for
LGB people related to mood and alcohol use disorder were lower in states with more supportive laws,
but were ultimately still present.297
Specifically, we assume that a range of a 25% to 33.3% reduction in the disparity between LGBT and
non-LGBT people on each outcome could be achieved if the state were to move towards extending
legal protections and improving the social climate for LGBT people. This range is a conservative
294
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assumption based on our review of the best available research on LGB-health disparities in LGBTsupportive and unsupportive environments, including the 2009 and 2010 Hatzenbuehler et al. studies.
Further, we note that there may be significant overlap in the costs that we estimate because some
people may both have depression and smoke, for example, and the costs associated with each
condition may overlap. For this reason, our estimates are not intended to be cumulative, but rather to
illustrate that significant cost savings could result if the disparity observed for any one of these health
outcomes were reduced.

Excess costs associated with major depressive disorder among LGBT people
In order to best estimate the annual costs associated with Major Depressive Disorder (MDD), we
rely on data from the National Epidemiologic Survey on Alcohol and Related Conditions (NESARC),
a general population study with a large, nationally representative sample of adults. An analysis of
2004–2005 NESARC data found that, nationally, 18.0% of LGB respondents had major depressive
disorder in the 12 months prior to the survey, compared to 8.1% of non-LGB respondents.298 Given
the limited data about MDD among transgender people, we assume, for purposes of our analysis,
that transgender people have the same rate of MDD as LGB people. The available research on health
outcomes for transgender people indicates that this is a conservative assumption.299
Applying the percentage of excess prevalence of MDD among LGB people (18.0% - 8.1% = 9.9%)
to West Virginia’s adult LGBT population (an estimated 57,800 adults)300 indicates that there are
approximately 5,700 more LGBT adults who have MDD in West Virginia than would be expected in the
general population. As shown in Table 2 below, we further estimate that if 25% to 33.3% of the sexual
orientation and gender identity disparity were reduced by improving the social climate for LGBT
people, there would be between 1,400 and 1,900 fewer LGBT people living with MDD in the state.
To estimate the annual cost per person suffering from MDD, we drew from a 2015 study, The
Economic Burden of Adults with Major Depressive Disorder in the United States (2005 and 2010).301 The
study found that the annual total cost of MDD, nationwide, was $210.5 billion in 2010. The costs
included loss of productivity in the workplace, absenteeism from work, costs for medical and
pharmaceutical services, and suicide-related costs. In order to determine the cost per person with
298
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MDD, we divided the total cost by the number of adults with the condition in 2010.302 Next, we
adjusted the cost per person with MDD in 2010 for inflation.303 In inflation-adjusted dollars, the 2020
cost per person with MDD is $16,227.304
For the reasons described above, we estimate that West Virginia may be able to reduce the disparity
in MDD between LGBT and non-LGBT people by 25% to 33.3% by taking measures to improve legal
protections for LGBT people. Applying this range would mean an eventual annual reduction in costs
associated with MDD in West Virginia of approximately $22.7 to $30.8 million.
Table 2. Reduction in costs associated with MDD in West Virginia if LGBT disparity was reduced

REDUCTION IN DISPARITY BETWEEN LGBT AND NONLGBT PEOPLE IN WEST VIRGINIA

LGBT INDIVIDUALS
IMPACTED

ANNUAL REDUCTION IN
COSTS (MILLIONS)

25%

1,400

$22.7

33.3%

1,900

$30.8

Excess costs associated with smoking among LGBT people
Our analysis of West Virginia’s 2015 BRFSS data found that 42.8% of LGBT respondents were current
smokers, compared to 25.3% of non-LGBT respondents.305 Applying the percentage (17.5%) of excess
prevalence of smoking among LGBT people in West Virginia to the state’s LGBT population (57,800
adults)306 indicates that there are approximately 10,100 more LGBT people who currently smoke in
West Virginia than would be expected in the general population.
A 2010 study estimated the annual costs per current smoker in West Virginia to be $6,084.09.307 The
total included costs from workplace productivity losses ($806.65), medical care costs ($2,261.62), and
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premature death ($3,015.82).308 We adjusted for inflation309 to estimate that the 2020 cost per current
smoker in West Virginia is $7,199.33.310
For the reasons described above, we estimate that West Virginia may be able to reduce the disparity
in current smoking between LGBT and non-LGBT people by 25% to 33.3% by taking measures to
improve legal protections for LGBT people. Applying this range would mean an eventual annual
reduction in costs associated with smoking in West Virginia of approximately $18.0 to $24.5 million.
Table 3. Reduction in costs associated with smoking in West Virginia if LGBT disparity was reduced
REDUCTION IN DISPARITY BETWEEN LGBT AND NONLGBT PEOPLE IN WEST VIRGINIA

LGBT INDIVIDUALS
IMPACTED

ANNUAL REDUCTION IN
COSTS (MILLIONS)

25%

2,500

$18.0

33.3%

3,400

$24.5

Excess costs associated with binge drinking among LGBT people
Our analysis of West Virginia’s 2015 BRFSS data found that 17.7% of LGBT respondents were
binge drinkers, compared to 10.2% of non-LGBT respondents. Applying the percentage (7.5%)
of excess prevalence of binge drinking among LGB people in West Virginia to the state’s LGBT
population (57,800 adults)311 indicates that there are approximately 4,300 more LGBT adults who
currently binge drink in West Virginia than would be expected in the general population.
We drew from a 2015 study, 2010 National and State Costs of Excessive Alcohol Consumption, to
estimate the annual cost per binge drinker in West Virginia.312 The study found that the annual
total cost of binge drinking in West Virginia in 2010 was $1.05 billion.313 Associated costs included
loss in productivity in the workplace, health care costs, and other losses such as costs to the
criminal legal system related to binge drinking.314 We adjusted the cost per binge drinker for
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Id.

309

To adjust for inflation, we used the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics’ inflation calculator. U.S. Bureau of Labor Stats., supra note 303.
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We assume that the costs associated with smoking would be the same in 2020 as they were in 2010 (adjusted for inflation).

311

See Section I.A.1. supra.
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Jeffrey J. Sacks, Katherine R. Gonzales, Ellen E. Bouchery, Laura E. Tomedi, & Robert D. Brewer, 2010 National and

State Costs of Excessive Alcohol Consumption, 29 Am. J. Pub. Health 73 (2015).
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Id. at 78.
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Id. at 75.
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inflation315 for an estimated cost per binge drinker in West Virginia in 2020 of $9,484.75.316
For the reasons described above, we estimate that West Virginia may be able to reduce the disparity in
binge drinking between LGBT and non-LGBT people by 25% to 33.3% by taking measures to improve
legal protections for LGBT people. Applying this range would mean an eventual annual reduction in
costs associated with binge drinking in West Virginia of approximately $10.4 to $13.3 million.
Table 4. Reduction in costs associated with binge drinking in West Virginia if LGBT disparity was
reduced

REDUCTION IN DISPARITY BETWEEN LGBT AND NONLGBT PEOPLE IN WEST VIRGINIA

LGBT INDIVIDUALS
IMPACTED

ANNUAL REDUCTION IN
COSTS (MILLIONS)

25%

1,100

$10.4

33.3%

1,400

$13.3

If West Virginia were to extend legal protections to LGBT people and if social acceptance of LGBT
people increased, the state would likely see improvements in the health of LGBT people. Furthermore,
consideration of just three health disparities for LGBT people in the state—MDD, smoking, and binge
drinking—suggests that West Virginia would see hundreds of millions of dollars in returns on both
savings associated with reduced health care and social service costs and in greater productivity.

315

To adjust for inflation, we used the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics’ inflation calculator. U.S. Bureau of Labor Stats.,

supra note 303.
316

In order to determine the annual cost per binge drinker, we divided the total cost by the number of binge drink-

ers in West Virginia in 2010. According to the 2010 West Virginia BRFSS, 9% of respondents were binge drinkers.
BRFSS Prevalence & Trends Data: West Virginia, U.S. Ctrs. for Disease Control & Prevention, https://nccd.cdc.gov/
BRFSSPrevalence/rdPage.aspx?rdReport=DPH_BRFSS.ExploreByLocation&rdProcessAction=&SaveFileGenerated=1&irbLocationType=States&islLocation=54&islState=&islCounty=&islClass=CLASS01&islTopic=TOPIC07&islYear=2010&hidLocationType=States&hidLocation=54&hidClass=CLASS01&hidTopic=TOPIC07&hidTopicName=Binge+Drinking&hidYear=2010&irbShowFootnotes=Show&rdICL-iclIndicators=_RFBING4&iclIndicators_rdExpandedCollapsedHistory=&iclIndicators=_RFBING4&hidPreviouslySelectedIndicators=&DashboardColumnCount=2&rdShowElementHistory=divClassUpdating%3dHide%2cislClass%3dShow%2cdivTopicUpdating%3dHide%2cislTopic%3dShow%2cdivYearUpdating%3dHide%2cislYear%3dShow%2c&rdScrollX=0&rdScrollY=200&rdRnd=79642 (last visited
Feb. 13, 2020). Applying this percentage to West Virginia’s adult population in 2010 (1,466,493) (data from 2010
American Community Survey, see U.S. Census Bureau, supra note 23 (last visited Feb. 13, 2020) (select Geographies,
State, “West Virginia;” select table “Age and Sex”; select year 2010)) indicates that 131,984 people in West Virginia were
binge drinkers in 2010. Dividing the total cost ($1,051,500,000) by the number of binge drinkers (131,984) indicates
that the cost per binge drinker in West Virginia was $7,966.87 in 2010. We assume that the costs associated with binge
drinking would be the same in 2020 as they were in 2010 (adjusted for inflation).
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ECONOMIC IMPACT OF BULLYING, HARASSMENT, AND FAMILY
REJECTION OF LGBT YOUTH
Schoolbased bullying and harassment of LGBT youth is pervasive317 and associated with an increased
likelihood of school dropout,318 poverty,319 and suicide.320 Educational attainment, especially high
school completion, is a significant determinant of economic status and health across the life
course.321 As a result, early experiences of harassment may not only shape the economic prospects
of LGBT people, but also have a negative effect on a state’s economy. As the authors of the USAID
and Williams Institute study explained, “education discrimination excludes LGBT students from
opportunities to increase their human capital (that is, their knowledge and skills) and to be employed
in higher-skilled jobs that contribute to overall economic productivity.”322
Laws in West Virginia do not adequately protect LGBT youth from bullying and harassment in
schools.323 To the extent the state’s legal landscape and social climate foster an environment that is
not inclusive of LGBT youth, the state is likely to experience losses in human capital, as well as costs
associated with an overrepresentation of LGBT youth in foster care, the juvenile justice system, and
among those experiencing homelessness. This section reviews research that links negative outcomes
for LGBT youth to future reductions in economic output.

School outcomes
Research shows that bullying can lead to skipping school and low academic performance among
LGBT youth. Several studies, relying on representative samples of youth, found that LGB students
were more likely than non-LGB students to skip school as a result of feeling unsafe. According to
2017 YRBS data, LGB students nationally were more than twice as likely as heterosexual students to
report skipping school because they felt unsafe (10.0% vs. 6.1%).324 Similarly, a 2014 analysis of pooled
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Psychological and Health Outcomes, 50 J. Sex Roles 299 (2013); Kann et al. (2011), supra note 248; Joseph G. Kosciw et al.,
GLSEN, The 2015 National School Climate Survey: The Experiences of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, and Queer Youth
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Kosciw & Elizabeth M. Diaz, GLSEN, Harsh Realities: The Experiences of Transgender Youth in Our Nation’s Schools (2009),
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Econ. Educ. Rev. 387 (2008).
320
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2000).
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YRBS data from 13 sites found that LGB325 high school students reported significantly higher rates of
skipping school because they felt unsafe.326 And, a 2011 analysis of national YRBS data collected from
2001 through 2009 found that, on average, LGB students were almost three times as likely to report
not going to school because of safety concerns as their heterosexual counterparts.327
Studies based on convenience samples also indicate that many LGBT youth skip school due to
bullying and harassment. A 2009 report by the National Education Association found that, nationwide,
approximately half of LGBT students who said that they experienced frequent or severe verbal
harassment because of their sexual orientation or gender identity missed school at least once a
month, and around 70% who said they experienced frequent or severe physical harassment missed
school more than once a month.328 The report also found that LGBT youth were almost twice as
likely to consider dropping out of school as their non-LGBT peers.329 In response to the 2011 National
Transgender Discrimination Survey, of those respondents who experienced verbal, physical, or
sexual harassment at school, 15% said the harassment was so severe that they had to leave school
as a result.330 Other studies have found that the bullying of LGBT youth is related to poorer academic
performance and higher rates of absenteeism for these students.331

Overrepresentation in state systems and services
Challenging environments at home and at school contribute to an overrepresentation of LGBT youth
in the child welfare system, the population of youth experiencing homelessness, and the juvenile

325

The study defined LGB students as those students who reported in response to the survey that they had sexual con-

tact with others of the same sex or had both same-sex and different sex-partners. Stephen T. Russell, Bethany G. Everett,
Margaret Rosario & Michelle Birkett, Indicators of Victimization and Sexual Orientation among Adolescents: Analyses from
Youth Risk Behavior Surveys, 104 Am. J. Public Health, 255, 256 (2014).
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Differences: The Experiences of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender Students of Color in Our Nation’s Schools (2009),
https://www.glsen.org/sites/default/files/Shared%20Differences.pdf; Alicia L. Fedewa & Soyeon Ahn, The Effects of
Bullying and Peer Victimization on Sexual-Minority and Heterosexual Youths: A Quantitative Meta-Analysis of the Literature, 7
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and Academic Outcomes: The Role of School Attachment and Engagement, 54 Soc. Problems 523 (2007); Joseph P. Robinson
& Dorothy L. Espelage, Bullying Explains Only Part of LGBTQ-Heterosexual Risk Disparities: Implications for Policy and Practice, 41 Educ. Researcher 309 (2012); Stephen T. Russell, Hinda Seif & Nhan L. Truong, School Outcomes of Sexual Minority
Youth in the United States: Evidence from a National Study, 24 J. Adol. 111 (2001)Mass. Dep’t of Educ., Massachusetts High
School Students and Sexual Orientation: Results of the 2009 Youth Risk Behavior Survey, https://archives.lib.state.ma.us/
bitstream/handle/2452/265304/ocn911187611-2009.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y (last visited Feb. 13, 2020).
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justice system. In addition to the human toll, there are costs to government and social service systems
created by the overrepresentation of LGBT youth in these systems.332
LGBT youth are overrepresented in the foster care system; for example, 19% of youth in foster care
in Los Angeles County are LGBT, two to three times their proportion of the general youth and young
adult population.333 Research suggests that LGBT youth are more likely than non-LGBT youth to
age out of the system.334 Of those who age out of foster care: more than one in five will experience
homelessness after age 18; one in four will be involved in the justice system within two years of
leaving the foster care system; only 58% will graduate high school by age 19 (compared to 87% of all
19-year-olds); fewer than 3% will earn a college degree by age 25 (compared to 28% of all 25-yearolds); and at the age of 24, only half will be employed.335
In response to surveys conducted in 2012 and 2015, homeless youth service providers across the
U.S. estimated that between 20% and 40% of their clients were LGBT.336 A 2011 study of youth in
Massachusetts found that approximately 25% of lesbian and gay youth, and 15% of bisexual youth,
in public high schools were experiencing homelessness, compared to 3% of heterosexual youth.337
Similarly, a 2015 survey of youth in Atlanta, Georgia, experiencing homelessness found that 28.2% of
the respondents identified as LGBT.338
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Data from the National Survey of Youth in Custody indicate that 12.2% of youth in custody identify as
LGBT.339 Another study found that LGBT youth made up 15% of detained youth nationally.340 In West
Virginia, data from 2018 showed that 7.2% of youth entering residential facilities under the West Virginia
Division of Juvenile Services identified as LGBTI.341 Research has shown that LGBT youth are more likely
to be detained for offenses such as running away, truancy, curfew violations, and “ungovernability”—
charges that can indicate problems with bullying in school and family rejection.342 Other studies have
shown that in some instances, LGBT youth have been punished for defending themselves against their
harassers,343 and there is evidence of selective enforcement against LGBT youth.344
Collectively, school-based harassment and family rejection contribute to significant “welfare and
Medicaid costs, the cost of incarceration, lost wages and other significant costs to individuals and
to society.”345 For example, nationally, the Anne E. Casey Foundation estimates that homelessness,
juvenile justice involvement, and poor educational and employment outcomes cost nearly $8 billion
per cohort of youth aging out of foster care each year.346 The best available data suggest that LGBT
youth make up one-fifth, if not more, of each such annual cohort.
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CONCLUSION
West Virginia is home to an estimated 57,800 LGBT adults and 10,300 LGBT youth. LGBT people
in West Virginia lack important legal protections that have been extended in other states. For
example, statewide statutes in West Virginia do not explicitly prohibit discrimination based on sexual
orientation or gender identity in areas such as employment, housing, and public accommodations.
State laws in West Virginia also fail to adequately protect LGBT students from bullying and
harassment. In terms of social climate, West Virginia ranks last in the nation on public support for
LGBT rights and acceptance of LGBT people.
West Virginia’s legal landscape and social climate contribute to an environment in which LGBT adults
experience stigma and discrimination in employment and other areas, and LGBT youth experience
bullying in schools and family rejection. Such experiences have a negative impact on LGBT
individuals in terms of health and economic stability, which in turn have economic consequences for
the state. If West Virginia were to take steps toward a more supportive legal landscape, the state’s
economy would likely benefit.
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