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Since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, governing
bodies across the world have implemented policies
that forced millions of students worldwide to grapple
with the impact of school closures and stay-at-home
orders. For example, in the US alone, at least 55.1
million students have been asked to wait out the
pandemic at home. The implications of such orders
for vulnerable youth such as sexual and gender min-
ority (SGM) adolescents have been largely overlooked.
This commentary uses the phrase “sexual and gender
minorities” for adolescents whose biological sex,
sexuality, gender identity, and/or gender expression
does not conform to majority heteronormative social
norms, including gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender,
queer, and intersex (LGBTQI) adolescents. Vital access
to non-familial social support for SGM adolescents,
such as supportive peer groups and school health
centres, has been abruptly cut off in response to
the COVID-19 pandemic. Moreover, many SGM stu-
dents have been forced to stay at home with family
members who reject them, or are even openly hostile
toward them, because of their identity. Within cur-
rent and future COVID-19 public health responses,
it is critical to recognise that sexual and gender iden-
tities matter, and that SGM adolescents are more vul-
nerable and impacted differently than their
cisgender and heterosexual peers.

Existing research demonstrates that the health
and wellbeing of SGM adolescents are heavily
impacted by entrenched discrimination and social-
structural inequities,1,2 that is, conditions derived
from long histories of deeply rooted oppression
and discrimination. Researchers have also estab-
lished that existing social-structural inequalities are
being exacerbated due to the COVID-19 pandemic,

compounding the already disproportionate suffering
of marginalised racial, sexual, and gender minority
populations around the globe.3,4 However, there is
a general lack of reliable data on the size and charac-
teristics of SGM populations because, historically,
demographic questions regarding sexual orientation
and gender identity have been excluded from public
health surveillance; this renders the physical and
mental health needs of SGM populations around
the globe largely unknown.5 Although international
researchers and advocates have been calling for the
investigation of gendered dimensions of stay-at-
home orders, current surveillance data systems con-
tinue to focus almost exclusively on cisgender
women, men, girls, and boys and sexual orientation
continues to be excluded.5 With the unique chal-
lenges facing SGM adolescents during this pandemic
largely absent from current COVID-19 related conver-
sations, their need for support remains unfulfilled.

Even before the pandemic, SGM adolescents were
at disproportionately higher risk for experiencing bul-
lying, truancy, violence, unstable housing, substance
abuse, cyber bullying and suicide.6 Research shows
that pandemics, globally, exacerbate risk factors
that lead to increased violence at home.7 Therefore,
these and other vulnerabilities are presumably being
exacerbated by stay-at-home orders. For SGM adoles-
cents living in homes where violence already exists,
stay-at-home orders could be dire, increasing their
risk of abuse at a time when safe places and suppor-
tive services are no longer available or are severely
constrained.

It is critical to understand how prolonged stay-
at-home orders are affecting the mental health of
SGM adolescents as well, and without focused
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research on the SGM community during the pan-
demic, that investigation has not been possible. It
is likely that with school and college closures, and
the possibility of their continued closure throughout
the next school year, SGM adolescents have lost
access to critical in-person supportive peer groups,
which have been shown to protect against mental
health problems for SGM adolescents who lack sup-
port from their family of origin.8 Without in-person
peer support during stay-at-home orders, SGM ado-
lescents are forced to grapple alone with continuous
negative parental influences and family rejection. On
the other hand, for some SGM adolescents, school
closures may be a respite from the bullying, violence,
or discrimination that over 69% of SGM adolescents
experience based on their sexual orientation or gen-
der expression.9

More work has long been needed to improve
data, resources, and public policy on SGM physical
and mental health, but there has perhaps never
been a time when that need was made so evident.
As governments across the world tackle the COVID-
19 pandemic, local governments, human services
workers, researchers, public health professionals

and teachers have a unique opportunity to
improve social-structural inequalities by advocat-
ing for and meeting the distinct needs of SGM ado-
lescents – this is unprecedented.

Recommendations for change include actively
working to broaden the cisgender and heteronor-
mative frameworks that prevail in international
public health and policy to be inclusive of SGM ado-
lescents, so we can finally be accounted for.2 We also
need advocacy supported by well-designed studies to
better understand the specific needs and vulnerabil-
ities of SGM adolescents in a post COVID-19 world.
We need to develop innovative approaches to sup-
port SGM adolescents in making social connections
as well as providing mental health support while
schools are closed. SGM adolescents have been
found to be significantly more likely to connect
with SGM communities online than in-person.10

Online platforms, such as those provided by the
Trevor Project in the US, offer a promising start.

Together, these actions would begin to ensure
that SGM adolescents are prioritised and accounted
for not just now, but during all future public health
responses.
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