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ueer runaways are at significantly
4 greater risk for negative outcomes
# than are their heterosexual counter-
y 7 parts, according to a study published

N4, in the May issue of the American
Jowmnal Uf Public Health.

Among the grim statistics: Gay, lesbian, bi
and trans runaways had twice as many life-
time sexual partners (24) as their straight
peers; they were twice as likely to report not
using protection “all of the time” during sex;
they were more likely to have used illegal
drugs and more types of those drugs; and they
were more likely to have been the victim of

physical abuse, both before they left home |

and as runaways.

Bryan H. Cochran, a graduate student at
University of Washington, analyzed a survey of
375 adolescents 13 to 21 years old conducted in
Seattle between 1995 and 1998. The informa-
tion was gathered during interviews that could
last up to two hours.

The overwhelming majority of the queer
youth—71 of 84—identified as bi rather than
any of the other categories. “Sexual orientation
is a dynamic variable” that can change over
time, particularly with youth who are in the
process of establishing their sense of self,
Cochran said.

He pointed to other recently published work
demonstrating “adolescents who identified as
bisexual are at a particular risk even above those
who identified as gay or lesbian.” That could be
because in many places gay and lesbian youth
have community support and resources to draw
upon, while “you really don’t haye a bisexual
community, per se.”

The “double stigma”—the combination of
being homeless and queer—"is what leads
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adolescents to have these difficulties,”

| Cochran said.

Increased societal awareness of homosexual-
ity can be a double-edged sword. It can lead to

| kids coming out of the closet at an earlier age,

when they are more dependent on their fami-
lies. It also can result in parents being more
aware and pressing questions that in an earlier
time they might have overlooked. This has the
potential for creating both affirming and
destructive family dynamics.

Cochran believes the first step to improving
the situation is to try to reduce the overall inci-
dence of runaways. That means increased serv-
ices for families in turmoil and for questioning
youth. He suggested programs that teach kids
how to come out to their parents and deal with
those issues “so that they are not running away
out of fear of how their family might react.”

Once a youth does run away, “street outreach
workers need to recognize that sexual orienta-
tion is an important factor in determining the
experience that these kids will have on the
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streets. [t's not enough to say, ‘This is a homeless
adolescent.””

As kids go in and out of the system, Cochran
believes “they are encountering homophobia at
many different levels. They may be encountering
it with the social service system, maybe in foster
home placements, maybe with their family of
origin. So it really is a matter of no place to go.”

Cochran recently received his first “wacko”
homophobic letter in response to the article. He
said, “Seeing things like this makes me realize
that there is still work to be done.” JM
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