Health, Education, and Civil Rights Groups Strongly Support the Addition of Questions 

Regarding Sexual Orientation to Youth Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS)

The undersigned national and [state]-based health, education, and civil rights organizations strongly urge states and school districts to add questions regarding sexual orientation to the Youth Risk Behavior Surveys (YRBS) that will be conducted in 2011. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) has approved two optional questions regarding sexual orientation, and these questions are currently administered in states such as Connecticut, Delaware, Hawaii, Maine, Massachusetts, Rhode Island, Vermont, and Wisconsin, as well as cities such as Boston, Milwaukee, New York City, and Chicago. These questions, if broadly applied, would allow the CDC to track disparities in risk behavior for lesbian, gay, and bisexual (LGB) youth, and thereby better serve the LGB community and our youth as a whole. Given the importance of accurate data that reflects the entire community and the reality of youths’ lives, we ask you, as state/local officials responsible for the coordination of the [state/locality] Youth Risk Behavior Survey, to include the optional questions about sexual orientation on your survey, replicating the exact CDC-approved language.

The two questions approved by the CDC to be administered as optional YRBS questions are as follows: 
“During your life, with whom have you had sexual contact?” 
Options- I have never had sexual contact; Females; Males; Females and males

 “Which of the following best describes you?”
 Options- Heterosexual (straight); Gay or lesbian; Bisexual; Not sure 
These questions seek to capture two independent components of sexual orientation: behavior and identity. They have both been incorporated in the YRBS administered in Chicago since 2003, and they create a capacity to determine the frequency of students who identify themselves as LGB and demonstrate differential risk factors faced by those youth. For example, this Chicago data suggests that LGB students are subject to differential rates of school absence, physical violence, sexual assault, depression, and drug use. By ensuring that these questions are administered widely and consistently, it will be possible to provide this essential data to school administrators for policy development. Similarly, comprehensive data will allow for more effective and targeted statewide health education. 


Gathering data which allows us to analyze the health and risk behavior disparities LGB youth face is a primary first step to reducing these disparities, and the YRBS can serve as a critical tool for this process. According to Chicago’s YRBS data, approximately 6.3 percent of students surveyed describe themselves as lesbian, gay, or bisexual, and 8.5 percent reported some sexual contact with members of the same sex. In order to present these students with accurate health information, it is necessary to acknowledging the realities of their lives.
 LGB students report frequent bullying and harassment. In a nationwide survey, over 44% of these youth reported being physically harassed at youth because of their sexual orientation. This physical and verbal abuse can lead to increased risk for negative consequences for LGB students, including missing or dropping out of school, poor grades, drug abuse, and depression or suicide. Research has shown that LGB students who experienced more frequent harassment had grade point averages half a grade lower than those who were harassed less frequently. Studies of high school students have found that students who suffer sexual orientation based harassment are more likely to abuse drugs such as crack, cocaine, steroids, and inhalants. Perhaps most alarmingly, LGB youth are twice as likely as their heterosexual peers to report depression and more than twice as likely to attempt suicide. 
The reality of bullying and harassment, familial rejection, and other negative environmental stressors faced by LGB students can unfortunately cause them to resort to negative and unhealthy coping strategies. However, we cannot know the full extent of this problem without a consistent and accurate assessment of the risk behavior of all students, including LGB students. Therefore we call upon you as state/local administrators of the YRBS to include these straightforward and vital questions regarding sexual orientation on [state]’s surveys next year. 
