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ABSTRACT: Affirming counseling for LGBTQ+ youth is an evidence-based, culturally responsive, ethically grounded 
approach that promotes client welfare, psychological well-being, self-determination, and equal access to quality 
mental health services (American Psychological Association [APA], 2015; APA Task Force on Psychological Practice 
with Sexual Minority Persons, 2021; Burnes et al., 2010; Harper et al., 2013). Counselors are increasingly likely to 
work with LGBTQ+ youth across the lifespan who may seek counseling for concerns related to identity development, 
family systems, peer relationships, mental health, social support, trauma, discrimination, or concerns unrelated 
to their sexual orientation or gender identity (Hall et al., 2026). This Practice Brief provides an overview of LGBTQ+ 
affirming counseling, including current terminology, assessment and treatment considerations, cultural and 
ethical issues, and recommendations for increasing access to affirming services. Emphasis is placed on ethical 
practice, cultural responsiveness, client self-determination, and evidence-based care.

Introduction
LGBTQ+ affirming counseling for youth is a culturally responsive and evidence-based approach to coun-
seling that validates and supports their identities, experiences, strengths, and well-being. Rather than 
viewing LGBTQ+ identities as pathological or in need of change, affirming counseling recognizes the 
wide range of sexual orientations and genders as normal variations of human experience (APA, 2021a, 
2021b). Affirming counseling seeks to understand the ways that social, interpersonal, and environmen-
tal factors influence mental health while supporting clients’ resilience, coping, and self-determination 
(APA, 2015; APA Task Force on Psychological Practice with Sexual Minority Persons, 2021; Burnes et al., 
2010; Harper et al., 2013).

Recent national surveys indicate that increasing numbers of individuals identify as LGBTQ+, partic-
ularly among younger generations. Estimates suggest that approximately 9% of U.S. adults identify 
as LGBTQ+, with substantially higher percentages among Generation Z adults (23%; Jones, 2026). It is 
estimated that 20.5% of youth are LGBTQ+ (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2024), with trans-
gender youth between 13–17 years old estimated to be 3.3% (Herman & Flores, 2025). LGBTQ+ youth live 
in every geographic region and represent diverse racial, ethnic, cultural, religious, socioeconomic, and 
ability backgrounds.

Professional counselors have an ethical responsibility to provide competent, respectful, and evi-
dence-based services to LGBTQ+ clients. The ACA Code of Ethics (American Counseling Association [ACA], 
2014) emphasizes client dignity, cultural responsiveness, avoidance of harm, and respect for client auton-
omy. Counselors are expected to develop competence in working with LGBTQ+ clients and to recognize 
how social stigma, discrimination, family rejection, power and control in relationships, victimization, 
and barriers to care may affect client well-being and welfare.
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Current Terminology
Sexual orientation refers to a person’s enduring pattern of emotional, romantic, and/or sexual attraction 
to others. Common identities include lesbian, gay, bisexual, pansexual, queer, asexual, and heterosexual 
(ACA, 2014; APA, 2015; APA Task Force on Psychological Practice with Sexual Minority Persons, 2021; 
Harper et al., 2013). Gender identity refers to an individual’s internal sense of being a man, woman, both, 
neither, or another gender. Gender expression refers to how individuals communicate gender through 
appearance, behavior, language, and social presentation. Some individuals identify as transgender, non-
binary, genderqueer, gender-expansive, or another identity outside traditional binary categories (APA, 
2015; APA Task Force on Psychological Practice with Sexual Minority Persons, 2021; Burnes et al., 2010; 
Coleman et al., 2022).

Sexual orientation and gender identity development often occur within the broader developmental tasks 
of adolescence, including identity formation, peer relationships, increasing autonomy, and future plan-
ning. Counselors should recognize that LGBTQ+ youth follow a wide variety of developmental pathways 
and should avoid assuming a single trajectory for identity exploration or disclosure (ACA, 2014; APA, 
2021a, 2021b; APA, 2015; APA Task Force on Psychological Practice with Sexual Minority Persons, 2021; 
Harper et al., 2013; Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, 2024; Coleman et al., 
2022). LGBTQ+ youth may present for counseling with concerns common to all clients, including family, 
school, and social support, as well as anxiety, depression, substance abuse, grief, peer and relationship 
concerns, trauma, and life transitions. Clients may also seek support related to identity development, 
family relationships and social support, disclosure decisions, minority stress, experiences of discrimina-
tion, intimate partner violence, or access to affirming health care and community resources and support.

LGBTQ+ Youth and Mental Health
LGBTQ+ youth report higher rates of suicidal ideation and suicide attempts than their heterosexual and 
cisgender peers, largely due to experiences of stigma, victimization, and social rejection rather than 
their identities themselves (Herman et al., 2026; Wallace et al., 2024; Verlenden et al., 2024). Additionally, 
LGBTQ+ youth experience disproportionate rates of homelessness, driven primarily by family rejection 
(The Trevor Project, 2022). According to research from the Family Acceptance Project, this dynamic com-
promises LGBTQ+ youths’ physical safety and security while significantly increasing their risk of depres-
sion, suicidal ideation and attempts, and illicit drug use (Cohen & Ryan, 2021). Escalating anti-LGBTQ+ 
legislation, executive orders, and Supreme Court rulings have also contributed to heightened minority 
stress, worsened mental health outcomes and increased victimization among LGBTQ+ youth (The Trevor 
Project, 2024a; Warbelow, 2025). Comprehensive assessments should include evaluation of suicide risk, 
family support, anti-LGBTQ+ legislation and policies, school climate, and other protective and risk fac-
tors that may influence youth well-being (ACA, 2014; APA, 2015; APA Task Force on Psychological Practice 
with Sexual Minority Persons, 2021; Hall et al., 2026; Harper et al., 2013; The Trevor Project, 2024a, 2024b; 
Coleman et al., 2022).

At the same time, research highlights substantial resilience among LGBTQ+ youth communities. 
Protective factors include family support, affirming relationships, community connectedness, positive 
identity development, coping skills, spirituality, and access to affirming health care and counseling 
services. Family acceptance is among the strongest protective factors for LGBTQ+ youth (The Trevor 
Project, 2022, 2024b), contributing to better mental health, higher self-esteem, and lower rates of depres-
sion and suicidality. Conversely, family rejection is associated with increased risk for psychological 
distress, homelessness, substance use, and suicide attempts, underscoring the importance of family-cen-
tered interventions when appropriate (Green et al., 2021; The Trevor Project, 2024b).

School environments play an important role in the mental health and academic success of LGBTQ+ 
youth, with supportive school climates associated with lower levels of depression, victimization, and 
absenteeism. Access to affirming and supportive adults, policies, and peer networks can serve as import-
ant protective factors that promote resilience and belonging (Glisten, 2026).
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Assessment Strategies
Counselors should conduct comprehensive assessments that explore presenting concerns, strengths, 
support systems, identity development, and environmental stressors for LGBTQ+ youth (ACA, 2014; APA, 
2015; APA Task Force on Psychological Practice with Sexual Minority Persons, 2021; Hall et al., 2026; 
Harper et al., 2013; The Trevor Project, 2024a, 2024b; Coleman et al., 2022).

Key assessment areas include

•	 mental health symptoms (e.g., depression, anxiety, trauma);

•	 suicidal ideation and self-harm;

•	 substance use;

•	 family and social support;

•	 experiences of discrimination, bullying, or victimization;

•	 identity development and exploration;

•	 relationship functioning;

•	 community connectedness; and

•	 coping strategies and resilience factors.

Counselors should avoid assuming that presenting concerns are directly related to sexual orientation or 
gender identity. Likewise, counselors should avoid pathologizing LGBTQ+ youth identities or interpret-
ing identity exploration as evidence of psychopathology.

Intake forms that (a) recognize the breadth and depth of sexual orientation and gender identities, (b) use 
affirming language regarding lived experiences, and (c) respectfully inquire about names, pronouns, 
relationships, and identity can support accurate assessment and strengthen the therapeutic alliance.

Scope of Practice
Counselors working with LGBTQ+ youth should practice within the boundaries of their education, 
training, supervised experience, and professional competence while understanding the developmental, 
familial, social, and cultural factors that shape youths’ lives and mental health (ACA, 2014; Burnes et al., 
2010; Harper et al., 2013). Competent practice includes providing developmentally appropriate, evi-
dence-based, and affirming services for concerns such as anxiety, depression, trauma, suicidality, bully-
ing, family conflict, identity development, minority stress, and concerns unrelated to sexual orientation 
and gender identity. As previously noted, counselors should not engage in sexual orientation or gender 
identity change efforts with youth, as such practices are inconsistent with current professional guidance 
and may increase the risk of psychological harm (ACA, n.d.; APA, 2021a, 2021b). When LGBTQ+ youth 
present with needs outside a counselor’s competence or beyond the services available in a particular set-
ting, counselors should seek consultation, collaborate with qualified professionals, and provide referrals 
that support continuity of care, client welfare, and access to appropriate affirming services. Counselors 
should stay up to date with current state and federal legislation, and be mindful of needed educational, 
research, and advocacy regarding LGBTQ+ youth client welfare at these levels. 

Treatment Approaches
Affirming counseling is not a specific counseling theory but rather a framework that can be integrated 
into multiple evidence-based approaches that focus on LGBTQ+ youth coping skills, resilience, self-effi-
cacy, social support, and overall psychological well-being.

Commonly utilized approaches include

•	 cognitive behavior therapy;

•	 acceptance and commitment therapy;
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•	 interpersonal psychotherapy;

•	 narrative therapy;

•	 family systems approaches;

•	 multicultural therapy;

•	 trauma-informed counseling; and

•	 group counseling and support groups.

•	 Effective affirming counseling includes

•	 validating client experiences;

•	 supporting identity development and self-acceptance;

•	 addressing minority stress (e.g., internalized stigma);

•	 strengthening coping and resilience;

•	 enhancing social support networks;

•	 processing experiences of discrimination or trauma;

•	 supporting family communication and relationship functioning; and

•	 facilitating access to affirming resources.

Ethical practice includes ongoing professional development, self-reflection, consultation, and use of 
evidence-based approaches when working with LGBTQ+ clients. Counselors should not engage in sexual 
orientation or gender identity change efforts with LGBTQ+ youth. Major professional organizations have 
concluded that such practices lack scientific support and may increase the risk of psychological harm 
(ACA, n.d.; APA, 2021a, 2021b; Coleman et al., 2022). Counselors must also recognize the impact of current 
social and legislative issues on LGBTQ+ youth (Hartwell et al., 2022).

Counselors working with gender-expansive youth should understand the range of social, psychological, 
and medical supports that may or may not be available and provide developmentally appropriate infor-
mation and referrals when indicated. Ethical practice includes collaboration with qualified healthcare 
professionals, support for informed decision making, and awareness of applicable laws and regulations 
affecting service delivery (APA, 2015, 2024; Coleman et al., 2022).

Cultural and Ethical Considerations
LGBTQ+ youth come from a wide variety of cultures, backgrounds, and worldviews. Counselors should 
recognize that the lived experiences of LGBTQ+ youth differ based on age, race, ethnicity, culture, 
religion, disability status, socioeconomic status, immigration history, geographic location, and other 
dimensions of identity (The Trevor Project, 2024a, 2024b).

An intersectional perspective helps counselors understand how multiple aspects of identity shape client 
experiences, as well as how multiple systems of advantage and disadvantage might impact their experi-
ences in family, school, healthcare, and other systems (American School Counselor Association [ASCA], 
2022). For example, a gender-expansive adolescent of color young raised in a family with strong support 
for their gender identity may encounter different stressors and supports than a White gay adolescent 
who does not have family or peer social support. Effective counseling requires attention to both shared 
and unique experiences.

In addition, counselors have an ethical responsibility to provide services that promote client welfare, 
respect client dignity, and support client self-determination (ACA, 2014). Professional competence 
requires counselors to understand how cultural, familial, community, and environmental factors may 
influence clients’ experiences and mental health outcomes. Counselors should engage in ongoing self-re-
flection regarding their assumptions, values, and potential biases. Ethical practice requires counselors 
to provide services that respect client dignity and self-determination regardless of personal beliefs.
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Laws and policies affecting LGBTQ+ youth vary across jurisdictions and may influence school practices, 
health-care access, confidentiality, and service delivery. Counselors should remain informed about 
applicable laws while maintaining their ethical responsibilities related to LGBTQ+ youth client welfare, 
professional competence, informed consent, confidentiality, and culturally responsive care. 

Advocacy
Counselors may support efforts that improve access to quality behavioral health services, reduce bar-
riers to care, enhance client well-being, and promote environments that support healthy development 
and mental health for LGBTQ+ youth (APA, 2015; APA Task Force on Psychological Practice with Sexual 
Minority Persons, 2021; ASCA, 2022; Burnes et al., 2010; Coleman et al., 2022; Harper et al., 2013), includ-
ing capacity building initiatives for teachers, school counselors, higher education professionals, and 
community-based organizations (Glisten, 2026, Russell et al., 2021).

Advocacy efforts may include

•	 expanding access to affirming counseling services;

•	 increasing awareness of LGBTQ+ youth mental health needs;

•	 supporting family education initiatives;

•	 promoting affirming and respectful service environments;

•	 reducing barriers to mental health care;

•	 collaborating with community organizations that support LGBTQ+ youth well-being; and

•	 encouraging policies that improve access to behavioral health services.

Advocacy should be grounded in client welfare, ethical practice, reflexivity and reflectivity, and evi-
dence-based knowledge (Hartwell et al., 2022).

Conclusion
LGBTQ+ youth affirming counseling is an evidence-based, culturally responsive approach that supports 
the mental health and well-being of sexual and gender diverse individuals. Counselors who develop com-
petence in affirming practice can help clients navigate identity development, increase family and social 
support, cope with minority stress, strengthen resilience, and pursue meaningful life goals. Through 
ethical practice, cultural responsiveness, and commitment to client self-determination, counselors can 
contribute to improved mental health outcomes and increased access to supportive services for LGBTQ+ 
youth communities. Through culturally responsive practice, ethical decision making, and ongoing pro-
fessional competence, counselors can support the mental health and well-being of LGBTQ+ youth across 
a wide variety of settings.

Resources

•	 Research, Advocacy, and Education, GLMA: Health Professionals Advancing LGBTQ+ Equality

•	 Genders & Sexualities Alliances (GSAs), GSA Network

•	 Ready to Learn? Want to Connect?, National LGBTQIA+ Health Education Center

•	 Supporting, Educating, and Advocating for LGBTQ+ People, PFLAG

•	 Power and Control Wheel for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Trans Relationships, Domestic Abuse 
Intervention Project

•	 Spanish-Language Resources and Support, Somos Familia

•	 By Trans Youth, For Trans Youth, tyef

https://www.glma.org/
https://www.gsanetwork.org/
https://www.lgbtqiahealtheducation.org/
https://pflag.org/
https://www.loveisrespect.org/lir-files/LGBT-Power-and-Control-Wheel.pdf
https://www.somosfamiliabay.org/
https://www.transyouthequality.org/for-youth
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