
In conversations and policies about food insecurity in Canada, sexual and 
gender diversity are often overlooked.1 Below, we give much-needed 
attention to food insecurity among people with diverse sexual and gender 
identities. This includes, but isn’t limited to, people who are Two-Spirit, 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, and intersex (2SLGBTQI+). 
This primer highlights key evidence and offers some policy solutions. Throughout the primer, 
2SLGBTQI+ people speak about food insecurity and related issues like poverty.

Key stats—and gaps
Nationwide food insecurity data that focuses on 2SLGBTQI+ people is lacking.1 Instead, research on food 
insecurity often assumes a household with a cisgender, heterosexual nuclear family as the default.1 This 
includes research that uses the Canadian Income Survey (CIS), Canada’s main survey for tracking food 
insecurity. The CIS doesn’t collect any data on gender identity and sexual orientation. So, related inequities 
that likely drive food insecurity, like queerphobia and transphobia, are poorly understood.

Tellingly, Canada lacks any national food insecurity data that’s specifically about Two-Spirit, trans, 
non-binary, queer, and intersex people. What we do know from the Canadian Community Health Survey is: 

● Among adults aged 18 or more, lesbian, gay, and bisexual people experience more than twice the 
rates of food insecurity (22%) than heterosexual people (10%).2

● Among people aged 15 to 17, lesbian, gay, and bisexual youth experience food insecurity at a higher 
rate (22%) than heterosexual youth (19%).2

Although national data is limited, a study in the Greater Toronto Area shows: Despite making up less than 
5% of the population, rates of food insecurity among 2SLGBTQI+ people are at least twice the national 
rate.1 

“A lot has happened between my childhood and now. Coming out as indigiqueer and being HIV+ 
damaged a lot of connections I had with family and therefore food.” 
— Anonymous3
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The consequences
Food insecurity has serious consequences. This includes physical and mental health consequences. 
Research consistently shows that 2SLGBTQI+ people have worse health outcomes than the general 
population in Canada.4 For example:

● Just 19% of Two-Spirit and Indigenous trans and gender diverse folks rate their mental health as 
very good or excellent.5

● Nearly 1 in 7 bisexual, lesbian, and gay adults rate their overall health as fair or poor, compared to 
1 in 10 heterosexual adults.2

● 7 in 10 transgender youth (aged 19 to 25) have had a major depressive episode. In the same age 
range, the rate is 1 in 15 among the general population.6 

As well as health consequences, food insecurity breaks down social relationships, and diminishes 
people’s agency to live with dignity.7,8 In short, food insecurity exacerbates the systemic 
marginalization of 2SLGBTQI+ people.4

“I think sometimes [my mental health], along with food insecurity, can be so intertwined 
because it’s such a cycle. I’m depressed that I can’t provide [food]. I can’t afford counseling. I 
use a lot of energy trying to cope.” 

— Karter9

9

Key causes of food insecurity among 2SLGBTQI+ 
people
Food insecurity among 2SLGBTQI+ people in Canada is primarily driven by poverty, unemployment, 
housing instability, and discrimination in all its forms, including at workplaces. These factors limit 
access to stable income and safe environments for getting food. Overlapping forms of discrimination 
(e.g., racism, ableism) also compound marginalization and deepen people’s vulnerability to food 
insecurity.10 Below, we expand on two causes of food insecurity among 2SLGBTQI+ people in Canada.

Poverty 

In Canada, food insecurity is a problem of poverty or limited income.11 Food is often the first thing people 
cut from their budgets to prioritize other basics such as rent.12 So by the time people can’t afford food, 
they’re likely already facing problems meeting all their basic needs.7

Lesbian, gay, and bisexual people generally earn less than heterosexual people.13 Results from the 2021 
Canadian census also show that transgender and non-binary folks experience much higher poverty 
rates than cisgender folks: 

● Approximately 1 in 8 trans women live below the poverty line, compared to nearly 1 in 13 cis 
women.14

● Nearly 1 in 8 trans men live below the poverty line, compared to 1 in 12 cis men.14

● Non-binary people (21%) experience over double the rates of poverty as cis women and cis men 
(8% apiece).14
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“I don’t have any ties to my family. So, I was just tryin’ to figure out how to pay all of my bills and 
food and rent.” 

— Jyothi15

Employment discrimination 
Systemic discrimination in employment also limits the incomes of 2SLGBTQI+ people.13 While research 
focusing on trans, queer, or Two-Spirit earnings is very limited—if available at all—other studies show:

● In general, lesbian, gay, and bisexual people in Canada earn less than their heterosexual peers 
(wage gap estimates vary between studies).13

● In Canada’s public sector: 
○ 1 in 7 2SLGBTQI+ employees report being harassed at work, compared to 1 in 10 cis, 

straight employees.16

○ 1 in 10 2SLGBTQI+ employees report experiencing discrimination at work due to their 
identity, compared to 1 in 14 cis, straight employees.16

● 1 in 8 trans people in a study in Ontario reported being fired for being trans. A further 1 in 7 
believed they were fired because they were trans.17

“When you look at my LinkedIn profile, it looks like I can’t keep the job [but] they just can’t keep 
me.”
— Anonymous18

Some solutions 
In Canada, federal governments have long neglected the food security needs of 2SLGBTQI+ people. 
There’s much work that the government can and must do. 

Research repeatedly shows that increasing people’s incomes can significantly reduce food insecurity in 
Canada.11 This is especially true for groups who are most affected by poverty, like 2SLGBTQI+ people. So, 
improving federal income programs is essential. 

Yet, most federal income programs require recipients to file their taxes. That means having appropriate 
government-issued identity documents. That’s why the federal government must adequately fund 
existing programs that support gender-diverse people to get gender-affirming identity documents.19

The government must also set targets to reduce food insecurity—and specifically apply these targets to 
2SLGBTQI+ people, not just nationally. 

Last but definitely not least, we call on the government to improve data on food insecurity and poverty 
among 2SLGBTQI+ people. This work must be done in collaboration with 2SLGBTQI+ people and 
organizations. All government-funded research on food insecurity and poverty must: 
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● Include questions on sex assigned at birth, sexual orientation, and gender identity (using best 
practices to collect this sensitive information).4

● Oversample 2SLGBTQI+ people—that is, select greater numbers of 2SLGBTQI+ participants to 
ensure that the amount of data collected is sufficient. This will ensure that the samples are 
nationally representative and can facilitate intersectional analyses.4

● Expand ideas of the household beyond the cisgender, heterosexual nuclear family.1

“There are opportunities to reimagine the people that we're trying to serve and ask, ‘Who do we 
imagine as a household? … What are the different configurations of families?’ And these are 
really simple but extraordinarily important gestures, to let people know that all of those 
possibilities are welcome.” 
— Prof. Jessica Fields, co-author of “Queering food security research”20

Learn about the Poverty Action Unit or 
contact us at pau@righttofood.ca. 
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