
147© The Author(s) 2024
S. J. Hwahng, M. R. Kaufman (eds.), Global LGBTQ Health, Global LGBTQ 
Health, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-36204-0_6

Chapter 6
Community and Social Support

Chichun Lin and Sel J. Hwahng

6.1  Introduction

In a study of 741 men who have sex with men (MSM) living in New York City, 
Meyer (1995) found that the men experienced internalized homophobia, societal 
rejection and discrimination, and direct or indirect stress. Meyer (1995, 2003) called 
these experiences minority stress, which is defined as chronic feelings of stress on 
members of marginalized and stigmatized groups. Minority stress can lead to a 
heightened risk of physical health problems as well as mental health challenges. 
Studies in the United States have revealed the impact of minority stress associated 
with negative physical health outcomes (Flentje et al., 2020) and increased levels of 
depression, anxiety, loneliness, and diminished self-esteem (see Stigma and Mental 
Health chapters, Chaps. 2 and 3; Bowen et al., 2007; McDougall et al., 2001; Meyer, 
2003). Minority stress has also been examined globally in lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans-
gender, and queer (LGBTQ) populations, with relevance among populations in 
Taiwan (Chan et al., 2022) and South Africa (McAdams-Mahmoud et al., 2014).

This chapter aims to introduce the benefits of a sense of community and social 
support among LGBTQ populations as an antidote to minority stress. We describe 
the consequences of a lack of community and social support. We also attempt to 
highlight and explore the experiences of LGBTQ individuals living in low- and 
middle-income countries (LMICs) in the Global South. This population tends to 
experience greater levels of minority stress because of the high levels of homophobia, 
biphobia, and transphobia in many countries, including the outright illegality of 
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same-sex relationships in some settings; moreover, the poverty-related issues, 
such as inadequate access to physical and mental health services, limited financial 
support, low levels of education, and limited capacity of their governments to solve 
the societal oppression might enlarge the minority stress of LGBTQ people 
(Detenber et al., 2014; Wang et al., 2009; Williams, 2009; Wong & Tang, 2003). 
In other words, LGBTQ individuals globally, but particularly in LMICs, tend to 
experience various health-related challenges that may be mitigated with sufficient 
social support.

Social support can buffer the negative effects of minority stress on an individual 
and allow someone to feel cared for, loved, esteemed, valued, and as belonging to a 
network of mutual obligations. House (1981), a social psychologist in the United 
States, described four types of social support, including (a) emotional (e.g., love, 
trust, caring, and listening); (b) appraisal (e.g., validation and positive feedback); (c) 
instrumental (e.g., money, time, labor, and resources); and (d) informational support 
(e.g., suggestion and advice). House (1987) also mentioned three aspects of social 
relationships, which are often referred to as social support, including (a) their exis-
tence or quantity (i.e., how many persons exist in the social group); (b) their struc-
ture (i.e., how the social group is formed); and (c) their function or behavior (i.e., 
what the members of the social group do). The members of communities to which 
an individual belongs are often the main sources of social support. According to 
Cohen et al. (2000), social support can be provided in a variety of ways through a 
network of two or more people. This chapter presents a general overview of com-
munity and social support research, networks, and organizations for LGBTQ indi-
viduals globally.

6.2  Support in Families

6.2.1  Parental Support

Unlike other stigmatized groups (e.g., racial minorities), LGBTQ individuals usu-
ally do not share their stigmatized identity with their parents; therefore, they may 
face numerous oppressions alone (Pachankis & Hatzenbuehler, 2013; Rothblum & 
Factor, 2001). Moreover, parental rejection can lead to additional challenges, espe-
cially in the Global South or for individuals migrating from the Global South. For 
example, a survey of 340 self-identified Filipino gay and lesbian adolescents found 
that parental rejection was a major risk factor leading to their suicidal ideation 
(Reyes et  al., 2015). A qualitative study with female-to-male (FtM) transgender 
individuals of Asian and Pacific Islander descent in the United States suggested that 
parental rejections were rooted in a lack of knowledge about transgender and gender 
variant identities (Mar, 2011).

On the other hand, parental support can promote the well-being of LGBTQ 
children and improve their mental health (Goldfried & Goldfried, 2001; Needham 
& Austin, 2010; Pearson & Wilkinson, 2013; Ryan et  al., 2009). For instance, a 
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survey of 277 self-identified Chinese LGB young adults found that perceived paren-
tal support in regard to their sexual orientation was associated with positive psycho-
logical adjustment (Shao et al., 2018).

6.2.2  Sibling Support

Sibling support also matters. Studies in the United States found that biological and 
heterosexual siblings’ attitudes toward LGBTQ populations were associated with 
their LGBTQ siblings’ suicidal ideation/attempts, self-injurious behavior, use of 
psychotherapy, and general well-being (Balsam et al., 2005; Hilton & Szymanski,  
2011; Toomey & Richardson, 2009). The authors summarized the biological and 
heterosexual siblings’ potential reactions after their LGBTQ siblings came out to 
them (Hilton & Szymanski, 2011). First, they felt shocked, confused, happy, and/or 
accepting. Second, they rethought or challenged their own stereotypes toward 
LGBTQ issues. Third, their sibling relationships started changing, and the biologi-
cal and heterosexual siblings may have gained more awareness and knowledge 
about LGBTQ issues. Fourth, if the biological and heterosexual siblings fully 
accepted their LGBTQ siblings, they became allies to the siblings and provided 
assistance when the LGBTQ siblings came out to their parents. Fifth, they may have 
attended LGBTQ pride events with their siblings; moreover, they may have chal-
lenged the homophobia, biphobia, and transphobia existing in society.

LGBTQ individuals sometimes choose to come out to their siblings as a first step 
before sharing their identity with other family members. For example, in a case 
study, a Muslim lesbian living in Scotland reported that although she experienced 
many challenges because of her religion compared to other lesbians, she stressed 
that coming out to her siblings would still be easier and safer than to her parents and 
other relatives (Siraj, 2011). Similarly, an unpublished doctoral dissertation in 
which 16 siblings of LGBTQ individuals in Taiwan were interviewed found they 
were more likely to disclose their sexual and gender identity to their siblings before 
coming out to their parents; moreover, they connected with their siblings through 
LGBTQ-only Facebook accounts (in Taiwan, most LGBTQ individuals have two 
Facebook accounts, one for LGBTQ friends and one for family and straight friends) 
and shared the LGBTQ-related events with their siblings (Brainer, 2014). These two 
examples imply that disclosing one’s sexual and/or gender minority identity with 
siblings may be an important step before sharing with one’s parents.

6.3  Support in Schools

In addition to the impact of family relationships, school peers and teachers also play 
key roles in LGBTQ students’ mental health. LGBTQ students in the US report greater 
loneliness and depression than their heterosexual peers (Davies & Kessel, 2017; 
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Westefeld et al., 2001). Allen (2020) found that heterosexual teachers in the United 
States often ignore homophobia that exists in the classroom or respond to it ineffectu-
ally; moreover, some heterosexual teachers perpetuate homophobia and heterosexism 
in the process of teaching. In a US study, Bradley et al. (2019) argued that teachers are 
in an ideal position to prevent the micro-aggressions or bullying of LGBTQ students, 
but most of them do not have adequate training. In a study with 732 LGBT high school 
and college students in China, students reported that most teachers lack training and 
awareness about LGBT issues, which led the students fearing coming out to the teach-
ers (Wei & Liu, 2019). Another qualitative study in South Africa involved interviews 
with schoolteachers about their attitudes toward providing sexual education, especially 
about LGBTQ issues (Francis, 2012). The interviews revealed that teachers did not 
know how to teach because of their limited knowledge about LGBTQ individuals or 
because they were against teaching it due to their religious beliefs. However, some 
teachers were open to teaching LGBTQ+ topics but only to discuss it when students 
asked the relevant questions.

In another study of bisexual students in South Africa, Francis (2017) strongly 
recommended that school leaders, managers, and teachers be obligated to develop 
school support systems to protect sexual minority (SM) students. Glikman and 
Elkayam (2019) reported that LGBT students in Israel continue to experience alien-
ation and opposition in the school environment, and these students strongly believe 
teachers should oppose and prevent homophobic behaviors in school through 
receiving relevant training.

A South African study with 35 adolescents who identified as MSM, transgen-
der female, and drag queen adolescents living with HIV in South Africa stated 
that the participants experienced discrimination, homophobia, and abuse from 
both peers and teachers (Daniels et  al., 2019). Participants reported that these 
experiences resulted in disengagement from school and limited their willingness 
to stay connected with education. Moreover, these experiences led them to adopt 
unhealthy coping behaviors, such as smoking, drinking alcohol, skipping school, 
and eventually dropping out of school (Daniels et al., 2019). However, the partici-
pants expressed their desires to continue education because they aspired to gain 
social and economic power through educational attainment, especially when their 
sexual and/or gender identity may have resulted in victimization. In a South 
African study with 35 adolescents who identified as MSM, transgender, and drag 
queen and were living with HIV, participants reported experiencing discrimina-
tion, homophobia, and abuse from both peers and teachers in schools (Daniels 
et al., 2019). Those experiences resulted in disengagement from school and lim-
ited their willingness to stay connected with education; moreover, the adolescents 
adopted unhealthy coping approaches, such as smoking, drinking alcohol, skip-
ping school, and eventually dropping out of school (Daniels et al., 2019). In spite 
of these, the adolescents still expressed their desire to continue education because 
they could gain social and economic power and change their lives through educa-
tion (Daniels et al., 2019).
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6.4  Support in Other Relationships

6.4.1  Intimate Partners

Besides parent, sibling, peer, and teacher support, intimacy plays an influential role 
in one’s health and well-being. Johnson et al. (1993) found that a romantic partner’s 
support behavior affected the other partner’s happiness in an intimate relationship.

A study among sexual minority women in Mumbai, India revealed that intimate 
partners comprised a fundamental aspect of their closest social support connections 
(Bowling et  al., 2018). Those who had intimate partners described the constant 
source of support from these relationships. A stable, loving primary partner who 
could serve as a confidante was the ideal, but single women often had to deal with 
social stigma, lack of parental acceptance, and financial instability that interfered 
with meeting and forming long-term relationships with women.

According to Reczek and Umberson (2012), “health behavior work” includes 
activities that promote a partner’s positive health behaviors. These researchers 
found that in lesbian and gay couples both partners were more likely to mutually 
take care of each other’s health, termed “cooperative health behavior work,” com-
pared to heterosexual couples. Despite this mutuality, in a majority of lesbian and 
gay couples (73% and 80%, respectively), one partner performed work to enhance 
the other partner’s health behavior, usually due to the latter partner engaging in 
unhealthy behavior that was perceived as needing intervention.

In a systematic review of sexual minority female cancer survivors in the United 
States, the United Kingdom, and Canada, intimate partners provided important 
forms of social support, such as emotional, instrumental (e.g., personal and medical 
care, transportation, meal preparation, and childcare), decision-making, post- 
treatment adjustment, and medical advocacy (Thompson et al., 2020). Intimate part-
ners were also important for survivors to create pleasurable and fulfilling lives as 
cancer survivors. In a study among SGM cancer survivors, sexual minority women, 
compared to sexual minority men, were more likely to have an intimate partner in 
the room when they learned of their cancer diagnosis (Kamen et  al., 2015). In 
another study, the association between having an intimate partner and a better physi-
cal quality of life was stronger for sexual minority women compared to heterosex-
ual women (Boehmer et  al., 2005). Sexual orientation disclosure has also been 
found to affect the level of intimate partner support SMW cancer survivors receive 
(Boehmer et al., 2005; Fish et al., 2019).

For older sexual minorities (SMs), losing an intimate partner can be particularly 
devastating. Some SMs experience “disenfranchised grief” (Hughes et  al., 2014, 
p. 323) in which their losses are not openly acknowledged, publicly mourned, or 
socially supported due to homophobic stigma and exclusion. The loss of an intimate 
partner can also trigger re-experiencing previous losses that may have incurred dur-
ing a coming-out process earlier in the life course. And the passing of an intimate 
partner may also signify the breaking of a bond that had been established upon a 
shared experience of social marginalization, in which the psychological burden 
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from social marginalization and exclusion had been alleviated by the relationship. 
Thus, SMs are particularly vulnerable to experiencing psychological distress and 
depression due to the passing of an intimate partner (Hughes et al., 2014).

In the Midwestern region of the United States, a bereavement support group 
specifically tailored for older SMs was developed that received a positive reception 
from group members (Hughes et  al., 2014). The six-week curriculum included 
understanding the grief process (including experiences and stages of grief), emo-
tional coping, stress management, managing difficult emotions, dealing with holi-
days, and returning to life after a person one loves has died. Hughes and colleagues 
also provide several recommendations for tailoring the support group curriculum, 
interfacing with other community and bereavement providers, and advertising and 
integrating the support group within the LGBT community (Hughes et al., 2014).

Intimate partner violence (IPV) also plays a crucial role in contributing to nega-
tive mental and physical health outcomes (Buller et al., 2014). Walters et al. (2013) 
found that the lifetime prevalence of rape, physical violence, and/or stalking by an 
intimate partner was 43.8% for lesbian women, 61.1% for bisexual women, 35% for 
heterosexual women, 26% for gay men, 37.3% for bisexual men, and 29% for het-
erosexual men. The rate of IPV in LGB individuals was similar to the rate of IPV in 
heterosexual individuals. In a study with 99 LGBT individuals in Latin America, 
Swan et al. (2021) found that 60.61% reported at least one IPV event in their life, 
with psychological aggression being the most common type. Thus, the reduction of 
IPV events within LGBTQ couples is a crucial way to improve their well-being.

6.4.2  Parenting and Family-Building

It is a well-known fact that a number of positive mental and physical health out-
comes result from people who live in stable families (International Federation for 
Family Development, 2022). Historically, however, there have been a number of 
systematic factors that have prevented LGBTQ people from parenting and family- 
building. Simon and Farr (2021) developed a Conceptual Future Parent Grief Scale 
for LGBTQ+ people to measure the “ambiguous loss” of an idealized future self- 
involving parenthood as a result of systematic factors that prevent LGBTQ people 
from pursuing parenthood. They found that LGBTQ+ identity authenticity (i.e., 
having a positive attitude toward their LGBTQ+ identity) could be protective 
against ambiguous loss and thus reduce barriers for LGBTQ+ people pursuing 
future parenthood. In addition, LGBTQ people often experience a myriad of financial, 
legal, and medical obstacles to starting and building families (Kreines et al., 2018). 
Social support available in health care can greatly facilitate LGBTQ parenting, yet 
many countries do not even provide the most basic access for LGBTQ people to 
build families. For example, many countries limit LGBTQ adoption and restrict in-
vitro fertilization, insemination, or other assisted reproductive technologies for 
LGBTQ people. In the United States, LGBTQ people are less likely to have both 
personal health insurance coverage as well as family-building health insurance 
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(Kreines et al., 2018). An analysis of 100 US-based websites on LGBTQ family-
building revealed poor reliability (according to criteria such as user feedback, pri-
vacy, purpose, identity, content updating, and content development) and a lack of 
inclusivity among many of the websites (Kreines et al., 2018).

Despite these barriers, a focus on what resources are available for LGBTQ 
family- building and parenthood can identify ways to augment these resources. A 
qualitative study among LGBTQ parents in Finland found several factors that con-
tributed to parental empowerment with regard to maternity and child health care 
(Kerppola et al., 2019). These factors fell into three main categories—recognition 
and acknowledgment, cooperation and interaction, and equitable care. Recognition 
and acknowledgment included LGBTQ parents defining their own gender within 
the health care sector, defining their family constellation and the roles of various 
members of the family, and being welcomed and acknowledged within health care 
practice and communication. Cooperation and interaction included health profes-
sionals actively listening and inviting parents to speak, providing individualized 
information, respecting parents’ authority and decision-making, and granting non- 
legal parents equal rights and responsibilities for health care involvement. Equitable 
care included health professionals providing a sense of security and confidentiality 
as well as being approachable, non-judgmental, and fair. It was important for 
LGBTQ parents in this study to experience being treated the same as heterosexual 
families, including receiving the same services (Kerppola et al., 2019).

In another qualitative study on reproductive health care in Sweden (Klittmark 
et al., 2019), some LGBTQ participants had experienced disempowering treatment 
by health care providers such as being assigned incorrect genders for their newborns 
and themselves, ascribed heteronormative stereotypes with regard to femininity and 
masculinity, and being questioned or excluded as LGBTQ people. Participants 
coped in various ways with the inadequate treatment, including using humor, overtly 
questioning and educating health care providers, and seeking out information and 
support through the Internet, social media, and social networks.

Through family, friends, and LGBTQ networks, participants in the aforemen-
tioned study were also able to seek out pregnancy and birthing clinics that were 
known to be LGBTQ-competent, and many of these clinics also provided LGBTQ- 
specific parent education groups (Klittmark et al., 2019). Participants who were able 
to receive care from LGBTQ-competent clinics or health care providers expressed 
satisfaction with this quality of care. This competence included providers being 
knowledgeable about LGBTQ rights and supporting participants to navigate the 
health care system as LGBTQ people, problematizing cisgender and heterosexual 
norms, using gender-neutral terms unless otherwise directed, acknowledging the 
entire family constellation, and being open and inclusive. If health care providers 
themselves also identified as LGBTQ and/or did not adhere to gender norms, 
divulging this information to participants also fostered a sense of connection 
(Klittmark et al., 2019).

LGBTQ+ people in studies in North America also emphasize the need for inclusive 
and educated health care practitioners as part of culturally competent reproductive 
and obstetrical environments during the prenatal/antenatal, intrapartum, and 
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postpartum care periods. This practice of care would include the following: (1) pro-
viding “queer-friendly” medical intake forms, sexual history conversations, pictures 
and posters decorating the facilities, and pornography for sperm donation; (2) 
providing gender-neutral bathrooms near ultrasound rooms and andrology laborato-
ries to include trans and non-binary gendered people who were pursuing pregnancy 
or freezing sperm; (3) adopting non-cisgender and non-heteronormative terminol-
ogy to refer to all patients, family members, and friends, including pregnant and 
non- pregnant partners; (4) understanding the varying combinations of conception 
modes, egg origin, and sperm origin; (5) knowledgeable about co-parenting arrange-
ments and considerations, including co-nursing; (6) awareness of health-related risk 
factors that disproportionately affect LGBTQ+ people; and (7) cognizant of legal 
issues, such as second parent adoption, that LGBTQ+ parent families may have to 
navigate (Bushe & Romero, 2017; Gregg, 2018; Juntereal et al., 2020; Ross et al., 
2014; Scheib et al., 2020).

The Human Rights Campaign regularly evaluates more than 2200 hospitals and 
other health care facilities in the United States through a Healthcare Equality Index, 
which measures how much a given facility has met the national benchmarks to pro-
mote LGBTQ equity and inclusion (Human Rights Campaign Foundation, 2022a). 
This tool may be particularly useful for LGBTQ people interested in accessing the 
best possible and most inclusive health care for a current or anticipated pregnancy.

A small body of literature exists specifically on sexual minority mothers in same- 
sex female relationships with regard to pregnancy and health care. In a study of 
lesbian mothers in South Africa, some participants expressed that their partner was 
a main source of emotional as well as other types of support in raising children (Van 
Ewyk & Kruger, 2017). This study also emphasized the importance of bonding 
between lesbian parents as well as between parent and child. Participants reported 
that children who were birthed by one woman in a couple often bonded equally with 
both the biological and non-biological parents. For those parents who adopted, chil-
dren often loved both adoptive parents equally. The authors emphasized that a bond-
ing relationship with a child was often premised on the attention and care a child 
received, not from a biological tie (Van Ewyk & Kruger, 2017).

In addition, lesbian mothers in South Africa often participated in equitable co- 
parenting arrangements so that one parent was not overly burdened with most of the 
childcare responsibilities. There was often no traditional gendered role division 
with respect to household chores and childcare in these lesbian-parented families, 
and a flexible and pragmatic approach was often endorsed for undertaking these 
tasks (Van Ewyk & Kruger, 2017. This study postulated that these equitable and 
flexible conditions may have been protective against the birthing mothers experi-
encing postpartum depression in their study.

In the same study, although some South African lesbian mothers experienced 
postpartum decreases in sexual activity with their partners, they viewed these 
decreases as temporary. Socializing with friends also became more difficult, which 
was viewed as a necessary sacrifice for family-building. Thus, lesbian mothers in 
South Africa were subversive by contesting the association of motherhood with 
biology given that both birthing and non-birthing partners identified as mothers. 
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However, some “traditional” motherhood tropes were still observed, such as that of 
the self-sacrificing mother (Van Ewyk & Kruger, 2017).

In the United States, many sexual minority female mothers experience 
heteronormative- based care or homophobia that diminishes their health care experi-
ences (Bushe & Romero, 2017; Gregg, 2018; Juntereal et al., 2020). In fact, some 
same-sex couples resort to “crusading” to demand affirming treatment from health 
care providers (Hayman et al., 2015). Mothers in same-sex female relationships in 
Australia and the United States often use assisted reproductive technologies such as 
home or medical intrauterine insemination or in-vitro fertilization for conception, 
although some mothers also choose vaginal insemination (Bushe & Romero, 2017; 
Gregg, 2018; Juntereal et  al., 2020; Power et  al., 2020). Sexual minority female 
mothers in the United States have been found to often have to educate their health 
care practitioners on practices such as “co-nursing” through induced lactation, in 
which both the birthing and non-birthing partners nurse the infant (Juntereal et al.,  
2020). Co-nursing was found to provide a range of mental, physical, and emotional 
benefits and profound bonding between the mothers and children.

To date, most countries have not legalized same-sex marriage, so adoption or sur-
rogacy for same-sex couples is still very difficult to pursue. Thus, studies about rela-
tionships between gay or lesbian parents with their own children are few. The relevant 
studies mainly seek to answer the question, “Does parental sexual orientation affect 
child development?” Stacey and Biblarz (2001) compared development among chil-
dren of divorced lesbian mothers with development among children of divorced het-
erosexual mothers and found few significant differences. Patterson (2006) also found 
that children of lesbian couples and children of heterosexual couples showed no dif-
ference among levels of social competence, behavior problems, and adaption to a new 
environment. Wainright and Patterson (2006) reported there were no significant dif-
ferences between teenagers living with same-sex parents and those living with other-
sex parents on self-esteem, anxiety, school performance, and family relationships. A 
study with 93 Chinese girls adopted by single mothers, heterosexual couples, and 
lesbian couples (31 girls in each type of family) showed that girls from the three types 
of families were not statistically different in behavioral adjustment (Tan & Baggerly, 
2009). In this study, the only difference occurred for preschool-aged girls from lesbian 
couples who had more somatic complaints than those from single-parent households. 
Also, school-aged girls from lesbian couples had more aggressive behaviors than 
those from single-parent households (Tan & Baggerly, 2009). Tan and Baggerly 
(2009) suggested that the difference might be rooted in the socio-cultural environment 
(e.g., children from lesbian couples might experience more prejudice).

6.4.3  Colleague Support

LGB employees tend to experience more challenges in the workplace than hetero-
sexual employees as a result of their sexual identity. First of all, heterosexual 
employees do not need to worry about whether and how they disclose their sexual 
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orientation in the workplace as do LGB employees (Benozzo et al., 2015). There are 
three strategies for sexual identity management, including counterfeiting a false 
heterosexual identity; avoiding discussing any issues related to sexuality; and 
openly acknowledging and advocating for their LGB identity (Button, 2004). First, 
a sexual minority individual might apply a different strategy in different workplaces 
based on various factors (e.g., the individual’s position in the workplace, the 
workplace’s attitude toward LGB issues, the cost and effect of coming out in the 
workplace, and the individual’s current mental and financial status) (Croteau et al., 
2008). Second, LGB employees may worry about their physical and psychological 
safety in the workplace (Baker & Lucas, 2017). Third, LGB employees may worry 
about their relationships with co-workers and supervisors, such as whether their co- 
workers will discover their sexual identity through interactions or tell others in the 
workplace (Periard et al., 2018). Usually, a supervisor plays a more important role 
in creating an LGB-friendly environment than a co-worker (Periard et al., 2018). 
Supervisor support is defined as a type of social support that provides both work- 
related instrumental and emotional assistance to employees. In addition, employees 
value supervisor over co-worker support because supervisors are perceived as 
offering more stability, skill, and experience to employees (Periard et al., 2018).

The ability to be one’s authentic self in the workplace could influence an 
LGBTQ employee’s career success. For instance, a study which is phenomeno-
logical and qualitative in design with 13 MSM interviewees living in South Africa 
revealed that the existing prejudices toward MSM in the workplace restricted their 
freedom and career development (Soeker et al., 2015). In particular, those MSM 
employees working in lower-level positions or those who had less power in their 
companies experienced more challenges and had more fear of being transparent in 
the workplace (Soeker et  al., 2015). However, the same study found that those 
participants who disclosed their identity to colleagues and felt accepted and sup-
ported felt free and comfortable in the workplace and were able to fully engage in 
their job duties.

In India, workplace attitudes toward employees’ sexual orientation or gender 
identity have typically followed a “don’t ask, don’t tell” pattern (Banerji et al., 
2012). However, over the last two decades, India has emerged as one of the most 
rapidly developing economies, and thus, numerous multinational companies have 
entered the country (Banerji et al., 2012). Those international companies high-
lighted LGBT issues within the workplace. Therefore, managers of companies in 
India began to work on creating LGBT-friendly environments, including (1) 
ensuring equal opportunity policies for all employees; (2) prohibiting discrimina-
tion based on sexual and gender identity; (3) providing diversity training to 
employees and supervisors; (4) establishing and supporting an LGBTQ network 
in the workplace; and (5) offering counseling services for any employee, espe-
cially for those who experience harassment in the workplace due to their sexual 
and gender identity (Banerji et al., 2012). These changes might lead not only to 
safer workplace environments but ones that provide ample social support for 
LGBTQ employees.
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6.4.4  LGBTQ Elders

A US study defined loneliness as an individual’s subjective experience with a lack 
of engagement in human relationships and a lack of physical and emotional support 
(Greysen et al., 2013). Loneliness has been found to be associated with an increased 
risk of depression, smoking, alcohol consumption, hospitalization, morbidity, and 
with a poor level of health-related quality of life and physical and mental health 
more broadly (Elovainio et  al., 2017; Finlay & Kobayashi, 2018; Greene et  al., 
2018; Savikko et al., 2005). It is not surprising that LGBT elders experience more 
loneliness than someone who is either not a SM or not an elder (Harley et al., 2016; 
Wilkens, 2015). A study in the Philippines with 10 older and single MSM (61 years 
old and above) found that aging was associated with more discrimination, oppres-
sion, and experiences of abuse (de Guzman et  al., 2017). In addition, loneliness 
forced them to overcome life challenges by themselves, and they desired to seek 
acceptance and belongingness (de Guzman et al., 2017).

In the United States there are several LGBTQ-friendly and LGBTQ-focused 
senior retirement communities in cities such as Palmetto (Florida), Palm Springs 
(California), Gresham (Oregon), Pecos (New Mexico), and Boone (North Carolina) 
(Feltman, 2021). These types of senior housing may not only help combat loneli-
ness for LGBTQ+ older adults but may also provide much-needed material and 
social support resources. Examples may include information and access to afford-
able food, health, community, and social activity resources. Studies from several 
global regions found that social support was associated with positive physical health 
outcomes among older adults (Dai et al., 2016; Smith et al., 2017). Thus, social sup-
port may be especially important for older adults who may be encountering a myr-
iad of health issues due to the aging process.

There is also LGBTQ-friendly senior housing for those who are at risk for home-
lessness and/or living with HIV/AIDS in Hollywood (California) and Chicago 
(Illinois) in the United States (Larson, 2016; Wehoville.com, 2021). These types of 
senior housing may be especially important for vulnerable LGBTQ+ older adults to 
receive material and social support for their housing and health care, as well as their 
other needs.

6.5  LGBTQ Communities

6.5.1  Same-Sex Male Communities

In the past, a same-sex male community usually meant a gay village, enclave, or 
ghetto within a geographical area containing gay bars, restaurants, or bookstores as 
well as gay residents. Examples of such communities are in Chelsea in New York 
City, USA; Castro in San Francisco, USA; and Davie Street in Vancouver, Canada. 
Wow Travel (2021) listed the following cities as the most gay-friendly cities in the 
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world: Toronto, Canada; São Paulo, Brazil; London, UK; Madrid, Spain; Miami, 
USA; Amsterdam, Netherlands; Barcelona, Spain; San Francisco, USA; New York 
City, USA; Berlin, Germany; and Tel Aviv, Israel. It should be noted that only 2 out 
of 11 cities were outside of the Global North. Due to the longer history of develop-
ment and wealth, Global North countries are generally more accepting of LGBTQ 
people compared to many Global South countries. Ironically, however, it is the colo-
nization by Global North countries that often introduced homo- and transphobic 
laws and norms in many Global South countries (see Victimization and Intentional 
Injury chapter, Chap. 9). It is also important to observe that gay cis-gender men are 
usually the population that is most visible and active in these gay-friendly cities.

There are gay-friendly places in the Global South, but these might not be as vis-
ible compared to those in the Global North. For example, Rio de Janeiro, São Paulo, 
Recife, Salvador, Porto Alegre, Florianópolis, and Brasília are the most LGBTQ- 
friendly cities in Brazil (Alface, 2018). Chapinero, Bogotá is a popular and inclu-
sive place in Colombia for local and international LGBTQ tourists to visit its bars, 
clubs, and bathhouses (Lifeafar, 2019). The most LGBTQ-friendly district in Cuba 
is the tangle of streets around the Malecón, Av de Infanta, and La Rampa on the 
cusp of Centro Habana and Vedado (Lonely Planet, 2021). Cape Town, South 
Africa, is the undisputed queer capital of Africa with an inclusive culture and com-
munity that grows stronger each year (Matador Network, 2020). Silom Soi 4 and 
Silom Soi 2 are the major gay areas in Bangkok, Thailand, which is one of the most 
popular gay destinations in Asia (Nomadic Boys, 2021a, b).

In the Chinese gay communities, such as those in Taiwan, Hong Kong, mainland 
China, Malaysia, and Singapore, due to the severe level of societal homophobia, 
Chinese gay men tend to engage with their own gay groups in order to obtain a sense 
of acceptance and belongingness and to buffer the rejections and prejudices from 
their families, schools, or workplaces (Lin, 2016). However, the Chinese gay com-
munity is not always cohesive; instead, it is divided into different categories: gay 
bear (heavy, hairy, and masculine), gay wolf or hamadryad (muscular, fit, and 
hypermasculine), and gay twink (who is also called gay monkey in the Chinese 
societies and has an effeminate manner, thin build, and no bodily or facial hair, all 
of which contributes to a youthful look) (Lin, 2014, 2018). Research has shown that 
Chinese gay men sometimes feel secondarily excluded from the gay community 
because they might not meet the physical standards of the gay groups they wish to 
engage in (Lin, 2016). This causes some men to feel excluded from heterosexual 
society because of their sexual orientation and gay society because of their physical 
appearance (Lin, 2016). Moreover, Chinese gay men living with HIV, mental or 
physical disabilities, and aging issues tend to experience more exclusions than those 
without these additional challenges (Lin, 2016).

Although there exist hierarchies and prejudices for men in this example of a 
singly ethnic gay community (e.g., the Chinese gay community), gay men living in 
ethnically diverse gay communities may also experience challenges. For example, 
in Canada, gay Black Canadian men not only experience racism in the greater 
Canadian society but also in the gay Canadian community (George et al., 2012). In 
one study, some gay Canadian men directly stated “No Asians” in their dating 
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profiles or email responses when they were seeking potential dating partners 
(Nakamura et al., 2013). In sum, gay communities may provide belongingness and 
support to gay men but, sadly, can also create challenges through various types of 
exclusions of certain groups of gay men.

6.5.2  Same-Sex Female Communities

Compared to the gay male community, the lesbian community may be less visible 
globally. For example, lesbians in the United States experience higher rates of pov-
erty compared to gay cis-gendered men (17.9% vs. 12.1%, respectively, Badgett 
et al., 2019). It also appears to be more of a trend over the last few decades for 
younger people in the LGBTQ spectrum who are assigned female at birth (AFAB) 
in the United States to take on other types of sexual and gender identities instead of 
the identity of lesbian (Schmidt, 2021). Thus, the lesbian community may be dimin-
ishing in numbers since younger AFAB people may not be identifying as lesbian in 
equal or higher rates compared to older lesbians passing away.

Jones (2020) mentioned that lesbian groups have historically been marginalized 
from women’s and gay men’s movements as well as were excluded from LGBTQ 
spaces. In South Korea, although gay and lesbian organizations collaboratively 
hosted the first pride parade in 1999, the lesbians had much fewer physical spaces 
for gatherings, especially outside Seoul and outside college campuses (Jones, 2020). 
In South Korea, the oldest LGBTQ neighborhood is located in the Jongno District 
of Seoul but only provides services for cisgender gay men; also, the second oldest 
LGBTQ neighborhood, located in the Yongsan District of Seoul, mainly hosts cis-
gender gay men through the provision of several gay male establishments. 
Conversely, only two lesbian-only bars exist in this district (Jones, 2020). Lesbian 
bars were a common meeting ground for South Korean sexual minority women to 
congregate and build community. The owners of lesbian bars therefore developed 
multiple strategies to protect their lesbian patrons. First, the lesbian bar signboards 
were often rendered in English to avoid garnering attention from the South Korean 
public. Second, while the gay men’s bars were often located on the first floor, the 
lesbian bars were more commonly located on the basement or top floor of a building 
to avoid attention. Some lesbian bars coordinated their schedules to remain open 
until public transportation resumed in the morning for security reasons (Jones, 
2020). It thus appears that owners and employees from different lesbian bars worked 
together to ensure the safety of their women patrons from potential harassment and 
victimization by cisgender men.

Thailand has a long history of sexual and gender diversity including female spirit 
mediums who would adopt masculine identities or make explicit claims to mascu-
linity (Morgan, 1999; Sinnott, 2004). Another tradition is toms and dees, who tradi-
tionally enter into same-sex female romantic relationships with each other. Toms are 
transmasculine individuals who do not identity as either women or men, whereas 
dees are their feminine partners who do identify as “normal” women (Sinnott, 2004).

6 Community and Social Support



160

Because heteronormative Thai society does not consider sexual activity between 
two anatomically female-bodied people as actual sex, toms have traditionally been 
“utilized” to safeguard the virginity of dees. That is, within mainstream Thai cul-
ture, young dees may be encouraged to partner with young toms until the dees reach 
marriageable age. The dees are then “released” by the toms so that the dees can 
enter into “proper” marriage and sexual unions with cisgendered men (Sinnott, 
2004). The dees are considered virgins until marriage because tom/dee unions are 
considered asexual, even if these unions include female same-sex activity.

Tom/dee communities are most prevalent in large cities like Bangkok but can 
also be found in more rural areas as well. These communities have been found 
among various social classes including factory workers, students, urban profession-
als, and even media celebrities (Sinnott, 2004). Anjaree was established in 1986 and 
was the oldest advocacy and activist organization for toms, dees, lesbians, and other 
sexual minority women. This organization launched a public information campaign, 
sponsored workshops and seminars to educate academics and the public on sexual 
rights, held social events, and promoted the terms “women who love women” and 
“same-sex love” in Thailand (Sinnott, 2004).

Lesla was established in 2000 and seems to be currently still viable focusing on 
urban middle-class female-bodied people and, in particular, on young toms and 
dees. It was first founded as an online club but also organizes parties at bars and 
discos in Bangkok. The focus of this organization is social and does not sponsor 
educational or political events or initiatives. When Anjaree was still viable, many 
people were members of both Anjaree and Lesla and both organizations provided 
open forums on the gender roles of toms and dees (Sinnott, 2004). There have also 
been nationwide social events, such as Mr. Tom Act, which was a talent show that 
attracted tom participants—and their dee admirers—across the country (Coconuts, 
2015). It is probable that the gender forums that Anjaree and Lesla provided allowed 
for members to explore departures from and derivations of the traditional tom/dee 
gender roles. New roles and identities such as one-way, two-way, tom gay, les king, 
and les queen are currently in use among sexual and gender minority anatomically- 
female communities in Thailand (Coconuts, 2015).

Mitini Nepal (2021) is a Nepalese NGO focused on women with lesbian, bisex-
ual, and transgender identities. According to Mitini Nepal (2021), several programs 
and services are offered including lobbying and advocacy, awareness and sensitiza-
tion, provision of skill development and income-generating training, leadership 
development and human rights training, and psychological and legal counseling. 
Some of these initiatives focus on various sectors of Nepalese society such as utiliz-
ing street dramas, cultural programs, posters, and pamphlets to educate the public as 
well as impacting institutions such as schools, colleges, government stakeholders, 
and police. Increasing awareness in schools and colleges, among governmental offi-
cials, and throughout the general public could greatly augment access to resources 
and support for sexual minority women and transgender people throughout various 
sectors of Nepalese society.

In the United States, a study of butch/femme lesbian participants suggested that 
femme lesbians might be afraid of not being desired by women and not being 
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recognized as lesbians, whereas butch lesbians might be afraid of being rejected by 
potential partners and mistaken for males (Hiestand & Levitt, 2005). Butch/femme 
identities have a relatively long history in the United States and can be traced from 
the early twentieth century (Kennedy & Davis, 1993; Faderman, 1992). In one piv-
otal study based on 45 oral histories, the evolution of a working-class community of 
both Black and White butch/femme lesbians in upstate New  York in the United 
States was examined from the 1930s to the 1960s (Kennedy & Davis, 1993). In 
these more politically repressive times in the United States, these lesbians had to 
develop several ways to resist various forms of hostility and oppression, including 
sometimes getting involved in physical altercations with cisgendered men. These 
women were financially independent, working at their own jobs (instead of being 
financially dependent on cisgendered men). These lesbians often met other lesbians 
in bars, and lesbian bar culture was thus prominent during these decades. The public 
spaces of bars, however, could not be taken for granted, and these lesbians often had 
to assertively claim and maintain these public spaces for the continual existence of 
these meeting grounds. Women in this community also supported and encouraged 
each other to actively resist heteronormative coercive forces. It is thus believed that 
this community was one of the roots of the more recent US gay and lesbian libera-
tion social movement (Kennedy & Davis, 1993).

In one US-based sexual minority women’s online magazine, Kim (2019) listed 
the best lesbian-friendly cities. The cities were evaluated based on the Municipal 
Equality Index, calculated from the quality of non-discrimination laws, services, 
and leadership, and the LGBTQ population density, based on the Gallup survey. 
What can be inferred is that a mixture of equality laws, ample service provision, and 
prominent LGBTQ+ communities can comprise a supportive matrix in which lesbi-
ans can thrive. The highest-ranked cities included the following: Austin, Texas; New 
Orleans, Louisiana; Portland, Oregon; Tampa, Florida; Louisville, Kentucky; 
Columbus, Ohio; Atlanta, Georgia; and Denver, Colorado.

Senior retirement communities also exist for older sexual minority women, 
including lesbians. Discovery Bay Resort in Washington State is a recreational vehi-
cle (RV) community located on the North Olympic Peninsula (Feltman, 2021). The 
Resort in Fort Myers, Florida, encompasses 50 acres with over 250 homes and RV 
lots and offers many activities for its residents (Covelloin, 2021). As noted above, it 
is important for older adults, including older sexual minority women, to access cru-
cial material and social support resources. Access to these resources may become 
even more dire due to the health effects of aging. These retirement communities 
may thus provide a “safety net” for older sexual minority women by providing 
companionship, information, and access to resources.

6.5.3  Bisexual Communities

Bisexual groups include those who identify as bisexual, men who have sex with 
men and women (MSMW), women who have sex with men and women (WSMW), 
pansexual, omnisexual, biromantic, polysexual, and sexually fluid. Bisexuals seem 
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to be divided into two groups—those who are “out” with regard to being bisexual 
and those who are not.

Numerous “out” bisexual communities exist globally, including many that orga-
nize communities online. For example, Bi-Sides (2021) hosts a cyberspace for 
bisexual people in Brazil and is actively working against biphobia in the Brazilian 
society. Toronto Bi+ Network (2021) offers peer support, social networks, informa-
tion, and resources to support the community of bisexuals, pansexuals, omnisexual, 
two-spirit, fluid, and people questioning their sexuality and is committed to operat-
ing within an anti-oppression framework, such as biphobia, transphobia, homopho-
bia, ableism, racism. There also exist some bisexual groups on social media such as 
the Bi Collective Delhi (2021) on Twitter for Indian bisexual people and BiQuPan 
(2021) on Facebook for Swedish bisexual people.

In contrast, men who are not “out” about their bisexual activities are often termed 
“non-disclosing” in research studies. Arena and Jones (2017) explained that bisex-
ual persons were less likely to disclose their sexual orientation publicly as compared 
to gay and lesbian persons because of the potential negative views toward bisexual-
ity from heterosexual, gay, and lesbian groups. Non-disclosing bisexual MSM are 
often characterized as a hard-to-reach population with no discernable SGM com-
munity affiliations. Some of these men will identify as heterosexual or will have no 
sexual orientation identification and have been identified as a potentially high-risk 
HIV population (Millett et al., 2005; Siegel et al., 2008; Siegel & Meunier, 2019).

6.5.4  Transgender and Non-binary Gender Communities

Although in the Global North, it may appear that trans and non-binary gender com-
munities are relatively new, there are several cultures in Mexico, Thailand, India, 
South Africa, the Middle East, and Polynesia in which trans and non-binary gender 
identities have existed for hundreds or even thousands of years (Gannon, 2007; 
Gibson, 2002; Herdt, 2020; Mirandé, 2017; Morris, 1994; Mujtaba et  al., 1997; 
Reddy, 2005). In some countries and regions such as Thailand, South Africa, 
Mexico, and North America, both transfeminine and transmasculine people existed 
as part of the historical traditional cultures (Gibson, 2002; Gosling & Osborne, 
2000; Lang, 1998; Morris, 1994; Roscoe, 1998). These identities that come from 
historical traditions in the Global South often have non-binary gender characteris-
tics and these identities are often considered a third or fourth sex rather than transi-
tioning from one side of a gender binary to the other (Herdt, 2020; Hwahng, 2011; 
Morris, 1994; Sinnott, 2004). Despite this history, transfeminine communities in the 
Global South, in particular, are highly marginalized, and a large number of trans-
feminine people live in poverty and engage in survival sex work (Gannon, 2007; 
Kulick, 1998; La Fountain-Stokes, 1998; Nuttbrock, 2018).

One exception to the extreme forms of marginalization and coerced sex work 
that many transfeminine people encounter in the Global South is the transfeminine 
muxes in the Oaxaca district of Mexico (Finkler, 2008; Gosling & Osborne, 2000; 
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Mirandé, 2017). Muxes are considered part of traditional indigenous Mexican soci-
ety but do not have to engage in survival sex work because of their relatively higher 
societal acceptance and integration into the larger Zapotec society. They are thus 
able to engage in other types of occupations within the legal work economy includ-
ing working as beauty salon owners, NGO staff, local politicians, and lawyers. 
Muxes also host large traditional festivals (velas) that are well attended by the gen-
eral community and consecrated by the local Catholic church as well as engaging in 
muxe-specific support groups (Mirandé, 2017).

There is also an active global transgender or “trans*” community presence 
online. For example, TransWorldView is comprised of blog posts written by Kayley 
Whalen, a transfemale activist who actively travels in Asia and writes about the 
diversity of transgender communities she encounters (Whalen, 2021). She was also 
selected in 2020 to represent Miss USA in the Miss International Queen pageant in 
Thailand, which is the world’s most prestigious transgender beauty pageant. In gen-
eral, transfeminine communities appear to be more visible globally compared to 
transmasculine communities. Although speculative, it is interesting to note that 
there may be some parallels between the greater visibility of gay men among the 
cis-gendered sexual minority communities and the greater visibility of transfemi-
nine people among the gender minority communities. Over the last few decades, 
there has been a marked increase in trans visibility, resulting in legislative changes, 
marches, and media visibility (Flores & Sutterman, 2020).

6.5.5  Biphobia and Transphobia in Lesbian/Gay Communities

Socially and politically, LGBTQ groups work together to protest anti-LGBTQ poli-
cies and confront anti-LGBTQ groups. However, bisexual and transgender/gender 
non-binary individuals are usually marginalized in the merged community com-
posed of all sexual and gender minorities. Moreover, studies related to the bisexual 
and transgender/gender non-binary communities are lacking. A study with 69 cis-
gender bisexual men and 21 cisgender bisexual women in France reported the exis-
tence of biphobia in either gay or lesbian communities; moreover, the bisexual 
participants reported they were stereotyped as disloyal partners in same-sex rela-
tionships because they have interest in more than one gender (Welzer-Lang & 
Tomolillo, 2008). The lack of inclusion of MSM and non-cisgender individuals in 
gay communities has also been documented in Taiwan, Hong Kong, mainland 
China, Malaysia, and Singapore (Lin, 2016). A study with 112 male-to-female 
(MtF) individuals in Thailand found that the participants were excluded from the 
heterosexual society and lesbian/gay groups because of their job types (most were 
sex workers) and the high rate of HIV within the transgender population in Thailand 
(Nemoto et al., 2012). A US study with six cisgender gay males and five cisgender 
lesbian female participants found that the inexperience of some gay and lesbian 
participants led them to feel uncomfortable being around transgender people 
because of the lack of familiarity (Nagoshi et al., 2017).
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6.5.6  Intersex Communities

Compared to other sexual and gender minority groups, the intersex community is much 
less invisible and has less access to relevant information and resources. Organization 
Intersex International (2021) is a decentralized global network of intersex organizations 
from various countries and regions of the world. For instance, Organization Intersex 
International Austria (2021) provides counseling services for intersex people in Austria 
and training for people who work for this population, and Organization Intersex 
International Chinese (2021) advocates for human rights for intersex people in Taiwan 
and promotes education to raise awareness about this population. There are also some 
cyberspaces for intersex people in the Philippines (OII InterSex Philippines Inc, 2021) 
and Latin America (Organización Internacional Intersexual – Hispanoparlante, 2021). 
Intersex Asia (2021) on Facebook is the first regional network established by Asian 
intersex activists and organizations advocating intersex human rights.

6.5.7  Asexual/Aromantic Communities

Asexual (ace) and aromantic (aro; and derivations including greysexual/romantic and 
demisexual/romantic) communities are the most recently visible communities within 
the LGBTQ spectrum (Aces and Aros, 2021). There is still debate whether ace/aro 
communities should be included in the LGBTQ spectrum (Kelsey, 2017). A good 
introduction to ace and aro identities is provided by the Asexual Visibility and 
Education Network’s website (2020), which hosts the world’s largest online asexual 
community as well as an archive of asexuality and aromantic resources. An interna-
tional network of asexuality organizers has also been organizing “Ace Week” since 
2010 as an awareness campaign to encourage LGBTQ orgs to support the ace com-
munity (Ace Week, 2021). One major campaign run by this network is to change the 
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual so that asexual and aromantic identities are com-
pletely depathologized. This group was able to advocate for partial depathologization 
in the DSM-5, however, this group is still advocating for complete depathologization. 
The Ace Week site also lists community events from Australia, India, and various 
regions of the US Indian Aces (2021) is a collective of, for, and by ace and aspec 
(asexual spectrum) people from/in India. This organization offers a series of work-
shops and events on gender and sexual diversity including asexuality and LGBTQIA+ 
identities. The collective is also involved in research and advocacy.

6.5.8  Online Communities and Social Media

In most LGBTQ communities within LMICs, members tend to hide their sexual and 
gender identity in public and, thus, would tend not to live in an LGBTQ village, 
enclave, or ghetto. Instead, LGBTQ online communities offer opportunities for 
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connection and social support, such as those on Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram as 
well as dating apps (e.g., Grindr (for gay men), Scruff (for gay men), GROWLr (for 
gay men, especially bears), Her (for lesbians), Bumble (for lesbians), TS Dates (for 
transgender individuals)). These online communities allow LGBTQ individuals to 
meet their interpersonal, intimate, and sexual needs quickly and conveniently.

In general, there do not seem to be active online lesbian communities in the 
Global South that are separate from larger LGBTQ organizations and communities 
tied to specific geographic locations. One network that stands out is the 
Eurocentralasian Lesbian Community (ELC) (2021), which is an NGO advocating 
for lesbian rights in Europe and Central Asia. In early 2021, ELC disseminated a 
survey about the impact of COVID-19 on lesbians in Europe and Central Asia as a 
way to assess the state of these lesbian communities in these specific regions of the 
world. ELC also offers emergency grants for lesbian-led and focused groups and 
promotes lesbian politicians.

A recent study also found a fairly large and fast-growing gay Mandarin-language 
cybercommunity on Facebook in Asia (Lin, 2018). For some LGBTQ individuals, 
however, having an online presence requires them to mask their true identity in one 
profile and to be “out” in another profile. This approach was documented in a study 
of Taiwanese gay men (Lin, 2018).

6.5.9  Religious and Spiritual Groups

Religious and spiritual groups can also offer support to LGBTQ individuals. For 
example, the Reformation Project is a Bible-based ecumenical organization inclu-
sive of Protestant, Catholic, and Orthodox Christians. Its mission is to advance 
LGBTQ inclusion in the Church (The Reformation Project, 2022). Another example 
is the Good Hope Metropolitan Community Church (GHMCC) in South Africa, 
which stands in solidarity with LGBTQ individuals to fight for human rights and be 
a voice for social justice (Potgieter & Reygan, 2011). Comunidad San Elredo is a 
gay Catholic youth group started in Mexico in 2007 to support such youth (Agren, 
2007). The conservative Christian denomination Seventh Day Adventists (SDAs) 
are considered the most racially diverse religious group in the United States (Lipka, 
2015). Although officially the SDA Church does not accept LGBTQ+ behaviors and 
lifestyles, there is an international network of current and former SDAs who have 
organized as Seventh-Day Adventist Kinship International (2021). This organiza-
tion has branches in South America, Europe, and other international sites and offers 
alternative faith-based programming and resources that are inclusive of and sup-
portive to LGBTQ+ people (Seventh-Day Adventist, 2021).

In Judaism, the Reform Movement (the largest Jewish denomination in the 
United States) has been leading the inclusiveness of LGBTQ individuals in syna-
gogues and Jewish communities more broadly, including the acceptance of LGBTQ- 
identifying rabbis and acknowledgment of same-sex Jewish marriages (Human 
Rights Campaign Foundation, 2022b). Keshet is an LGBTQ Jewish organization 
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based in the United States that works for the full equality of all LGBTQ Jews and 
families in Jewish life (Keshet, 2022).

While many religions enact rules about sexual behavior, Buddhist attitudes 
toward LGBTQ people are often a reflection of culture rather than Buddhist phi-
losophy, and Buddhism is generally socially liberal and welcoming to LGBTQ 
members (Atwood, 2019). For example, Ven. Shih Chao-Hwei, a Taiwanese 
Buddhist master, was awarded the 38th Niwano Peace Prize in 2021 and has been a 
vocal supporter of same-sex marriage and officiated the first Buddhist same-sex 
wedding for a lesbian couple in Taiwan in 2012 (Lewis, 2021; Lieblich, 2020).

Paganism was originally a polytheistic religion from ancient Europe that has 
been adopted by many LGBTQ+ people globally in contemporary times. The con-
temporary form is sometimes viewed as modern/post-modern paganism, may 
involve witchcraft, and has attracted people across the LGBTQ+ spectrum (Gay in 
the CLE, 2021; “Gay Pagan Men,” 2021). Informed by paganism as well as New 
Age spirituality, the Radical Faeries originated in the 1970s as a gay male move-
ment combining queer liberation and secular spirituality that has since grown into a 
worldwide network encompassing a variety of genders and sexual identities. The 
Radical Faeries often organize gatherings and environmentally sustainable rural- 
based sanctuaries (Baume, 2021).

6.5.10  BDSM/Leather and Polyamory Communities

Finally, within the LGBTQ community exist subcultures that are considered the 
radical fringe. One such subculture is the BDSM community, which stands for 
bondage, discipline, and sado/masochism play. BDSM emphasizes power exchange 
between consenting adults in which role-playing and physical and/or psychological 
stimulation or manipulation is often involved (Ullmann, 2015). In 2013, the 
American Psychiatric Association depathologized BDSM as a mental disorder in 
the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition (National 
Coalition for Sexual Freedom, 2021). While individuals interested in BDSM come 
from all genders and sexualities, many BDSM community members identify 
as LGBTQ.

Despite its depathologization, organized BDSM communities seem to only exist 
in the Global North. For example, there are annual International Ms./Mr. Leather 
and International Ms./Mr. Bootblack contests held in the United States that have 
attracted thousands of people, many of whom identify within the LGBTQ+ spec-
trum (IMSLBB, 2021; International Mr. Leather, 2021). Another organization is 
Women of Drummer, which hosts several regional parties all over the United States 
(Women of Drummer, 2021) as well as an annual camping weekend in Maryland, 
USA. SISC is located on a farm in Denmark and hosts international BDSM weeks 
for the LGBTQ+ community (SISC, 2021). One week is set aside specifically for 
queer, women, lesbian, trans, and intersex people, and a few weeks are reserved for 
gay men.
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Although there do not appear to be specific LGBTQ+ polyamory communities, 
many polyamory communities include members who identify within the LGBTQ+ 
spectrum, BDSM/Leather communities, and/or have fluid gender identities or sex-
ual orientations (The Polyamory Society, 2021). An annual retreat for members of 
polyamory communities is held in the United States (Loving More, 2021).

6.5.11  Other Support Groups

Besides the other categories of social support delineated in this chapter, there are 
also a variety of groups that offer support and resources for other types of LGBTQ 
subpopulations such as those living with HIV, youth, seniors, and people with dis-
abilities. For an example regarding people living with HIV (PLWHIV), the Taiwan 
Lourdes Association works on HIV prevention and human rights and quality of life 
among PLWHIV, provides group and individual counseling services for PLWHIV, 
and helps build up support groups for PLWHIV (Taiwan Lourdes Association, 
2019). For an example about the youth group, CamASEAN Youth’s Future in 
Cambodia aims to combat societal discrimination on LGBTQ youth and to build up 
support groups for them (CamASEAN Youth’s Future, 2019). For an example 
regarding LGBTQ seniors, Indiapink provides the customized and leisure travels 
for LGBTQ seniors in India in order to improve their social interaction and well- 
being (Indiapink, 2019). For an example about disabilities, the Disabled+Queer in 
Taiwan works on the human rights and well-being of LGBTQ individuals living 
with (Disabled+Queer, 2019).

6.5.12  LGBTQ-Related Organizations

LGBTQ-focused organizations also play important roles for LGBTQ individuals. 
They aim to provide social support, hold local LGBTQ pride events, collect health- 
related resources including counseling services and medical care, build up Parents, 
Families and Friends of LGBTQ+ (PFLAG) groups, and improve the LGBTQ- 
related policies (e.g., anti-discrimination, marriage equality, and gender change). 
PFLAG was founded in 1973 and has over 400 chapters and 200,000 members in 
both urban and rural areas of the United States (PFLAG, “About PFLAG,” 2021a). 
Although the “official” PFLAG is only affiliated with the United States, also known 
as “PFLAG National,” they have granted permission to some international organiza-
tions and activists to also utilize the PFLAG name. Thus, organizations in Australia, 
Belgium, Canada, China, France, Israel, Italy, Japan, Jamaica, Mexico, New 
Zealand, Portugal, South Africa, Spain, Switzerland, the United Kingdom, and 
Vietnam also utilize the PFLAG moniker (PFLAG, “International Focus,” 2021b).

Human rights are a large focus of many global LGBTQ+ human rights organiza-
tions. The International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans, and Intersex Association 
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(ILGA) (2021) is a leading organization and global voice for the rights of those who 
face discrimination on the grounds of sexual orientation, gender identity, gender 
expression, and/or sex characteristics.

Outright Action International (OAI; formerly International Gay and Lesbian 
Human Rights Commission) focuses on advocacy, movement resourcing, and 
research. OAI has spearheaded a number of important international cases resulting 
in legal and policy wins for LGBTQ+ rights around the world. OAI has also incu-
bated several LGBTQ+ organizations in the Global South as well as provides train-
ing and support to Global South and BIPOC activists. OAI has also produced 
hundreds of reports and briefing papers, sponsored a webinar, video, and podcast 
series, and in December 2020 hosted the OutSummit LGBTIQ human rights confer-
ence, bringing together 1600 people from 100+ countries (Outright Action 
International, 2021).

Astraea: Lesbian Foundation for Justice is a public foundation based in New York 
City in the United States that raises and distributes funds to programs and initia-
tives, prioritizing those led by lesbians, queer women, transgender and gender non- 
conforming people, intersex people, and people of color. Aside from philanthropic 
ventures, Astraea is also involved in media and communications awareness cam-
paigns, capacity building, and leadership development (Astraea, 2021).

There are also a variety of locally-focused LGBTQ organizations based in the 
Global South: Nouakchott Solidarité Association in Mauritania (aims to improve 
human rights for LGB communities, people living with HIV, and women); the 
Iranian Lesbian and Transgender Network (aims to improve human rights for les-
bian and transgender people); and Bedayaa in the Nile Valley Area (works to pro-
mote the acceptance of homosexuality in Egypt and Sudan and helps LGBTQI 
people to live a life free of discrimination or stigma) (The International Lesbian, 
Gay, Bisexual, Trans and Intersex Association, 2021). Other Global South-based 
organizations include Comunidad Homosexual Argentina (2021), ADESPROC 
Libertad GLBT (2021) in Bolivia, Quality of Citizenship Jamaica (2021), Guyana 
RainBow Foundation (2021), and AZAD LGBT (2021) in Azerbaijan. It is impor-
tant that local, regional, and global LGBTQ-focused organizations continue to 
flourish to provide much-needed information, support, guidance, and resources to 
LGBTQ+ people and communities throughout the world.

6.6  Conclusion

LGBTQ populations experience minority stress, especially those who live in LMICs 
or the Global South. Their stress may be amplified by inadequate access to health 
services, financial challenges, few educational resources, and the limited capacity of 
their governments to solve social problems. Therefore, it is important for LGBTQ 
individuals to receive social support from their families (biological or chosen) and 
communities. In this chapter, we discussed support from parents, siblings, teachers, 
partners, and colleagues. We also discussed support provided during other life 
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stages, such as parenthood and elderhood, and by religious and spiritual connec-
tions. We explored worldwide LGBTQ+ communities, including those in physical 
spaces and those online. We discussed the impact of biphobia and transphobia in 
lesbian and gay communities. Lastly, we provided rich information about global, 
regional, and local LGBTQ-related organizations throughout the world, including 
organizations focused on specific LGBTQ subpopulations. As demonstrated in this 
chapter, there is seemingly an abundance of LGBTQ community and social support 
institutions, organizations, networks, and resources. The challenge is not only to 
augment access to the already existing institutions, organizations, and resources, but 
to continue building additional community and social support institutions, organiza-
tions, networks, and resources so that all sectors of the LGBTQ population can be 
well-served.

6.7  Case Study: South African LGBTQ Communities 
and Social Supports

South Africa has been a democracy since the end of apartheid in 1994 and has con-
tinually worked on addressing the legal rights of lesbian, gay, and bisexual people 
(Nel, 2014). Act No. 108 of 1996 in the South African Constitution enshrines the 
right to non-discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation. South Africa was the 
first country in the world to include this ban on discrimination based on sexual ori-
entation in their constitution (Outright International, 2022). Since then, South Africa 
legalized same-sex marriage in 2006 (Brouard & Pieterse, 2012).

However, this progression in legislation has not eliminated the societal discrimi-
nation toward sexual and gender minority populations in the country. Lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, transgender, and queer (LGBTQ) people in South Africa continue to expe-
rience high levels of violence, abuse, homophobia, and discrimination in their fami-
lies and certain public social spaces and challenges accessing basic services 
including education, health care, and legal justice (Francis & Msibi, 2011; Haffejee 
& Wiebesiek, 2021; Olney & Musabayana, 2016; Reygan & Lynette, 2014; Smuts, 
2011; Van Zyl, 2015). For example, in a nationally representative study conducted 
in 2015, 72% of those surveyed indicated they believed that same-sex relationships 
are morally wrong, and only one in ten participants said they believed someone’s 
sexual orientation was something they acquired from birth (Brouard et al., 2016).

Sexism and racism also often exist within LGBTQ communities in South Africa. 
In 1995, gay identity in South Africa was used to refer almost exclusively to White 
middle-class urban men (Gevisser & Cameron, 1995). Williams (2008) indicated 
that racial segregation continued to exist in queer social spaces in Cape Town and 
noted that the gay areas in the city were most frequented by White gay men, while 
Black gay men and Black lesbian women were situated in the townships on the 
periphery of central Cape Town. Also, gendered boundaries served to exclude 
lesbian women from male-dominated gay social spaces, leading to the invisibility of 
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South Africa map showing major cities as well as parts of surrounding countries and the Indian 
and South Atlantic Oceans (Source: Central Intelligence Agency, 2021)
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Black lesbian women in queer social spaces in South Africa at large (Stephens & 
Boonzaier, 2020). Interestingly, Black LGBTQ organizations were understood to 
have political agendas that were rooted in their experiences of class and race oppres-
sion, while White LGBTQ organizations were described as having social agendas 
rooted in classism and material privilege (Stephens & Boonzaier, 2020).

While White LGBTQ people may experience privilege compared to their Black 
counterparts, they are still marginalized in South African society as a whole. As a 
result of prejudice, stigma, and discrimination from both outside and within queer 
spaces, LGBTQ people in South Africa experience a range of mental health chal-
lenges such as depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder, substance use 
disorder, and suicidal ideation (Polders et al., 2008; Theuninck, 2000; Wells, 2006). 
However, despite experiencing continued societal discrimination, resilience also 
exists in LGBTQ populations (Haffejee & Wiebesiek, 2021). One example comes 
from understanding that despite the challenges they face, the LGBTQ community in 
South Africa continues to explore and welcome gender and sexual fluidity. Fixed 
gender roles are being challenged, and gender fluidity is welcomed in the gay male 
community (Henderson, 2018). Additionally, cisgender gay men also purportedly 
have relationships and engage in sexual practices with transgender men as well as 
intersex men, demonstrating their expanding understanding and celebration of vari-
ous gender identities (Henderson, 2018).

Because of the continued hardships LGBTQ people face in South Africa, as well 
as to foster their resilience and build a sense of community, LGBTQ-focused social 
support organizations have been created. Their overall goal, as in many countries, is 
to support this population through education, service provision, health care, 
strengths-building practices, and more. One example of such an organization is 
Triangle Project. Triangle Project is one of the largest LGBTQI (“I” being intersex) 
organizations in the country, offering a wide range of services to a diverse and grow-
ing community. Triangle Project provides mental health services, a medical clinic, 
a mobile clinic, home-based care, solidarity spaces, and support groups. Triangle 
Project seeks to foster community engagement and empowerment, explorations of 
sex, attraction, and gender through solidarity and support groups, and political lead-
ership and activism, while addressing intimate partner violence, hate crimes, and 
alcohol and drug use. Clientele includes people living with HIV, refugees, migrants, 
LGBTQI youth and adults, and parents of LGBTQI children (Triangle Project, 2022).

Triangle Project has a long history of supporting LGBTQ communities in South 
Africa. Its origins are in an organization called the Gay Association of South Africa 
(GASA) 6010, which was established in 1981. GASA 6010 provided counseling 
and medical services and a telephone hotline starting in 1982. It was one of the first 
organizations in South Africa to respond to the HIV/AIDS crisis, assisting with 
prevention initiatives in gay bars and clubs in 1984. AIDS Support and Education 
Trust (ASET) was established as part of GASA 6010 in 1989, and ASET and the 
counseling service became independent from the parent organization in 1994. In 
1996, GASA 6010 changed its name to Triangle Project to reflect the multi-faceted 
nature of its services. Triangle Project then established the first gay and lesbian 
health project in a Black African township in Cape Town.
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Another organization doing important work to support the LGBTQ community 
in South Africa is OUT LGBT Well-Being, the second-oldest LGBT organization in 
the country (OUT LGBT Well-Being, 2022). It began in 1994 and is a professional 
services organization and a member organization of the International Lesbian and 
Gay Association (ILGA). OUT LGBT Well-Being’s work takes place on local, 
provincial, national, continental, and international levels, and its focus areas are 
direct health and mental health services, research, training, advocacy, and other 
forms of support. Since 2006, OUT LGBT Well-Being has been particularly active 
in advocacy, and past efforts include same-sex marriage, victim empowerment, hate 
crimes mitigation, and advocating for the Sexual Offenses Act. Current advocacy 
work by OUT LGBT Well-Being focuses on HIV and hate crime legislation. The 
organization has played a major role in securing an LGBT Sector within the South 
African National AIDS Council. As a member of African Men for Sexual Health 
and Rights (AMSHeR), this organization actively promotes the interest of men who 
have sex with men on the continent.

In summary, while South Africa has multiple legal protections for LGBTQ 
people, there are still societal barriers to equality and equity for these populations. 
Organizations like Triangle Project and OUT LGBT Well-Being work tirelessly to 
improve the lives of LGBTQ people in South Africa. Support for these organiza-
tions and continued research into ways to encourage LGBTQ people to thrive are 
key to continuing to positively impact LGBTQ people in South Africa.
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