
 
Guide for professionals who work with people with a learning disability who 
identify as LGBTQ+  
 
 
 
This guide aims to empower people to have the knowledge and skills to provide high quality and 
appropriate support for people with a learning disability who also identify as LGBTQ+.  
It looks first at the historical reasons why LGBTQ+ issues vary from those within the 
heterosexual community and then links this to the issues and barriers that people with 
learning disabilities have faced when looking for a relationship. It concludes by considering 
how best to support people with learning disabilities who are LGBTQ+ in a person-centred 
way. 
 
Article 8 of the Human Rights Act 1998i enshrines the right for everyone to have a loving 
relationship, regardless of disability or sexuality. For LGBTQ+ people with learning 
disabilities, the Act should be used to uphold their rights to support in relation to their 
sexuality. The laws of the land have not always been so benign. To understand the present 
we must look at the past. 
 
Historical context 
 
In 1861 the maximum sentence of death for homosexual acts was replaced with life 
imprisonment. In 1967 the Sexual Offences Act partially decriminalised homosexual acts 
between men; curiously, no laws ever existed against women. The Act decided that two 
men over 21 could now have sexual relations in a private house without risk of a prison 
sentence. However, anti-homosexual laws continued to exist and were often enforced more 
often than ever. The pre-existing law of “Inviting, encouraging and promoting of homosexual 
acts” was used to entrap, arrest and prosecute gay men using a variety of techniques 
including frequent raids on gay venues. The crime of “gross indecency” was still on the 
books and could be used against any public display of affection between men. According to 
research by Peter Tatchell, prosecutions actually went significantly up after the Act came 
into force, from 426 prosecutions in 1966, to 1,711 in 1974. “Section 28” of the 1988 Local 
Government Act stated that “a local authority shall not intentionally promote homosexuality 
or publish material with the intention of promoting homosexuality”. Although mainly aimed at 
schools, it undoubtedly tied the hands of many well-intentioned Social Workers and set the 
tone for 20 years and was not repealed until 2003. In 2004 the Gender Recognition Act 
recognised the rights of Trans people to self-identify their gender and in 2013 same sex 
couples could legally be married. 
 
Consider these struggles with the movement for equal rights for people with a Learning 
Disability and we can begin to understand why there has been so little recognition of the 
human rights of LGBT people with a learning disability, and so little positive action to support 
these rights. 
 



Attitudes towards the sexuality of people with a learning disability 
 
The sexuality of people with learning disabilities has consistently been ignored, ridiculed or 
demonised. Often people have been seen as either asexual or inappropriately over-sexed. 
Families, professionals and society have all been guilty of infantilising the individual, helping to 
deny any chance of a full family life as laid out in the Human Rights Act. These are truths 
experienced by most people with a learning disability. However, if the person happens to be 
LGBTQ+ a whole new set of prejudices and barriers will be laid on top. For example, with 
society often reflecting government actions, older people with a learning disability to identify as 
LGBTQ+, whether living in long term stay hospitals or with their families, learned to hide or bury 
their sexuality or face the consequences of an extremely hostile environment. We need to 
understand this. 
 
People with a learning disability who identify as LGBTQ+ fit into two often discriminated-
against groups whose cumulative rights have not been recognized until comparatively 
recently. However these two groups do not often come into contact with each other and both 
communities can be guilty of discriminating against the other. Attitudes from people with a 
learning disability towards LGBTQ+ people can reflect the mix of society's prejudices and 
anecdotally it would seem that the LGBTQ+ community is not always that welcoming. The gay 
“scene” can be threatening for people, and support to access the scene is rarely available. 
 
In the learning disability community, the “Wellbeing” principle of the 2014 Care Act, “emotional 
health” and “personal relationships” are now high up the agenda. If we want to be inclusive, 
we need to recognise the importance of cross-sectoral collaboration between the LGBTQ+ 
and learning disability communities professionally as well as personally. 
 
There has been some (but not much) research in this area, most of it painting a bleak picture. 
“Secret loves, hidden lives”, 2005 (Abbott et al)ii highlighted a lot of the issues. In interviews 
they found that half of LGBTQ+ people with a learning disability did not know any other 
LGBTQ+ people, and that almost everyone had been bullied or abused for their sexual 
orientation. Almost everyone wanted a loving relationship and support to help them achieve 
this. The follow up report, released 10 years later, “Love in a Cold Climate” (2015)iii suggested 
that whilst attitudes from support staff were perhaps changing, the reality on the ground was 
that that things had not improved very much. The current financial situation in Social Work was 
clearly not helping with some support groups folding and an almost complete lack of funding. 
 
 
Things to think about and actions to take 
 
Support Plans and Assessments  
If we are to fulfil the expectations our role as supports for people with a learning disability, there 
can be no avoiding sexuality questions within assessments and support plans. No assumptions 
that a person is of any particular sexuality should be made without good evidence. However, 
there are no rules around identifying a person's sexuality. The campest man may be straight 
and the most feminine of women may be lesbian. You cannot be sure of a person's sexuality 
unless they choose to let you know. 



 
Coming out / Disclosing Sexual Orientation  
Has the person “come out”? “Coming out” is phrase with a few meanings. These include 
coming out to oneself and starting to accept one's own sexuality. This can happen at any 
time in a person's life; age is not a factor. Some people “always knew”, and come out early 
and easily, whilst others struggle for many years. Try to be aware as to where the person 
might be on this spectrum. “Coming Out” to those closest to you is often a truly difficult 
and vulnerable time - fear of rejection runs high. This is a time when the quality of support 
is vital. Nonetheless, while assumptions of heterosexuality remain, a person who identifies 
as LGBTQ+ often never really stops “coming out”. But how much and to who is a choice 
the individual has to make daily. Good person-centred support is absolutely vital, 
particularly if the person is “coming out” to people close to them at the time. 
 
Attitudes of Others  
Be aware that staff attitudes (conscious or otherwise) may be acting as a barrier to 
understanding. Some staff have been known to use cultural or religious issues as a reason for 
not appropriately supporting an LGBTQ+ person. This must be strongly challenged as the law 
is clear and any discrimination is against the Equality Act (2010) as sexual orientation is a 
protected characteristic under the Act. However with an almost complete lack of available 
training around LGBTQ+ issues, staff may not have the correct knowledge or skills for good 
support. 
 
If the person is stopped from expressing their sexuality (perhaps due to staff or families cultural 
and religious attitudes) this will have a negative impact on their lives. The Mental Capacity Act 
reminds us that “it should be assumed the person has the capacity to make their own decisions 
unless proved otherwise”. An independent advocate could act as an intermediary, perhaps 
recruited from within the LGBT advocacy community, to ensure they are not stopped from living 
the life they want. 
 
Talking Openly  
It can take a long time for a person with a learning disability (or a professional) to be 
comfortable enough to discuss sexuality issues. In my experience of running “Rainbow 
Friends” (a group for LGBTQ+ people with a learning disability in London) the supporters and 
the service users have all known each other for many years before having discussed their 
sexuality. The majority of supporters identify as LGBTQ+, and often have close, empathetic 
relationship with a person. Therefore, if trying to ascertain a person's sexuality it may be a 
good idea to question, as the first step, who is the best person to have the conversation to 
make sure they get the support they want and need. Attitudes to disclosure will vary hugely; 
the person’s disability, their age and cultural background all have an effect. Many people might 
not want to discuss their sexuality at all, and this should be respected. Other people will want 
to share everything. People need to be given plenty of opportunity to escape from the 
conversation. For example; if phrasing a questionnaire on sexuality the first and last options 
could helpfully be “Would rather not say”. This gives the person an easy way to ensure 
confidentiality. 



How/Why to ask about sexuality? 
 
In my experience all assessment forms have a sexuality question that needs to be filled in. 
Given that we cannot assume a person’s sexuality the much-feared sexuality question needs 
to be asked. With ever increasing pressure on professionals the temptation can be to shy away 
from this level of intrusion and concentrate on what is seen as the core issue of whether the 
person is “safe” or not. However, it is something that can be no longer ignored, but neither 
should it be feared, for ten minutes spent on this question in an interview has the potential to 
transform someone’s life. 
 
How to ask it will depend on the person. It does not have to be a direct question, there are a 
number of approaches possible and (assuming for now that the person has reasonable 
language skills) questions like “Are you in a relationship?” if yes, followed by “Is that with a man 
or a woman?” if no “Would you like to be in a relationship? Who would be your ideal partner? 
16 Conducting the assessment in the form of a chat is a good relaxed way to approach the 
question. Talking about an LGBTQ+ public figure is one option: “I was watching that Graham 
Norton last night”. Or about an LGBT-themed film “What’s your favourite film? I saw Priscilla 
queen of the desert last week”. Or try talking about LGBT issues in the news “I see so and so 
resigned, wasn’t his husband…” All of these can help you display that you are open-minded 
and approachable. Many LGBTQ+ people are perfectly comfortable talking about their own 
sexuality but only with people they are sure are not going to give them a negative reaction. So 
a little bit of positive flag waving can open doors. 
 
If the issue is raised in a sensitive and empathetic way, there is no absolute right or wrong way 
to approach this. Peoples styles differ and some find it easier than others. But with a bit of 
planning and forethought it should be no different to asking someone about other personal 
aspects of their life; discussing personal care requirements (for example) could be seen as 
equally intrusive, yet these are discussed often. A person’s sexuality should be viewed 
(because it is!) as equally important. 
 
Use appropriate language and communication. For example, don’t assume that everyone knows 
what being bisexual means. Most people would have no idea what the Q of LGBTQI stands for. 
Many people simply do not have the verbal language to express how they feel or what they 
want. The “conversation” can be supported visually. Simple pictures may help. A man hugging 
or kissing another man, a woman dressed as man or a woman with both a man and a woman. 
The LGBTQ+ terminology can be confusing to us all and therefore the conversation needs to be 
completely accessible to the person. You may feel that the person is not comfortable opening 
up. but wants support somehow. Perhaps leave them with some literature or a flyer from one of 
the support groups/LGBT projects that exist - “SwitchboardLGBTiv” for example. 



 
Translating findings into a Plan 
 
If a person you are working with shares that they would like support around their sexuality, 
then the next step is to incorporate this aspect of their lives into to care plans and support 
plans. 
 
Regular opportunities for accessing LGBTQ+ events and culture need to be written into plans 
and then monitored regularly. 
 
Does the person have a Keyworker? Think about whether they are the most appropriate person 
for the role? Keyworkers in supported housing settings play a vital part in the person’s everyday 
life and monthly meetings with the person are an opportunity to discuss and make plans for the 
future. It should be recorded that conversations have been had and opportunities discussed and 
offered. 
 
Opportunities offered could include going to a “pride event” or an LGBTQ+ film or visiting a 
“gay” part of town for a drink. 
 
One issue highlighted by Abbot el al, is the lack of places and groups for LGBT and people wth 
learning disabilities to meet safely. In some areas support groups exist. The opportunity to meet, 
befriend and share experiences with other LGBT people is a liberating experience to someone 
who has hidden their inner self for many years and can be a great place to start for someone 
who is just coming to terms with their sexuality. These Groups probably represent the safest 
and most rewarding way to meet other people and decrease the sense of isolation. 
 
At the start of 2019 areas covered by support groups include parts of Lancashire, Wakefield, 
Norwich, London, Oxford and Brighton. There are others, and new groups seem to be starting 
all the time so it’s worth checking online or with the “Supported Loving”v project below. There 
are some dating agencies for people with learning disabilities where LGBTQ+ people are 
fairly underrepresented at the time of writing but might be another avenue to go down.  
 
In Greater London there is a care agency Alternative Care Servicesvi that employ directly 
from the larger LGBTQ+ community on an individual basis, matching client to supporter. 
 
The “Josephine and Jack project”vii may be able to offer support around sex education for 
LGBT clients, whilst “Switchboard LGBT” are a good source of information and help. 
 
Final Thought 
 
Don’t be afraid! The awareness that we all have a lot of historical and cultural baggage around 
the subject makes us effective. It may at times be challenging, but enabling people with a 
learning disability to love who they wish to love and to be who they wish to be is surely why 
we do what we do. 
 



Notes 
Author: Jon Dennison 
Contact: 07981 489438, Jondennison1@gmail.com  
 
 
 
 
i https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/law-and-courts/civil-rights/human-rights/ 
 
ii https://www.bristol.ac.uk/media-library/sites/sps/migrated/documents/secretloveseasyread.pdf 
 
iii https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/bld.12131 
 
iv https://switchboard.lgbt/ 
 
v https://www.choicesupport.org.uk/about-us/what-we-do/supported-loving 
 
vi https://alternativecareservices.co.uk/ 
 
vii https://www.josephineandjackproject.co.uk/ 
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