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foreword
By Pink Saltire founder, Stuart Duffy.
DON’T WAIT ON OTHERS TO ACT – GET ORGANISED AND DO SOMETHING
Back at the beginning of 2020, we could barely have imagined the impact on our freedom that
has now become daily life for people in Scotland, the UK and around the world. While we planned
for another busy year of LGBT+ work in communities around the country, little did we know that
all our lives were about to be turned upside down.
As soon as the impact of the pandemic became apparent just before lockdown was announced,
we reached out to each of the leaders of Scotland’s main LGBT+ charities, offering our support,
solidarity and practical resources to aid the fight.
We hoped and waited to be invited to play our part. Just to help in some small way in a
co-ordinated national response, supporting those vulnerable LGBT+ people who already
faced significant challenges pre-COVID-19 with the inevitable hardship that was to come –
unemployment, anxiety, financial stress and much more.
But that co-ordinated, sector-wide response didn’t materialise.
If we’ve learned anything during this pandemic as an organisation, it’s that we cannot wait for
change any longer. We cannot assume someone else is leading the charge for our communities
with a plan, with resources, with hope. We’ve learned we cannot wait to act while our
communities suffer. We couldn’t stand back and wait months for funding to help those who were
hurting in so many ways.
And so ACT WE DID.
Since March we’ve learned to trust our gut, to believe in our knowledge and skills, supported by
the latest data and understanding of the issues facing our community, to trust authenticity and to
believe in the power of community to overcome adversity. Sure, we’ve made mistakes along the
way – that’s what learning and growing is all about surely.
We’ve had to learn how to coordinate food parcels, care packs, shopping vouchers, mobile topups, bikes, book bags and laptops for hundreds of people across different regions of Scotland
(and we’re also not bad at the odd funding application now too), but it’s our people who are our
assets. Where would we be without people who care, who can empathise, who understand and
who can really listen?
The real effort as we look to our recovery as a sector is in empowering communities to develop
the sustainable solutions for themselves. We’ve never been more certain that LGBT+ folk
in communities right across Scotland have the skill and expertise to create a better life for
themselves in more meaningful ways than ever before. Whether it be online Pride helping reduce
isolation or doing yoga in the morning with queers from all over the world - we should champion
those new ways that we’ve stayed connected to each other and learn to cherish them.
We’ve learned to believe in ourselves and in our values as a community-focussed charity.

We believe in people. We believe in you.
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Recommendations
After careful consideration of available data, evidence and experiences, and based on the
conclusions presented in this report, we make the following recommendations to support
the LGBT+ communities in Scotland.

Recommendations for decision-makers & service delivery organisations
Urgent attention to supporting LGBT+ people’s mental health and wellbeing, particularly
people under 19, trans people and those with disabilities. The alarming levels of poor
mental wellbeing in the community have only been exacerbated during the pandemic,
and these groups are far more likely to face feelings of loneliness and isolation compared
to an average LGBT+ person as a result. It is important to increase investment, resource
and capacity building support in special LGBT+ mental health services of all levels, from
prevention to crisis points. A reliance on volunteer services often means that people are not
receiving the appropriate professional support they require.
A review of service accessibility from LGBT+ and non-LGBT+ organisations is necessary
to ensure that their services can be accessed by everyone in the LGBT+ community,
particularly those most marginalised. Specific attention should be paid to developing
discreet support services for LGBT+ people, especially those under 19 who are in
households that do not accept their identity or are experiencing verbal, emotional or
domestic abuse. This could be in the form of text services, support through social media, or
face-to-face in a safe environment.
Safeguarded funding from independent grant-makers and government for progressing
the work of LGBT+ organisations and groups, either through specific project streams or
general grants for LGBT+ communities, with a specific focus on improving the infrastructure
of the community. Given the disproportionate impact of the pandemic on LGBT+ people,
further resource should be made available for the sector to cope with the increased service
demand.
Directional support to be established consistently and effectively to groups and
organisations on what they are able to do as COVID-19 measures and policies change. The
provision of resources such as PPE, safety equipment and venue spaces to be able to meet
in a physical environment. Care packages are still necessary to support people in hardship
as local restrictions continue.
Resources should be invested in developing a pathway of available services collaboratively
by the LGBT+ sector. This would enable LGBT+ people to navigate the different services and
have a clear understanding of who to contact and what support they can receive based on
their individual needs.
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The LGBT+ voluntary and community sector should work more collaboratively and
proactively in order to generate a stronger, cohesive approach between LGBT+
organisations and groups, share evidence, learning and good practices. We propose that
community groups and organisations should impliment local or regional action plans to
coordinate LGBT work with stakeholders. We propose a Scottish LGBT+ consortium with
representatives from national and local groups which would meet regularly and coordinate
the sector’s responses to the community’s needs. Through doing this, it has the potential to
identify solutions that benefit this community that are cost-effective and make best use of
available resources.
Schools across the country should launch and run LGBT+ support groups. This support
should be part of the curriculum within schools and colleges to ensure young people are
able to access support in a safe space. This support should be offered in both physical and
virtual formats so it can be flexible in terms of delivery should students need to self-isolate
or if schools are closed for long periods in the future.
Awareness campaigns should take place to ensure that LGBT+ people feel equipped and
worthy to access support regardless of the severity of their individual circumstances. There
is a disparity between our communities’ wellbeing and the levels of support they access.
This is due to numerous factors including mistrust in non-LGBT+ services, unwillingness to
take up resources if a person doesn’t evaluate their situation as urgent, or being unaware of
what support is available.
Being mindful of new service users is of significant importance as it’s recognised that a
number of LGBT+ people have been isolated during lockdown and many are accessing
services for the first time digitally – as a result, a united approach to ensuring new users are
included in future should be introduced, recognising the importance of these new audiences
for service provision.

Recommendations for supporting LGBT+ people in rural & remote settings
Improvements in rural connectivity to ensure more LGBT+ people feel able to live in a
rural location and have continued access to support and services in an equivalent way to
those in more urban environments. A greater focus on funding and development for rural
communities, especially with digital solutions, can help bridge the gap in service delivery.
Consideration should be made to efforts which bring rural communities closer to LGBT+
services, including outreach work and mobile hubs to ensure rural locations have access to
the services they urgently need.
A Gaelic-speaking LGBT+ group should be set up and coordinated which would enable
LGBT+ Gaelic speakers, especially those living on islands to socialise with their peers and
share experiences particular to their communities.
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Recommendations specific for LGBT+ people from
minority ethnic background, or asylum seekers / refugees
Networks and partnerships should work to raise awareness aimed at the LGBT+ community
that highlights LGBT+ people from ethnic minorities, asylum seekers and refugees in
a positive way, celebrating diversity and challenging discrimination. Further to this,
organisations should continue to improve the diversity of their board and staff teams.
Further awareness raising in mainstream services so they are aware of the particular
needs of LGBT+ people from ethnic minorities, asylum seekers and refugees, and a solid
understanding of how they can be best supported.
The capacity of LGBT+ people from ethnic minorities, refugees and asylum seekers should
be developed so they can act as community advocates for inclusion to help tackle the
existing barriers and give them a stronger voice for the future.
The Scottish Government and grant-makers should make dedicated funds available for
LGBT+ services which support people from ethnic minorities, refugees and asylum seekers
to meet the increased demand and reach those most vulnerable.
Continued and detailed research into the needs of people from ethnic minorities,
refugees and asylum seekers should be carried out to gain a better understanding of the
ongoing challenges that these communities face, and how these can be overcome.
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Key Statistics
Sample: 927 LGBT+ people in Scotland, Aug-Sept 2020

1 in 5
respondents identified as trans
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Key Statistics
Where do you call home?

Data also suggests evidence of domestic migration of younger people
towards the cities with 39% of respondents aged under 30 living in the
city, compared to just 28% of those aged 50+
Similarly 65% of islanders were aged 40 and above compared to just
31% of those in the city.

49%
of trans people said they live in the city, compared to just 15% in
Villages, Islands or Rural communities combined.
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Key Statistics
Employment
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Key Statistics
Mental Health
Percentage of those who rated their mental health as
poor or very poor at its worst point during lockdown:

Tracking improvement, the percentage of those who rated their mental health as
poor or very poor on the date of taking the survey:

Average mental health score at worst during lockdown, on a scale of 1 (very poor) to 5 (very good):
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Key Statistics
Mental Health
Percentage of those who said they had faced isolation and loneliness:

Percentage of those who feel mental health support
would be helpful to them in the coming months:
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Key Statistics
Trust in Public Services
(Question rated as either Yes, Sometimes or No)
Percentage of those who responded YES to whether they
trust public services to meet their specific needs:

Percentage of those who responded NO to whether they
trust public services to meet their specific needs:
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Key Statistics
Financial Stress
Percentage of those who said they had faced financial difficulties during lockdown:

12%

struggled with utility bills

36%

didn’t have enough food
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Key Statistics
Home Life
Percentage of those who said they
had to hide who they are at home:

“It felt good getting away from school as a closeted trans guy, where I could escape
dead-naming and misgendering. But at home I’ve tried coming out to my mother twice
but I’m still dead-named and misgendered here too and I’ve been locked down for 8
months - it takes its toll on me mentally.”
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Key Statistics
Substances

22%

overall respondents said they had been drinking more,
increasing to 24% among gay men and lesbians

36%

overall respondents said they had used other
substances during lockdown
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Key Statistics
The Switch to Digital

55%

of all respondents had used online entertainment during lockdown

52%

had used video calling / Zoom

52%

used social media to stay connected
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Introduction & Methodology
Managed by Pink Saltire, the Rainbow Responders programme is funded by The National
Lottery Community Fund and aims to improve our collective understanding of the impact
of COVID-19 on LGBT+ people in Scotland.
By pooling our resources, working collaboratively with groups around the country, we are
helping the recovery and building strength and resilience in the LGBT+ sector in Scotland.
This programme has two main strands of work, which launched in August 2020:
•
•

To invest in the mental health and wellbeing of community leaders, organisers and
individuals to build their resilience.
To support the recovery by assessing the impact of COVID-19 on LGBT+ people in
Scotland and sharing what we’ve learned with stakeholders.

Methods
The Rainbow Responders used a variety of methods to engage with our community and
speak to LGBT+ people most in need and those who support them. The professional
experience of the team was used alongside the good practice guidelines laid out in the
National Standards for Community Engagement to ensure that our interactions with the
sector and our communities are meaningful. 1
In Phase One of the project, we reviewed a number of documents including research
papers, policies, and statistics which would help us understand the immediate impact of
the pandemic. We engaged with multiple services and had conversations with other LGBT+
organisations in order to design an appropriate methodology.
In summary though, organisations told us they had significant cashflow challenges, they had
increased demand from service users, there was a lack of available infrastructure to support
the community or to organise relief effort and funding had not flowed adequately to LGBT+
organisations from Government emergency relief funds (see Rainbow Responders Phase 1
report).
Phase Two of Rainbow Responders offered multiple routes for people to feed in their views.
A comprehensive survey targeted at LGBT+ people across the country was designed and
disseminated widely within the community and the sector. There was a mix of open-ended
and closed questions which sought to pulse check respondent’s wellbeing, their experience
of LGBT+ services and accessing support, and what would be needed for the community
going forward.
The survey was shared with Scottish LGBT+ groups and other stakeholders who support
LGBT+ people as part of their work, such as Glasgow Disability Alliance, Shelter Scotland
and local authorities. Pink Saltire created a video to offer information about phase two of
the project and to promote the different feedback methods, especially the survey. The video
1

National Standards of Community Engagement, Available

at: https://www.scdc.org.uk/what/national-standards
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and information were marketed widely on social media and through email campaigns.
A separate survey was created and shared with organisations to input their experiences of
delivering services and supporting LGBT+ communities during the pandemic. The focus of
this survey was identifying the impact of the pandemic on the organisations, their resilience,
and what they are learning from engaging with users. The survey could be completed
independently or as part of a conversation with one of the Rainbow Responders team.
People’s experiences and data were also gathered at focus groups and workshops
organised by Pink Saltire. The Rainbow Responders organised and facilitated three focus
groups; two to engage with the LGBT+ community and one for LGBT+ organisations. A
further workshop was organised in collaboration with Trans Pride Scotland 2020 which took
place virtually in October. The Rainbow Responders created a safe space for people to have
an open dialogue and share their experiences without fear of judgement. These were unique
opportunities for us to have meaningful and honest conversations with our community
which gave us a deeper insight into the daily lives of LGBT+ people during the pandemic.
The Rainbow Responders reached out to LGBT+ people through personal and professional
networks and selected a number to be used as case studies. These personal experiences
would be used to complement the findings of our research and to provide a more in-depth,
lived experience perspective on the highs and lows of the pandemic.
Both quantitative and qualitative data was carefully analysed to identify common themes
and experiences of the pandemic. These were compared and discussed by the Rainbow
Responders which led to the well-evidenced findings presented in this report.
A number of our recommendations and findings echo those from the recent report by the
UN Independent Expert on protection against violence and discrimination based on sexual
orientation and gender identity (IE SOGI), Victor Madrigal-Borloz, which was presented to
the UN General Assembly on October 29th 2020. The IE SOGI concludes that COVID-19 has
had a “disproportionate impact on LGBT persons” and that the response to the pandemic
by States “exacerbates the patterns of social exclusion”, concluding that “urgent action” is
needed. (https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/SexualOrientation/ImpactCOVID19LGBTpersons.pdf)

Limitations
1.

Given the lack of face-to-face interactions and the limits of digital working due to
government restrictions, the project only engaged with people who are able to access
a telephone, mobile or computer device. The team has worked hard to gather the views
of those with limited or no access to these means. This could only be done indirectly via
organisations or people who support those with limited digital access.

2. The project was carried out in the midst of a worldwide health crisis and during periods
of varying local restrictions across Scotland. As a result, engagement was inconsistent,
particularly due to the limited capacity and resources of other Scottish LGBT+ and third
sector organisations to respond.
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Key Research Findings - Individuals
Our Rainbow Responders survey was launched on September 14th 2020 and was shared
widely with our community on social media, through organisations and targeted emails.
Through 19 questions, it sought to find out more about how LGBT+ people across Scotland
experienced the pandemic, their views on services available, and what their priorities are for
the future. The survey closed on October 21st 2020 with 1061 responses. Before analysing
the survey, the team filtered out responses from people living outside Scotland, duplicate
entries from the same IP address and those from people who identified as heterosexual. The
total of cleansed responses was 927.

Demographic information
The majority of respondents were adults between 20 and 59 (85%). However, we received
considerable engagement from young people under 19 (8%) and older people over 60
(7%).
There was an almost even split between respondents who identified as female/feminine
(43%) and male/masculine (40%). Over one in ten respondents identified as non-binary,
queer, or gender fluid. One in five respondents identified as transgender.
We received responses from people across the sexuality spectrum. One in three
respondents identified as gay, one in four as lesbian, and one in five as bisexual. 12% of
responses came from people who identified as queer. We also received a considerable
number of responses from pansexual (8%) and asexual (5%) respondents.
In terms of the urban/rural split, our survey engaged people from across different
geographies. Half of all responses came from people in cities, but we also received 36% of
responses from people in towns, 11% from people in villages and 7% from people in rural or
island locations.
The overwhelming majority of respondents identified as white whereas 2% said they are
of a mixed ethnic group, 4.2% from black, African or Caribbean ethnic groups, and 1.3%
from South Asian or other Asian groups. More than one in ten respondents identified as
migrants to Scotland.
One in five respondents stated they had a physical or sensory impairment.
18% of respondents indicated they are studying or are in school and 5% were retired.
Almost one in four were employed as key workers, whereas 28% indicated they are
employed and not furloughed. Over 10% told us they were unemployed and 8% indicated
they are receiving other state support, whereas 4.4% are on the furlough scheme. 7.5% of
respondents were self-employed.
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An epidemic of loneliness
The single biggest challenge faced by respondents on our survey and through interviews
was a deteriorating mental health.2 At its worst during the pandemic, most respondents
rated their mental wellbeing as 2.3 out of 5 – poor. The average rating was reduced further
to 1.9 for trans people, 2 for young people and 1.8 for those with a physical or sensory
impairment. The average rating of respondents’ mental wellbeing at the time of completing
the survey was 3.3, evidencing only a slight improvement.

“Felt robbed of all my mental and emotional support. I felt alone, scared,
suicidal and without hope.”

The majority of respondents said feelings of isolation and loneliness had been their single
biggest challenge during the pandemic so far, at 66% of all LGBT+ people. This figure
increased to an alarming 74% among trans people and 77% among young people and
people with an impairment. Interestingly, the figure reduced to under 50% for those aged
over 60.
“Isolated, missing human contact, not being able to meet LGBTQI pals face to face”

A significant 57% of respondents indicated they missed physical spaces which resonates
with our findings from focus groups, case studies and interviews.

“I wasn’t allowed anywhere, this made me feel trapped and I’ve never felt worse”

Challenges with healthcare appointments were experienced by one in three respondents.
The figure increased significantly to 50% among trans respondents and 62% among people
with an impairment. Our conversations with people showed that this has a considerable
impact on their mental wellbeing, especially for those who have been on long waiting lists
for healthcare appointments for many years already.
Finances were a common challenge among respondents with one in four experiencing
difficulties. This figure rose to 34% among people with an impairment. This is potentially
linked to a shocking 10% of respondents expressing they didn’t have enough food during
the pandemic.
Young people faced some unique challenges. Even though under 10% of all respondents felt
they had to hide who they were at home, the figure was significantly higher at 35% among
young people.

2

Scale: 1 = very poor, 5 = excellent
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Accessing community support
We have identified a significant lack of trust in public services among LGBT+ respondents.
When prompted to answer whether they trust services to meet their specific LGBT+ needs,
less than one in five responded positively (19.7%). This figure was reduced to under one in
ten (9%) for people with an impairment, 7% amongst young people and a very low 4% for
trans people. LGBT+ people aged over 50 appeared to trust public services significantly
more at 32%.
“I think the impact on LGBT+ people has really been missed in wider society. We’re
already more likely to be struggling with our mental health, plus many of us rely on
community support that we haven’t been able to access during lockdown”

“Trans healthcare needs to improve, the challenges of the
pandemic decimated an already fragile structure”

One of the key findings was that one in three LGBT+ people didn’t know where to find
help or support. Even though many acknowledged that there must be services to meet
their needs out there, very few had received any support with less than 2% in most cases.
Support via Pink Saltire and LGBT Health & Wellbeing were the services highlighted most.

Future priorities
Mental health support was the top priority for almost half of all respondents. This figure
reached nearly 60% among trans respondents and those aged under 19. Reflecting the
feelings of loneliness and isolation, 46% indicated they want to stay connected with the
community (approximately 55% for trans respondents and those aged under 19).
“The isolation is more acute. It is difficult enough being LGBT+ in normal circumstances;
I believe the consequences of COVID will only become truly known in the years to come.”

On average, the third most popular priority was maintaining local meet-ups for LGBT
people, at over 40% of responses. This figure was higher among trans respondents and
young people under 19 at nearly 60% which highlights the importance of face-to-face
interactions as a safe haven for numerous people in our community.

“A lot of LGBT venues and organisations are more than just businesses. They’re a
source of community and support which is irreplaceable and an essential lifeline for so
many LGBT+ people. A lot are facing an uncertain future and unlikely to survive
ongoing restrictions without financial support from the government!”
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The Organisations Survey was open to LGBT+ and ally organisations to provide feedback
on their experiences during COVID-19, and what’s needed for the future.
The survey was open between 7th September to 21st October 2020, the aims of this survey
were to understand the following;
•
•
•

How organisations and groups were running services and events before COVID-19
lockdown
How they changed their provision during COVID-19 lockdown and up till the point of
participation
What support is needed for them in the future, as well as their service users & LGBT+
individuals

In total, 19 organisations took part from a number of areas across Scotland. Their coverage
is presented on the map below.
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It’s worth noting that there was very little engagement from groups based in the Highlands,
Scottish Borders and on the Islands, reflecting the lack of LGBT+ services in those regions.
Whilst individual discussions have happened to help overcome this, there could be gaps in
the data provided.

Pre-COVID Service provision
Prior to COVID-19, LGBT+ organisations and groups were able to host events and gatherings
in a physical sense in a range of locations, for various purposes. Aside from running
websites, social media channels and email inboxes, there was only a limited number of
services with a strong online presence, including Pink Saltire and LGBT Youth Scotland.
Below is an indication of the various services and support offered by the participating
organisations prior to COVID-19 lockdown.

It’s notable that a large number of organisations were running social gatherings and
commemorative events. In some cases, they’ve been able to move this into an online format
such as virtual Pride events and using live video chat and messaging systems to continue to
engage with service users.
Where other activities and events are included, these were weekly sports training sessions,
regular group meetings or it was the case the organisation launched during COVID-19.
“It’s challenging for us, especially us that are new
in the country. In the future we should create a
better platform to see how best to respond quickly when
a situation like this occurs in the future for
our mental health.”
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In stark contrast, the below graph shows how social gatherings and entertainment halved
once COVID-19 lockdown came into place, whereas online presence and support increased
by 72%.

Priorities for organisations
As we continue to see a variety of restrictions and lockdowns put in place regionally, there
remains a great need for support for LGBT+ organisations and groups to continue. Whilst
funding and practical support has been available in the early stages of lockdown, a lot of
this has diminished over time with gaps in support still visible. It should be noted that LGBTspecific funding for non-intermediary organisations was announced from Comic Relief and
via Equality Network in July, some 16 weeks after lockdown started in Scotland.
In order for organisations to sustain their service provision or establish key projects moving
forward, the below graph demonstrates what organisations told us they need.
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Although a number of funders have been flexible in their reporting and determination of
changes to funded projects, there remains a significant funding gap for core costs, paid
staff and for delivery of projects on a sustained level in most regions around the country.
LGBT+ organisations enjoy close working relationships with their neighbours and other
community groups, often sharing resources, ideas and feedback as part of local networking
groups or LGBT forums, but more than 95% of LGBT+ organisations in Scotland rely
on volunteers to lead them, meaning services can often lack consistency and sustained
engagement.
Our research found no evidence of disaster planning at a sectoral level, which may have
highlighted a number of gaps had the pandemic scenario been ‘rehearsed’ in the past,
offering local groups a chance to play the critical role in supporting LGBT+ people they now
find themselves in.
The ability for groups and organisations to continue to engage with service users and
members is the key priority for them regardless of what barriers may come up along the
way.
When asked what the priorities would be for support service users and members, this gave
a clear response of how organisations feel LGBT+ individuals should be supported in the
future, whether by them or external bodies. The below graph shows which priorities are felt
in this respect.

When asked to interpret the needs of their service users, organisations highlight the
majority of the needs point towards wellbeing support, physical meetings and reconnecting
with existing users. In respect of this, 48% of those that responded in the individuals
survey would mental health support in the future, with 43% also saying they’d like to stay
connected with LGBT+ groups. Through focus groups and individual discussions, on some
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levels it’s felt that physical meetings would be better for individuals to engage in due to not
getting the same experience through a virtual meet or having digital fatigue after prolonged
periods of use.
Despite this, providing such support may remain difficult for organisations due to the
ongoing restrictions in place with doubts that 2021 will offer any greater opportunity to
introduce new services in a physical sense.
To complement the individuals survey, organisations were also asked how they feel
COVID-19 has impacted their service users’ livelihood and emotional needs. The below
details the responses given.

When considering the number of ways individuals may feel isolated, and the remit in which
the organisations served, isolation was categorised as ‘geographic’ such as for those living
rurally or remotely, ‘shielding/self-isolating’ due to coronavirus or ‘loneliness’ such as those
living alone or avoiding going out regardless of where they live.

“Some of us are
asylum seekers, we dont
work and we dont have any
sources of income. Support of
digital devices will help us alot to
stay connected with friends and
groups because sometimes we miss

“Wee handbooks on how
to access help in different
ea
languages would help. Locat
buddy for support.”

zoom meetings because we dont
have laptops or tablets or even
smartphones.”
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LGBT+ Communities
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Chapter 1 - The Impact on Black & Minority Ethnic LGBT+ Communities

Building relationships and gaining evidence from LGBT+ ethnic minority communities has
proven difficult over the past few months and has been our single biggest challenge in this
research. Very few services exist in Scotland run for or by black and minority ethnic people.
This is symptomatic of the under representation of ethnic minority identities generally
amongst the Scottish LGBT+ community. Moreover, despite our efforts to focus a dedicated
research worker to this important section of the community, we feel more engagement to
understand the needs of black and minority ethnic LGBT+ people is needed urgently.
Organisations such as LGBT Unity and LGBT Health & Wellbeing run services for asylum
seekers and refugees in Glasgow, and evidence suggests much greater support is needed to
address immediate gaps in provision for this community..
We hope to build on this work and continue to engage black and minority ethnic LGBT+
people through new platforms such as ‘UBelong’ in the hope of bringing the community
together to understand key strengths and challenges.

Key findings & challenges:
•

60% of respondents from an ethnic minority were based in Glasgow

•

The mental health of LGBT+ people from ethnic minorities was rated at 2.1 on a scale of
1 to 5 in our survey, with 40% of respondents rating themselves as Very Poor (1) at the
height of the pandemic.

•

Re-assessing their mental health at the time of the survey, the average score moved
up to 3.1 out of 5, but 22% still rate their mental health as Poor (2) or Very Poor (1)
indicating a significant proportion of the community still face challenges.

•

This is further evidenced in Q12 of our survey, where over 65% said they had faced
isolation or loneliness, largely inline with the average for all respondents.

•

Just over 50% said mental health support was required to help get them through the
next few months.

•

The struggle for basic necessities is evidenced through our survey data too, with more
than 1 in 4 people saying they struggled for food and didn’t have mobile credit, 2 in 5
people faced financial difficulties. 45% said financial support for basic essentials would
be a priority for the coming months.

•

Interestingly, more than 15% of minority ethnic respondents did not have access to an
internet-enabled device or access to the internet in any other way, compared to just 1.7%
of the overall respondents which demonstrates the challenge faced by this group as vital
services move to an online-only model.
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•

Funding of hardship relief for asylum seekers and refugees in Glasgow specifically was
limited, with Pink Saltire securing only short-term funds via Pride Glasgow and Equality
Network to help distribute digital devices, mobile top-ups and some food vouchers.
The LGBT Unity group also secured some limited funding from the National Lottery
Community Fund to help with food parcels, but faced challenges organising relief for
over 150 people as they have no premises or offices to work from. Many of those in most
need were in either Section 4 or Section 98 immigration status.

•

LGBT Unity (29%), LGBT Health & Wellbeing (25%), Pink Saltire (36%) and LEAP Sports
(14%) were identified as the main organisations supporting ethnic minorities, but
surprisingly more than 1 in 5 respondents didn’t know where to find the support they
needed.

•

The strength in community has been evident from the respondents too, with 82% saying
their friends helped them through the worst of lockdown, with Zoom/video calling (57%)
and social media (65%) being helpful through the challenges of isolation.

•

This is further evidenced in Q16 which asked what their priority would be over the next
few months. 63% said staying connected with LGBT+ group and events and 47% looking
for LGBT+ meets locally.

•

Almost 1 in 10 respondents said they had faced discrimination, with some mentioning the
ongoing struggle with racism and stigma faced by ethnic minorities in Scotland.

•

Perhaps unsurprisingly given the findings above, trust in public services was inline with
the average LGBT+ respondent, with only 21% saying they trust councils, government
and other organisations to meet their specific LGBT+ needs.

LGBT Unity faced challenges due to the deaths of several members of the group during
lockdown, including Mercy Baguma. The tragic death of Mercy and other asylum seekers
and refugees throws a spotlight on the urgent situation facing people in the immigration
system. The situation would be improved by investing in dedicated human resources to
combat hardship and to help reduce exploitation of vulnerable people in a system which
should be protecting them.
Most of the support we have seen for the LGBT+ community has been online and, as
beneficial as it appears to see new ways of reaching out into our community, it also has its
barriers for refugees and asylum seekers. Many are living on a basic income with multiple
restrictions meaning they have to prioritise even the most basic needs, such as having food
supplies or having means to communicate with other people whilst being so isolated. This
has led to many within this community with few options but to rely on top up donations
from organisations who are themselves struggling to get by.
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Challenges Faced During Lockdown

Out of 19 organisations, 9 stated they work with ethnic minorities and 5 said they work with
asylum seekers and refugees.
COVID-19 has created a ripple effect in the decline of this community’s mental health and
wellbeing. Some people have been forced to return to homes where faith and religion have
a negative effect on their wellbeing. People have gone without food, electricity and other
basic essentials to ensure their wellbeing during this pandemic. Unemployment has risen
due to many being on zero-hour contracts or employers terminating business. Many others
don’t have the right to work in Scotland due to their immigration status and continue to
face multiple barriers to accessing the help and support they need.
The data and our discussions with ethnic minorities in the LGBT+ community indicate
there are significant issues which urgently need addressed. This includes the underrepresentation of non-white identities in LGBT+ charities, a lack of spaces for black and
minority ethnic LGBT+ people to be themselves openly, the poor treatment of LGBT+
asylum seekers and refugees and ongoing issues of racism within the wider community.
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“People of minority ethnicities are experiencing the economic effects
of this crisis harder, evidence suggests. They are more likely to work in
some ‘shut down’ sectors, particularly hospitality, and less likely to have
savings to rely on. Previous economic recessions have disproportionately
impacted minority ethnic employment, and this may be repeated, with
profound implications on future living standards and overall income and
wealth equality. Adults of visible minority ethnicities are less likely to be
employed than white adults – this is especially true for women – and may
also be less likely to have access to ‘fair work’. Any rise in the cost of living
will affect asylum seekers disproportionately as they are not allowed to
work while their application is being processed. On the other hand, as
certain ethnic minorities are more likely to be key workers, any increase to
key workers’ pay or removal of the health surcharge will benefit them
and could also help reduce gender inequality”
Scottish government report “The Impacts of COVID-19 on Equality in Scotland”
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Case Study – “A”, asylum seeker in Glasgow
“Before Covid-19 I volunteered at places that I knew I would
get food. I no longer do this as they are all closed”
“A” came to the UK in 2017 to seek asylum, prior to
this she lived in Kenya. Her name has been changed
to protect her identity. Throughout Africa living as
an LGBT+ person opens people up to prejudice, hate
crime, violence and even murder this being some of
the reasons for A to come to the UK and that she had
been assaulted the year before when it was discovered
that she was a lesbian.
A has been in Glasgow for three years and does not know
very many people as she tries to keep herself to herself
due to the way she has been treated by some people since
she came here “people say they help and try but once they
can’t help you, I don’t hear from them”. Over the past three years she has managed to
volunteer for a number of places that help others these include a gardening project, pride
events and a church group. A enjoys volunteering as it lets her meet “kind people“ and
admits that she originally volunteered with the groups to receive food and clothing due to
the small amount of money she gets.
Since COVID-19 started A has struggled, financially, mentally and socially. She has lost a
considerable amount of weight due to the fact that she has a small income and dose not
work meaning she has gone some days without food. Volunteering for places used to give
her an extra food sources prior to COVID-19 but now this is not an option as a few of them
are still closed and the other isn’t allowing volunteers to help due to restrictions.
A has struggled socially and feels isolated. She used to spend her time getting to know
people she volunteered with and has no family members in Glasgow. This has caused her
to be very lonely making her “get into her mind” and at times she has felt really low. When
asked if she had contacted any services in regard to mental health, she said no she had
spoken to her doctor on the phone but is still waiting for a call back from someone that was
13 days ago. When we first chatted to A, she had not had a conversation with anyone for 5
days. At points of the conversation A got emotional and said “I am used to being alone but
this is different, it is like being back home”.
Currently A finds going for walks helps her cope with being alone, she uses free wifi from
her local Tesco when she wants to go online and when asked about how she felt within the
LGBT+ community she said “I am trying to find my place”. She would like to meet more
people but due to confidence issues and COVID-19 that is hard. It was recommended that
she get back in touch with her GP and also contact LGBT+ groups like LGBT Unity and LGBT
Health & Wellbeing as well as a number of services able to help with her current situation.
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During this research, work was carried out to try and engage with as many LGBT+ people
and services from the Scottish islands and Gaelic communities as possible. Since very few
services exist for Gaelic LGBT+ people in Scotland, responses were limited.
However, recent developments with new Pride groups in the Hebrides, Orkney, Bute and
Arran, along with the survey findings, have all helped us shape these key findings for those
often overlooked in our community.

Key findings & challenges:
•

63% of those who participated in the project said that isolation and loneliness was one
of the biggest challenges for them during the pandemic. This included people who were
living at home with family or a partner.

•

70% of participants said their mental health was either poor or very poor, this did
however improve slightly as time went on. There is a significant need for some form of
mental health support for those living on islands. We found that those who have tried to
access mainstream services have either been put on a long waiting list or had to pay for
private services. This is because there are no dedicated mental health support services
on the islands and many need to travel to the mainland.

•

76% of participants said that while they found talking to friends and social media helped,
they missed having a physical space to hang out. There are already a limited number of
social spaces for people to go to on the Scottish islands and during the pandemic most
or all of these were closed.

•

While many LGBT+ organisations and services in Scotland had either reduced or
temporarily stopped the support services they provide, it was felt that much of what
was still available during the pandemic wasn’t promoted enough meaning people were
unsure of where to go when they needed help. 35% of participants said they didn’t know
where to find support which highlights that more needs to be done to promote new or
existing services and support at a national level for the LGBT+ community. Funding for
more LGBT+ groups and services which work with and provide support for those living in
these areas is needed.

•

24% of the participants who completed the survey said that they felt unsafe living at
home with family or when they were out in public. Many LGBT+ islanders often felt they
had to hide who they really are. Participants said that in small island communities where
faith and religion were popular, many LGBT+ people feared being out openly due to
perceived discrimination.

•

44% of participants said they would find being able to meet other LGBT+ people in
person locally helpful in the future.
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•

Staying connected with LGBT+ groups and events was also important for those who
took part in the survey with 18% saying they had received support from their local Pride
organiser during lockdown. The welcome introduction of new local Pride events on some
Scottish islands in the last couple of years has helped some communities become more
open minded and challenged stereotypes and perceptions of the LGBT+ community.
Islanders wanted to see more investment and support for these types of organisations to
succeed in the future.

•

Islanders also said there should be continued hardship funding and care packages for
those who need help with food, mobile top ups and access to digital technology to help
them stay in touch with friends and family during the ongoing pandemic. Due to their
remote geography, there was a strong feeling that staying connected to other LGBT+
people was important for some and care packages or online meet-ups were ways to
achieve this.

•

There was also support for a specific LGBT+ Gaelic group with online meet ups and
events, following the success of some one-off events in 2019.

•

Travel was a challenge for many islanders, with ferry disruption due to the pandemic.
When services resumed, people were concerned about an influx of tourists who might
bring COVID-19 with them, overwhelming local health services. There was frustration
at the challenges of booking weeks in advance to travel on some services too, making
travel for essentials, for healthcare or to care for loved ones very difficult.

•

59% of participants said they found walking helpful to get exercise and out and about
during the pandemic while 47% said they found Zoom meetings and groups helped
them. Arts and crafts, baking/cookery and gardening were other things which those who
participated said they enjoyed doing to keep themself busy and helped with their mental
health.
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Case Study – Kate, bisexual woman, Isle of Lewis
Kate moved to Edinburgh 2 years ago for work. She had
a good life there with friends and had “a lot more
freedom than at home on the Isle of Lewis”. She
already suffered from PTSD as a result of abuse she
suffered as a child. At the start of the Pandemic her
anxiety became so bad it got to the point she had
to leave her job and friends and move back home to
Lewis.
On her home Island of Lewis, Kate lives 30 miles from
the main town of Stornoway, meaning she is isolated.
She also suffers from agoraphobia meaning she has a fear
of going outside. This is caused by her anxiety and she
worries that people in her village talk about her because
of her sexuality. She explained this is mainly because of
religious beliefs in her local community.
Kate said she has really poor mobile reception at home, and this causes problems when
trying to communicate with other people especially on the phone. Public transport is very
limited with only a couple of buses a day between the village she lives in and the main town
of Stornoway.

Kate said she needs to travel a couple of miles to the nearest shop. She explained there are
only 2 shops in the area, a corner shop and a petrol station but these are difficult to get to
unless you walk or can drive.
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Kate said access to local health services is pretty good with telephone and virtual
appointments available for GP and some other services, but that mental health support
was very poor. In order to get the help and support she needed Kate was having to access
private counselling zoom sessions which cost £40 a session. She took the decision to stop
taking these sessions as she could no longer afford them meaning she had none or very
little support. She is waiting to be referred to a free NHS psychiatry service but has been
told that there is a waiting list for this and she doesn’t know how long she will have to wait
to get the much needed help and support she needs with her mental health conditions and
anxiety.
Kate also explained that a lot of Islanders are against LGBTQ+ inclusive education for
children and young people on the island. She worries that young people who aren’t out to
family or friends will have no support due to the lack of LGBTQ+ services for them in the
area. She said, “There is a lot of ‘don’t talk about it’ mentality towards LGBT people in the
Island Community”.
She also worries about Isolation being a big problem for LGBTQ+ people living on the Island
as many people will be alone in their local villages and town and miles away from another
LGBT person they can talk to or socialise with.
Kate thinks that since Hebridean Pride started in the last couple of years on the island that
more people are coming out and supporting the community, which is positive, but she
worries that due to the Pandemic meaning that no event could be held this year and a lack
of community engagement from the Hebridean Pride Organisation that things might go
back to the way they were before. She thinks an online LGBT Zoom group would be good
and useful to allow those from the LGBT community on the Island to engage and socialise
with each other virtually.
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The LGBT+ community living rurally across the mainland had a range of challenges during
COVID-19 lockdown. It’s important to note that for those living in rural environments, it’s difficult
to establish a sense of an LGBT+ community in many areas.
LGBT+ people report living often miles from any events held and can find it difficult to see
themselves represented in everyday life. For many others, they enjoy remote living and for some a
sense of anonymity helps them to express who they truly are.
For some LGBT+ people living in these circumstances they may not be comfortable sharing their
sexuality or gender identity until much later in life, sometimes meaning they don’t come out to
family and friends or don’t engage with the support available to them.
Some in this position told us they felt there was a lack of access for LGBT+ safe spaces in
rural regions, with 43% in our survey saying they missed having physical spaces. This is further
evidenced in some of our focus groups and in the recently published Equality Network report
‘Further Out’ 2020.
As a result, many LGBT+ people said they felt lonely or isolated (62%) and individuals had to
hide who they were at home (9%). Being in a state of lockdown and forced to stay in a home
environment where your identity is challenged or not accepted is harrowing for those individuals.
For those living rurally, 25% didn’t know where to find help or support during COVID-19 lockdown
with 53% saying they haven’t needed any.
Feeling safer in public was less of an issue for those in rural locations but still 1 in 4 people said
this was a priority. One third of respondents said meeting other LGBT+ people locally remained a
priority for them in the coming weeks.
Priorities for Rural Communities

This reflects on the first of the key findings regarding people living rurally and their ability to meet
with others with lived experiences.
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“Lockdown has shown that no one is particularly concerned
to chase up how I am coping on my own”

“I really miss seeing people in person and hugging them”

Challenges
There are a series of challenges that LGBT+ people face when living rurally.
‘Closeted Culture’
Findings from Equality Network’s ‘Further Out’ report provide evidence that those living rurally
are often not out to friends, family or the wider community. There are a number of factors and
reasons behind this, such as:
•

Socially conservative views in communities that have the potential to create stress and
“heighten prejudice”

•

Religious influence in rural communities, where many employers and those in position of
power were also an authority within the church – including the impacts on children being
taught that being LGBT is wrong from an early age

•

Fear of being seen in close-knit communities, with the inability to give affection to a partner in
a social setting

As a result, there have been many cases where LGBT+ people don’t have the space or safe
environment to be themselves. Perceptions from some respondents were that rural communities
can take longer to embed change and some see that as a real lack of progress in rural
communities.
That being said, it does not diminish the efforts of groups such as Highland Pride or dedicated
LGBT+ resources like UndividingLines magazine to reflect the voices of LGBT+ people from rural
locations.
“You can get used to pretty much
everything. Now it feels like we
are waiting for the worse times again”
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Events & opportunities
Pride events in rural locations have grown over recent years which is was felt do help empower
LGBT individuals living in these environments, but due to COVID-19 many of these have been
cancelled or moved online. A change in social attitudes towards people takes time.
The impact of the lockdown has effectively silenced the community in many ways, therefore
halting and potentially reversing the progress made so far.
For groups that were able to move online, individuals living rurally have been able to engage and
socialise with LGBT+ people, some for the first time. Living in rural locations for many people
means a lack of connectivity to transport, so to offer LGBT events online has been a lifeline for
those geographically isolated during the pandemic.
Some rural groups have considered a hybrid approach of online and physical events for the future
but are concerned about getting engagement from members.
There’s also been some challenges felt by the number of events and online content being
introduced during lockdown, which for some was quite overwhelming and led to disengagement
on occasion.
This idea of digital fatigue, or the expression of being ‘Zoomed out’, especially for those who
work from home, perhaps online for their job all day and then the only option to socialise is more
computer time, is difficult for many people and may lead to reduced levels of engagement among
the population in the future.

“I still have unexplained health issues
that I am waiting for answers for.
I have been extra careful since March to
avoid major risk of a COVID-19 infection.”

Dedicated venues & spaces
One of the key areas of demand is for more LGBT+ inclusive safe venues and spaces for members
of the community. When it comes to planning and committing to physical events, particularly for
the future, it’s important to recognise the need for welcoming spaces with little chance of LGBT+
people facing discrimination or judgement from others.
During the pandemic, one of the challenges is for groups to maintain relations with buildings that
they frequent. These venues are also prone to risk of closing and reducing services available for
the future, meaning it removes options for inclusive environments in which LGBT+ people can
meet.
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For some people living rurally, they’ve chosen to leave a suburban or city environment for a
number of different reasons, including less noise, pollution and people! Some people tell us
that the reliance on technology can be difficult and something they hadn’t anticipated being an
essential part of rural life. Therefore having spaces to meet and chat safely with other LGBT+
people was of higher importance to them than online services.

Anxiety
There’s many who participated in the survey saying they continue to feel anxious as lockdown
measures began to ease, with some still treating life as if it’s still in full lockdown – spending much
of their time at home and only going out for exercise or for essential shops. With the more recent
rise in cases and subsequent localised lockdowns, some remain fearful of the potential for a
second wave or the situation worsening into the new year.
Comments from the survey make suggestions of the preferred methods of working from home
and feeling safer in this way. As this has become a way of life for many over the past 8 months,
people have adapted to a new routine and way of life. However, this does mean that many within
the LGBT+ community continue to be isolated as a result. Likewise, some are still waiting for
access to healthcare and gaining a diagnosis or updates for a long-term health issue, meaning
they are also feeling forced to self-isolate or shield while wider society is able to gather back
some sense of normality.

“Exhausted, mentally and physically.
I’m a teacher, so I’ve been thrown
out back into society”
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Case Study
Content warning – suicide
David, from West Lothian, is currently unemployed after being
made redundant from his job as a project worker for a bank
at the beginning of the year before the Pandemic hit.
David also lost his long-term partner who sadly took his
own life before Christmas.
Since the lockdown started back in March, David has
found life a lot more challenging having already had a
difficult couple of months before it happened. He felt very
isolated and lonely during lockdown and this has had a
knock-on effect on his state of mental health.
David has faced several challenges and barriers during the
Pandemic:
•

Being stuck at home on his own and not being able to see any of his friends or family. Only
having face to face social interaction when taking his dog for a walk or going to the shop.

•

Financial difficulties due to being made redundant.

•

Not being able to see or visit family as they live down south.

•

Weight gain from not being able to go to the gym and not being motivated enough to do home
workouts.

•

Having a friend at the time whose behaviour was having a negative effect on his mental health.

David said that he felt he couldn’t use an online bereavement support group that he had found as
he doesn’t find this is the best or easiest way to get the support that he needs. He is hoping to be
able to access face to face or telephone support and counselling services in the future, but there is
a long waiting list for them.
Despite all this David has found some positive things to help him deal with life during the pandemic:
•

Talking to friends and family

•

Being able to access and take part in Scottish LGBT Zoom groups to meet new people.

•

Started attending training for an LGBT inclusive rugby team in Fife where he felt welcomed and
he enjoyed.

•

Going along to outdoor exercise groups when they can happen.
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David said that he co-parents two children and he feels that while there are support groups for gay
parents already, he would like to see more cross over/intersectional groups for LGBT parents as
co-parenting is still fairly new to a lot of people. He would also like to see this happen with other
LGBT+ support services as well.
In the future David would like to see more support for the LGBT community with:
•

Funding for more local LGBT support groups for rural areas of Scotland not just the bigger cities
and urban areas. The assumption that people can/will travel to the bigger cities is not always fair
or accurate, yet it’s what some LGBT+ organisations or services expect.

•

Online groups and services for the ‘25-50’ age group who are often overlooked. Non-age
specific groups would also be good.

•

A bereavement support service for the LGBT community in Scotland at both a local and national
level if possible.

•

More inclusive awareness around physical health conditions or hidden disabilities faced by those
from the Scottish LGBT+ community.

•

Services currently being offered being promoted better and more often instead of last minute.
He feels that there is often not enough notice given for people to sign up for things or allow
themselves the opportunity to take part.

•

LGBT+ organisations in Scotland working better to support each other and the work they do
and helping to promote their services within their own networks.

•

A national LGBT+ campaign for mental health and suicide prevention.
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Scotland’s urban settings, especially Glasgow and Edinburgh, are privileged in that they
host a significant level of LGBT+ services. Beyond being the home to most national LGBT+
organisations, those cities also host various LGBT+ venues such as bars, clubs, cafes and
bookshops. LGBT+ visibility tends to be higher, particularly when the Pride events take
place. Local universities tend to have active LGBT+ societies which organise and run events
both in their universities and across the cities. However, our engagement with LGBT+
organisations and people in urban settings has shown that the situation is hardly utopic.
Given Scotland’s vast and varied geography, a concrete definition of ‘urban’ can be tricky.
For example, even though Inverness is a city, it is situated in a mostly rural environment.
For the purpose of the project, we treated cities and towns as urban settings, but there is
undoubtedly crossover with some of the findings in Chapter 2 – The impact on rural LGBT+
communities.
People from cities and towns engaged particularly well with our project survey, making up
758 of 1,061 respondents. Engagement with urban organisations, particularly national, was
less successful. This may be due to:
•

Limited capacity and reliance on volunteers, especially among grassroots LGBT+ groups

•

Organisational focus on service delivery, particularly emergency relief, with limited
availability for what may have been perceived as an additional request to share
intelligence

Key findings:
The big picture shows that LGBT+ people in cities and towns expressed that they have
managed to remain resilient during the pandemic. However, a deeper analysis highlights a
divide in experiences, with a significant proportion of LGBT+ people suffering a detrimental
impact as a result of the pandemic.
One of the most common things that came up from our engagement was the impact of the
pandemic on people’s mental health and wellbeing. This came up in every conversation we
had, either one-to-one or in group settings. Over 60% of our survey respondents indicated
that their mental wellbeing was poor or very poor during the pandemic. Mental health
support was the top option of what people would find useful to help them get through the
next few months, with one in two survey respondents choosing it.
A significant number of people were unaware of what services are available or where to find
support. The participants of our focus group at Virtual Trans Pride 2020 argued that the
lack of a central platform or signposting mechanism to available services means that they
find it difficult to know what they can access and via which organisation. Similarly, almost
one in three survey respondents indicated that they didn’t know where to find help or
support.
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Our findings show levels of engagement across the sector dropped significantly during
the early stages of lockdown as organisations closed their doors and we all adapted to the
emerging situation we found ourselves in. However, engagement with some services has
struggled to improve. Through our conversations with people, we can infer this is due to a
lack of awareness, reluctance of LGBT+ people to ask for help, and the oversubscription of
LGBT+ services which lead to long waiting times.
“The telephone service is there, but you get a phone call every few months from a
volunteer. That’s fine, but sometimes you need a professional to get medical help from.”
Our conversations with people and the survey responses showed that there was a fair
number of online events and activities taking place. However, the lack of physical spaces
and face-to-face interactions was felt by many.
Some people have said that online meetups can be uncomfortable because the turnout
seems to be consistently low. They discussed various possible reasons for that including a
lot of choices, limited access to the internet, or unable to go online due to being in unsafe
environments. People expressed how much they miss in-person LGBT+ meetups and being
able to feel safe among their community.
“I’ve been struggling with online meetings because of a few things.
Mainly because LGBT+ meetups in person are the only place where I can be
myself and be respected for it, but also because the low turnout at [online meetings]
means that the benefit they would normally have isn’t really there”.

Challenges
•

LGBT+ people’s mental health and wellbeing suffered significantly as a result of the
pandemic. This was especially the case for people who identified as trans. Nearly 75%
of trans respondents to our survey described their mental wellbeing at its worst as
very poor or poor compared to 60% of overall responses. This was also the case for
young people under 19. The figure rose to 80% among people with a sensory or physical
impairment.

•

LGBT+ people with a sensory or physical impairment experienced multiple challenges
during lockdown. A stark 76% of survey respondents with an impairment said they
felt lonely or isolated, 62% struggled to access healthcare, and 34% faced financial
difficulties. Nearly 40% did not know where to access help or support.

•

Young people under 19 also faced challenges at an alarming rate. Nearly 80% felt
isolated or lonely and 40% felt they had to hide who they are at home. These findings are
in line with research published by LGBT Youth Scotland which highlighted the uncertain
and oftentimes unsafe home environments of many LGBT+ young people.3 Almost half of
young people did not know where to access help or support.

3
LGBT Youth Scotland, 2020 – How COVID-19 is affecting LGBTQIA+ young people living in
Scotland, available at: https://www.lgbtyouth.org.uk/news/2020/how-covid-19-is-affectinglgbtqiaplus-young-people-living-in-scotland/
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•

Initially anecdotally, people and groups told us that they have noticed increase in
drinking and substance misuse among LGBT+ people. This was substantiated in our
survey findings as one in five expressed they were drinking more. More than 7% of
respondents said they were misusing substances.

•

A significant number of survey respondents, approximately one in ten, indicated they
didn’t have enough food during the pandemic. This is particularly concerning in urban
areas where most services are concentrated and there is a higher number of people
that should be easily reached. A few participants in our workshop argued that they
didn’t have a support network and weren’t able to access support from their neighbours
following their experience of being discriminated against in the past. Participants said
that these experiences are very common among people they know.

“There’s literally a woman who lives in my building who does
not have a mobile phone nor a phone line in her flat. […] a couple of
times she asked me if I had any good books that I could lend her. Can’t
believe how isolated she felt.”
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Case study - James, 19, trans man, Glasgow
James is a student at one of the universities in Glasgow. He
currently lives with his partner and a friend. James shared
his experience of lockdown with us over the phone.
“The start of lockdown was really difficult.
We both hated it. From a mental health point of
view, we had a really difficult time to get into it”.

Life during lockdown felt bizarre and James didn’t feel
he had the support he needed to maintain a positive
outlook. Looking back at the start of lockdown and the
confusion about rules, they often felt suffocated and
trapped in the flat. They felt more positive once they were
able to establish a routine and go out for an hour or two to
get some fresh air.
In terms of accessing support, James and his partner felt they had been failed by public
mental health services. Until the situation became clearer, it was felt that the NHS mental
health services had gone into shutdown. Their experience of accessing support through
their GP wasn’t particularly positive either.
“We were basically told that we’re really too complex for them, we need to refer you
to a psychologist. That’s all good, but the next available appointment is in January.”

As a result, their mental health started deteriorating. They were aware of available LGBT+
support services, but they also knew they were overwhelmed and waiting times were likely
to be long. Similarly, Sandyford healthcare services for trans people had to be postponed
until the rules allowed for patients to be seen. However, people were already faced with
long waiting times, often requiring years before accessing the support they need.
James turned towards self-care and finding ways to improve their mental health and
wellbeing on their own such as finding activities to do online. However, they often didn’t feel
comfortable attending.

“I don’t think it’s just us who feel really anxious about video calls.
Many people, especially those who are not out, aren’t keen to go on video calls.”
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Nevertheless, James highlighted the importance of organising virtual events. They argued
that this gives people something to do even if they can’t speak or turn their camera on. It
shows them there still is a world out there and there is potential to feel okay again.
Their experience of lockdown would have been vastly different had they been able to
access the necessary mental health services way before reaching crisis point. They felt that
often people’s mental health is disregarded by services until they are at a point that they
described as “too late”. He also said that services can be intimidating and can be quite
confusing.

“LGBT+ people are less likely to ask for help when they need it.
We always feel that our situation isn’t bad enough or isn’t worth immediate attention.
And when we do get to access support, it feels like you need to educate the person
rather than getting the support you’ve been looking for.”

James is heavily involved with various societies in his university so was able to share some
of the experiences of other students in Glasgow. He said that many felt really isolated and
lonely, especially those with flatmates that are not accepting of their sexual or gender
identity. If they are in that situation, they often feel unable to reach out for support, so it is
important for other people to be more proactive.
For James, going forward means having more opportunities to socialise that aren’t digital
and having more safe spaces available for LGBT+ people would be really important. He also
highlighted the need for mental health support services to be more streamlined and better
signposted, so people can access the support they need according to the severity of their
situation.
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The Power of Investment
By Dom Miller-Graham
Lead, Personal Development workstream
At times of high stress, we can find our fuses getting short, our tolerance lowering and our
capacity to feel, think and find a place of action severely diminished. We can find ourselves
on autopilot, ticking the boxes we must to manage our sometimes overwhelming feelings of
guilt, shame and fear.
On ‘autopilot’ we rely on the strategies that worked in the past, often working harder or doing
longer hours, hiding by denying our needs/making ourselves that little bit smaller and, a firm
favourite, people pleasing, often known as “being a good person by putting others first”.
As a community we’ve had to learn how to ‘people please’, how to be something other than
ourselves to maintain our personal safety – we often learn to ignore our own needs and wants
from those we most care about, our families often ask us to ignore our sense of self, modify
our behaviour and put their wants first in exchange for love, approval and support.
From education to the workplace, we find ourselves developing ingenious, yet harmful, ways
of managing our feelings to maintain our sense of self; eating disorders, substance abuse and
self-harm being examples.
Most LGBTQI+ community leaders will recognise this pattern too, others from the challenges
brought by their interactions with the world on a daily basis. But we’re a resilient bunch –
we’ve created spaces of our own, from bookclubs to school groups, Pride events, rich cultural
offerings, coffee meets to saunas. These spaces help us to feel safe enough to show ourselves,
our needs and our feelings without worrying about losing love, approval and acceptance.

“The yoga sessions give me a place to feel seen and connected
and allow for my many medical conditions to be catered to as well.”

That’s why Rainbow Responders has been such an important programme at a time of national
crisis. We’re all struggling in some ways, finding things frustrating, often alone or without a
strong support bubble of family around us. We often choose our rainbow family but it’s been
tough without being able to hug them, meet them, or care for each other in person. We’ve
had to adapt to this new world of COVID-19.
Some organised mutual aid, care packs, food delivery and equipment to get online. Others
put on digital Pride events to help combat that isolation and loneliness. It was a way of
connecting, saying through a screen what Pride makes us feel each year – that we are not
alone.
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The Power of Investment

Despite the efforts, at times it felt like our community was apart, separated, yet we still see a
rainbow in every shop window and in homes up and down the land, we somehow felt silenced.
So this programme was designed to invest in our brilliant, creative and pioneering people.
Our leaders and community organisers need all the support they can get, we look to them
for answers, for help, for support through this nightmare. So it’s vital that they have the tools
and understanding to maintain their own health and wellbeing.
Investing in people should be our number 1 priority – they are our biggest community asset
and they have the solutions that will ultimately see us through to better days ahead.

Satisfaction rating of 4.7 out of 5 for our personal development programme.

“Yoga with Queers has been a lovely friendly space
that has improved all aspects of my well-being”

What we delivered:
•

Motivational webinar from John Loughton, CEO of Dare2Lead, human rights activist and
active member of the LGBTQI+ community.

•

Leadership analysis workshop with support on leadership styles and how to assess your
strengths as a leader.

•

1-2-1 Leadership Analysis and Coaching with John Loughton with significant personal
development advice and support.

•

Pride Peer Groups were an adaptation of Active Learning Sets for the community and
reflected the importance of a peer support model in learning who we are as individuals
and providing a safe and understanding space to discuss important issues.

•

1-2-1 Counselling for LGBT+ people led by 2 experienced and professional counsellors,
described as ‘nurturing’, ‘very supportive’, ‘very helpful at this time’ and preferred by those
with little time and/or who hold positions in which privacy was a concern.

•

LGBTQI+ Restorative Bedtime Yoga with Alan Lambie for all bodies and all queer people,
led digitally from Dundee with participants who sought some yoga expertise in a safe
supportive environment.
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•

Trans and Non-binary Mindfulness Through Zines with Dr Jonah Coman exploring
‘mindfulness’ from the perspective of the trans and/or non-binary community. An activity
which included music, physically crafting a zine from household items and/or doing it
online via Jamboard.

•

Mindfulness & COVID-19 with Trans Pride Scotland allowed us to create a space to explore
the impact of the pandemic specifically on the trans and non-binary community.

•

Sangha: Morning Yoga with Queers helped create a space for LGBT+ people to connect
with their bodies in a healthy way and worked to reduce feelings of body shame in a way
that was fun and uniquely queer!

“It has really helped with my anxiety and it’s a lovely way to start the day.
And it’s helped me meet new queers, which is so important!”

“A beacon of light in a gloomy world”
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Examples of Zine materials

text: “trans memes save
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Examples of Zine materials

We take this opportunity to thank John Loughton of Dare 2 Lead, Chrissy MacDonald,
Trans Pride Scotland, Dr Jonah Coman and Alan Lambie for their support in the
development programme as well as all the participants who took part.
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Conclusions
Over the last 18 weeks, we have engaged directly with LGBT+ communities across Scotland,
had conversation with the Scottish LGBT+ sector, allies and ally organisations which support
LGBT+ people. We also reviewed data and evidence collated by other research projects
and national bodies. A careful analysis of the above has enabled us to reach the following
conclusions.
Mental health and wellbeing are the most common challenge faced by our communities. It
is widely evidenced that LGBT+ people are more likely to experience poorer mental health
than their heterosexual peers. The pandemic has evidently exacerbated this tendency and
the overwhelming majority of people who have been engaged expressed a concerning
deterioration of their mental health and wellbeing. Access to help or support has been
challenging for most people due to barriers such as mistrust in public services, long waiting
times, and lack of awareness of how to access support.
The lack of dedicated LGBT+ physical spaces and face-to-face interactions poses unique
challenges to people in our communities. The swift change to digital working and socialising
has opened doors for people who may have been unable to engage with the community
before. However, it has taken away an escape route for people who find themselves in
unsafe home environments or unable to access digital services. This is particularly the case
for people in rural settings who relied on accessing support away from their homes and
unsupportive partners or parents, and young people who feel trapped and are unable to
access support online due to fear of their identity being exposed to their parents.
LGBT+ people from ethnic minorities, asylum seekers and refugees have disproportionately
negative experiences of the pandemic. People are facing multiple disadvantages with
detrimental effects on their ability to cope with the pandemic including poorer finances and
mental health and systemic discrimination. There is a significant lack of infrastructure and
dedicated services which meet the needs of those people in our community. The limited
services that are available are significantly oversubscribed, underfunded and struggling
to meet demand. Combined with the exclusionary practices in most public and charitable
services, LGBT+ asylum seekers, refugees, and those from ethnic minorities are regularly
falling through the net.
LGBT+ young people under 19, people with impairments and people who identify as
transgender are some of the most vulnerable in our community. People of these identities
are far more likely to report poor mental health and wellbeing, increased feelings of
loneliness and isolation, feeling unsafe and unsupported.
The LGBT+ sector is heavily under-resourced with tangible impact on its ability to deliver
services. This is thoroughly explored in our 30-day Urgent Review and felt throughout our
engagement with the sector during Phase 2 of Rainbow Responders. There were significant
delays in correspondence, difficulties in reaching people, and countless apologetic emails
from organisations about being overloaded and having limited capacity to respond. In some
cases, this led to strong feelings of uncertainty and anxiety about being able to support
people sustainably in the long-term.
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The lack of resource, capacity and coordination forces the sector to often work in silo. Our
sector has been proactive in supporting LGBT+ people across Scotland throughout the
pandemic, from emergency relief services to activities that preserve a positive mental health
wellbeing. However, there is a sense of confusion within our communities about which
organisation delivers which services and how these may be accessed. This poses barriers on
people who are apprehensive at making that first step of asking for support as well as those
who want to maintain a regular connection with other LGBT+ people.
There is still a lot to find out about the impact of the pandemic on our communities. The
unique experiences of LGBT+ people are rarely recorded by services and less seldom made
available to the public. The data is inconsistent and tend to reflect the experiences of those
who are already fortunate to be able to access help or support. Our sector and people
talk often about the hidden needs in our communities, and their lack of engagement with
services. Rainbow Responders has attempted to mitigate that by adding a considerable
level of learning and knowledge to the sector. However, the limitations of the project require
more long-term engagement with services and communities to paint a more reflective
picture of the evolving needs of LGBT+ people in Scotland.
For young people, this pandemic has been a complete learning curve in the midst of them
growing up and adapting to life. For those who identify as LGBT+ or might be questioning
their identity, the pandemic has added much more complication to their lives. Due to
schools, colleges and universities closing at the time of lockdown in March, many young
people were forced to be at home with families and unable to fully socialise with friends.
For those not out or not accepted at home, this has a very negative impact on their mental
wellbeing and has put their welfare at risk too. Findings from TIE Campaign report ‘Online
in Lockdown’ demonstrate that 52% of young LGBT+ people had a negative emotional
wellbeing whilst away from their place of education. This is compared to 39% of negative
experiences shared by all respondents.
The report from TIE demonstrates that 60% of LGBT+ respondents had seen or experienced
online bullying or harassment. 76% of the LGBT+ respondents believe there was more
online bullying taking place during lockdown than usual, compared to 49% that identified
as heterosexual. The majority of bullying and harassment seen online was Racism (55%),
Homophobia (56%) and Transphobia (48%).
Being isolated in a home environment where your identity may not be accepted, having
your education disrupted and missing the social contact of other identity-affirming friends
and allies can have a massive impact on a young person’s wellbeing.
Overall, services for LGBT+ people are facing a crisis like never before. Many are in critical
financial stress, services are over-subscribed and there is a disproportionately low level of
funding for the sector. When this meets evidence of critical gaps in service delivery ffor
ethnic minorities, rural and island communities, for asylum seekers and refugees and those
on low incomes, the challenge can seem huge.
Only by working together can we overcome.
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