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Abstract: Mental health disparities among lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, and other sexual and gender minority (LGBTQ+)
individuals represent a significant global public health concern. Compared to heterosexual and cisgender populations, LGBTQ+
individuals experience a disproportionately higher burden of mental health disorders, including depression, anxiety, substance use
disorders, post-traumatic stress disorder, and suicidal behavior. These disparities are not inherent to sexual or gender diversity but are
largely driven by social determinants of health such as stigma, discrimination, minority stress, social exclusion, and barriers to culturally
competent healthcare. Nurses, as frontline healthcare professionals, play a critical role in addressing these inequities through inclusive,
affirming, and evidence-based mental health care. This review synthesizes existing literature on mental health issues among LGBTQ+
populations, explores contributing psychosocial and structural factors, and highlights nursing implications across clinical practice,
education, research, and policy. Strengthening nursing competence in LGBTQ+ mental health is essential for promoting equity, improving

care outcomes, and advancing inclusive healthcare systems.

Keywords: LGBTQ+ mental health, minority stress, nursing implications, inclusive nursing care, mental health disparities, stigma and

discrimination, culturally competent nursing

Introduction

Mental health is a fundamental component of overall well-
being and quality of life. However, mental health outcomes
are not experienced equally across populations. Sexual and
gender minority groups, collectively referred to as LGBTQ+,
face unique and persistent mental health challenges shaped
by social, cultural, and institutional factors. Despite growing
global recognition of LGBTQ+ rights, many individuals
continue to experience marginalization, discrimination, and
violence, which significantly affect their psychological health.
Mental health issues among LGBTQ+ individuals are not
merely individual concerns but reflect broader systemic
inequities embedded within social structures and healthcare
systems.

Globally, LGBTQ+ individuals report higher rates of
depression, anxiety, substance misuse, suicidal ideation, and
self-harm compared to the general population. These
disparities are evident across age groups, socioeconomic
backgrounds, and geographic regions, although their severity
may vary depending on cultural and legal contexts. In many
settings, limited access to affirming mental health services
further exacerbates psychological distress. Nurses frequently

Copyright®: BIJNR

July - December 2023

serve as the first point of contact within healthcare systems,
placing them in a pivotal position to identify mental health
needs, provide compassionate care, and advocate for
inclusive practices.

This review article aims to provide a comprehensive overview
of mental health issues affecting LGBTQ+ individuals and to
examine the implications for nursing practice. By integrating
current evidence, this paper emphasizes the need for
culturally competent, trauma-informed, and person-centered
nursing approaches that address both mental health
symptoms and the underlying social determinants influencing
LGBTQ+ well-being.

Understanding LGBTQ+ Identities and Mental Health
Context

The LGBTQ+ umbrella encompasses diverse sexual
orientations, gender identities, and expressions. Lesbian,
gay, and bisexual individuals identify based on sexual
orientation, while transgender and gender-diverse individuals
identify based on gender identity that differs from the sex
assigned at birth. Queer and other identities represent fluid
and non-binary understandings of sexuality and gender.
Recognizing this diversity is essential, as mental health
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experiences vary across subgroups within the LGBTQ+
community.

Mental health challenges among LGBTQ+ individuals cannot
be understood in isolation from their social context. Many
individuals encounter stigma and prejudice from early life,
including family rejection, school bullying, workplace
discrimination, and social exclusion. These experiences
contribute to chronic stress, emotional distress, and
internalized stigma. For transgender and gender-diverse
individuals, additional stressors such as gender dysphoria,
barriers to gender-affirming care, and exposure to violence
further heighten mental health risks.

From a nursing perspective, understanding the intersection
between identity, environment, and mental health is critical.
Nurses must move beyond heteronormative and
cisnormative assumptions to provide care that respects each
individual’s lived experience and affirms their identity.

Prevalence of Mental Health Issues among LGBTQ+
Individuals

Extensive research demonstrates that LGBTQ+ individuals
experience higher prevalence rates of mental health
disorders compared to heterosexual and cisgender
populations. Depression is one of the most commonly
reported conditions, often linked to experiences of social
isolation, rejection, and discrimination. Anxiety disorders,
including generalized anxiety disorder and social anxiety, are
also prevalent and may stem from fear of stigma,
concealment of identity, and exposure to hostile
environments.

Suicidal ideation and attempts are alarmingly higher among
LGBTQ+ populations, particularly among adolescents and
young adults. Studies consistently show that LGBTQ+ youth
are several times more likely to attempt suicide than their
heterosexual peers. Transgender individuals, especially
transgender women and non-binary individuals, face
exceptionally high suicide risk due to compounded stigma,
violence, and lack of social support.

Substance use disorders are another significant concern,
with higher rates of alcohol, tobacco, and illicit drug use
reported among LGBTQ+ individuals. Substance use is often
used as a coping mechanism to manage stress, trauma, and
emotional pain. Additionally, higher prevalence of post-
traumatic stress disorder has been documented, particularly
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among individuals who have experienced hate crimes, sexual
violence, or family rejection.

These mental health disparities underscore the urgent need
for targeted, inclusive mental health interventions and
highlight the critical role nurses play in early identification and
ongoing support.

Minority Stress and lts Impact on Mental Health

The minority stress model provides a theoretical framework
for understanding mental health disparities among LGBTQ+
individuals. According to this model, sexual and gender
minorities experience chronic stress due to their marginalized
social status. This stress arises from external stressors such
as discrimination, harassment, and violence, as well as
internal stressors including internalized homophobia or
transphobia and fear of rejection.

Persistent exposure to minority stress contributes to
emotional exhaustion, reduced coping capacity, and
increased vulnerability to mental health disorders.
Concealment of identity, often adopted as a protective
strategy, can further intensify psychological distress by
limiting authentic self-expression and social support. Over
time, minority stress can lead to maladaptive coping
behaviors, including substance use and social withdrawal.
Nurses must be aware of minority stress dynamics when
assessing mental health among LGBTQ+ individuals. A
holistic nursing assessment should explore not only
symptoms but also social experiences, support systems, and
sources of stress related to identity. Trauma-informed care
principles are particularly relevant in addressing the
cumulative impact of minority stress.

Barriers to Mental Health Care for LGBTQ+ Individuals
Despite elevated mental health needs, LGBTQ+ individuals
often face significant barriers to accessing appropriate care.
Fear of discrimination within healthcare settings is a major
deterrent, particularly for individuals who have previously
encountered insensitive or hostile providers. Lack of provider
knowledge regarding LGBTQ+ health issues can result in
misdiagnosis, inadequate treatment, or invalidation of
patients’ experiences.

Structural barriers, including limited availability of LGBTQ+-
affirming mental health services, financial constraints, and
restrictive policies, further impede access to care. In many
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regions, legal and cultural stigma discourages individuals
from seeking help, especially for transgender and gender-
diverse populations. Confidentiality concerns are particularly
prominent among adolescents and individuals living in
unsupportive family or community environments.

Nurses have a responsibility to help dismantle these barriers
by fostering inclusive care environments, advocating for
equitable policies, and ensuring respectful communication.
Creating safe spaces within healthcare settings can
significantly improve trust and engagement among LGBTQ+
patients.

Nursing Assessment and Mental Health Screening
Effective mental health care begins with comprehensive and
inclusive assessment. Nurses should use inclusive language,
avoid assumptions about sexual orientation or gender
identity, and allow individuals to self-identify. Mental health
screening tools should be applied sensitively, with awareness
of cultural and identity-related factors that may influence
responses.

Assessment should include evaluation of mood, anxiety,
substance use, trauma history, social support, and
experiences of discrimination or violence. For transgender
individuals, assessment may also involve exploration of
gender dysphoria and access to gender-affirming care, as
these factors are closely linked to mental health outcomes.
By adopting a person-centered approach, nurses can identify
early signs of distress, provide timely interventions, and
facilitate appropriate referrals. Establishing a therapeutic
nurse-patient relationship based on trust and respect is
essential for effective mental health assessment.

Therapeutic Nursing Interventions and Support

Nursing interventions for LGBTQ+ mental health should be
holistic, affirming, and evidence-based. Emotional support,
active listening, and validation of identity are foundational
components of care. Nurses can provide psychoeducation on
stress management, coping strategies, and mental health
resources tailored to LGBTQ+ experiences.

Crisis intervention and suicide prevention are critical areas of
nursing practice, particularly when caring for high-risk
individuals. Nurses should be trained to recognize warning
signs, conduct risk assessments, and implement safety
planning in collaboration with multidisciplinary teams.
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Referral to mental health specialists and community-based
LGBTQ+ support services enhances continuity of care.
Group interventions and peer support programs have also
shown positive outcomes by reducing isolation and fostering
a sense of belonging. Nurses can play a key role in
connecting patients to such resources and advocating for
their integration into mental health services.

Role of Nurses in Creating Inclusive Healthcare
Environments

Beyond direct patient care, nurses influence the broader
healthcare environment. Inclusive practices such as visible
nondiscrimination policies, gender-neutral restrooms, and
inclusive documentation contribute to a sense of safety for
LGBTQ+ patients. Nurses can advocate for institutional
changes that promote equity and inclusion.

Interprofessional collaboration is essential in addressing
complex mental health needs. Nurses should work closely
with psychologists, psychiatrists, social workers, and
community organizations to deliver coordinated and culturally
competent care. Leadership roles within nursing provide
opportunities to champion LGBTQ+ health initiatives and
policy reforms.

Nursing Education and Professional Development
Adequate preparation of nurses is vital for improving
LGBTQ+ mental health outcomes. Integrating LGBTQ+
health content into nursing curricula enhances knowledge,
reduces bias, and builds confidence in providing affirming
care. Continuing education programs and clinical training can
further strengthen competencies related to mental health
assessment, communication, and advocacy.

Reflective practice and self-awareness are equally important.
Nurses must examine their own attitudes and beliefs to
prevent unconscious bias from influencing care. Professional
development that emphasizes cultural humility fosters
respectful and effective nurse-patient interactions.

Implications for Nursing Research and Policy

Nursing research plays a crucial role in advancing LGBTQ+
mental health care. There is a need for more inclusive
research that represents diverse identities and explores
effective  nursing  interventions.  Community-based

Issue 2 Volume: 4 46


http://www.bijnr.in/

www.bijnr.in

Brio International Journal of Nursing Research

Indexed Nursing Journal

participatory research approaches can ensure that LGBTQ+
voices are central to knowledge generation.

At the policy level, nurses can advocate for inclusive mental
health policies, anti-discrimination laws, and funding for
LGBTQ+-affirming services. Policy engagement strengthens
the nursing profession’s contribution to social justice and
health equity.

Conclusion

Mental health issues among LGBTQ+ individuals reflect
deeply rooted social inequities rather than inherent
vulnerabilities. Nurses, as trusted healthcare professionals,
are uniquely positioned to address these disparities through
compassionate, inclusive, and evidence-based practice. By
recognizing the impact of minority stress, reducing barriers to
care, and advocating for affirming environments, nurses can
significantly improve mental health outcomes for LGBTQ+
populations. Strengthening nursing education, research, and
policy engagement is essential to advancing equitable mental
health care and ensuring that all individuals, regardless of
sexual orientation or gender identity, receive the dignity and
support they deserve.
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