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Not all of your Clients are Straight
A 72-year-old woman has been losing weight and sleeping. She is tired all the time. During the course of a physical examination, the physician asks, “Do you live alone?”
“Yes,” she sobs.

“What about your husband?”

“I’ve been divorced for over 40 years,” she replies.

The physician does a complete examination, decides the woman is suffering from depression and prescribes antidepressants. The woman does not return.

She does, however, go to another physician, who asks, “Do you live alone?”

“Yes, I do,” she sobs.

“Have you always lived alone?

“No. My roommate lived with me for 37 years. She died just a few months ago.”

“Were you very close to her?”

“Yes.”

“You must miss her very much.”

“Yes. I can’t bear to live without her.”

And so the physician sends the woman for the bereavement counseling she desperately needs.
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Homophobia

Studies show that lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and (LGBT) populations, in addition to having the same basic health needs as the general population, experience health disparities and barriers related to sexual orientation and/or gender identity or expression. Many avoid or delay care or receive inappropriate or inferior care because of perceived or real homophobia, biphobia, transphobia, and discrimination by health care providers and institutions.

Homophobia in medical practice is a reality. A 1998 survey of nursing students showed that 8-12% “despised” lesbian, gay and bisexual (LGB) people, 5-12% found them “disgusting,” and 40-43% thought LGB people should keep their sexuality private.

From: Guidelines for Care of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender Patients,

Publication byGay & Lesbian Medical Association (GLMA)
“To have strangers enter your home and have no idea whether they are homophobic or not is very stressful.”
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Growing Older

Some health issues for LGBT people as they grow older :
· Isolation
· older LGBT people are more likely to live alone and less likely to be in a relationship

· Lack of services tailored to their needs
· Lack of support from family of origin
· Lack of support from traditional family networks
· Many LGBT people from this generation are less likely to have had children of their own who may have provided support to them
· Lack of acknowledgement of the importance of “chosen families”
· Same sex partners are often denied even the most basic rights such as hospital visitation or the right to live and die in the same nursing home
· Lack of access to services which are committed to discrimination for religious or philosophical reasons
· Ageism from within the LGBT community
· For example, beauty standards that value youth; exclusion of other people from community events; and the absence of senior issues within LGBT communities
· Lack of access to appropriate housing
· Legal and financial issues arising from the death of a partner or significant other
· Social Security pays survivor benefits to widows and widowers, but not to the surviving same sex partner of someone who dies
Guidelines for Providing Good Care to LGBT Clients
· Don’t make assumptions

· Remember that identity does not equal behaviour

· Examine your own biases – how do they affect your client interactions?

· Remember that how you ask questions may be just as important as the questions themselves

· If you can’t support your clients’ identity, refer them to someone who can

· Don’t contradict your clients when they make statements about themselves; avoid arguments

· Roll with resistance, giving your client time to integrate information and develop trust in you and the process

· Educate yourself about issues relevant to good health care of LGBT people

· Involve your clients’ significant others in decision-making and planning
· Ask your clients if there is something that you’ve missed asking about that they feel is important to you to know

· Don’t make assumptions
Adapted from: Not all your patients are straight,

By Ruth J Simkin, MD
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Resources

Department of Aging and Adult Services

1650 Mission Street, 5th Floor, San Francisco CA 94103

Tel: 415-355-3555   www.sfgov.org/daas

Gay and Lesbian Medical Association (GLMA)
459 Fulton Street, Suite 107, San Francisco CA 94102

 Tel: 415-255-4547   www.glbthealth.org
New Leaf Outreach for Elders

103 Hayes Street (near Market St), San Francisco, CA
Tel: 415-626-7000   TDD : 415-252-8376   www.newleafservices.org
openhouse

870 Market Street, Suite 458 , San Francisco, CA 94102

Tel:  415-296-8995   www.openhouse-sf.org
SAGE (Services & Advocacy for GLBT Elders)

305 7th Ave, 16th Floor, New York, NY  10001
Tel: 212-741-2247   sageusa.org

San Francisco Human Rights Commission

25 Van Ness Ave # 800, San Francisco, CA 94102
Tel: 415-252-2500  www.sfgov.org/sfhumanrights
Tenderloin Health

255 Golden Gate Avenue, San Francisco CA

Tel: 415-437-2900   www.tenderloinhealth.org
The SF LGBT Community Center
1800 Market Street, San Francisco CA 94102
415-865-5555   www.sfcenter.org
Westside Community Services
245 11th Street, San Francisco, CA 94103 
Tel:  415-355-0311   westside-health.org
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