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Introduction

Lesbian and gay taxpayers fund 60,000 posts within the NHS. Yet with the 
marked exception of gay menÕs sexual health, their specific health needs are
almost invisible. StonewallÕs engagement with tens of thousands of lesbian 
and bisexual women across Britain in recent years suggests that their healthcare
is particularly neglected. ThatÕs why we commissioned this groundbreaking 
national survey.

WeÕve been overwhelmed by the response. Over six thousand women have 
told us about their health needs and experiences, making this the biggest survey
of lesbian health ever conducted outside the US. The picture they paint should 
disturb any healthcare practitioner.

Lesbians are more likely to have smoked and to drink heavily than women 
in general. At various ages they are less likely to have had a smear test and more
likely to have had breast cancer. Levels of self harm and suicide are significantly
higher than in the wider population. Half have had negative experience of 
healthcare within the last year alone and a similar number feel unable to be 
open about their sexual orientation to their GP.

Many healthcare providers have taken marked steps forward as good employers
since employment protections for lesbian and gay people were first introduced 
in 2003. But this major survey suggests that this progress has not fed into the
services they provide. 

This study is timely. In April 2007, it became unlawful to discriminate against 
lesbian and bisexual women in the delivery of public services. ItÕs clear that the
NHS now needs to take some very significant steps forward to meet its new 
statutory obligations.

Ben Summerskill, Chief Executive 
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P04 Key findings

Smoking, alcohol and drugs:
Two thirds of lesbian and bisexual women have smoked compared to half of 
women in general.
Just over a quarter currently smoke.
Nine in ten lesbian and bisexual women drink and 40 per cent drink three times 
a week compared to a quarter of women in general.
Lesbian and bisexual women are five times more likely to have taken drugs. 
Over one in ten have taken cocaine, compared to three per cent of women in general.

Sexual health:
Less than half of lesbian and bisexual women have ever been screened for sexually 
transmitted infections.
Half of those who have been screened had an STI and a quarter of those with STIs 
have only had sex with women in the last five years.

Cancer screening:
Fifteen per cent of lesbian and bisexual women over the age of 25 have never had 
a cervical smear test, compared to seven per cent of women in general. 
One in five who have not had a test have been told they are not at risk. 
One in fifty have been refused a test. 
One in twelve lesbian and bisexual women aged between 50 and 79 have been 
diagnosed with breast cancer, compared to one in twenty women in general. 

Mental health:
One in five lesbian and bisexual women have deliberately harmed themselves in 
the last year, compared to 0.4 per cent of the general population. Half of women under 
the age of 20 have self-harmed compared to one in fifteen of teenagers generally.
Five per cent have attempted to take their life in the last year and sixteen per cent
of women under the age of 20 have attempted to take their life. ChildLine estimate 
that 0.12 per cent of people under 18 have attempted suicide. 
One in five say they have an eating disorder, compared to one in 20 of the 
general population.

Domestic violence:
One in four lesbian and bisexual women have experienced domestic violence, the 
same as women in general. In two thirds of cases, the perpetrator was another woman.
Four in five have not reported incidents of domestic violence to the police and of 
those that did, only half were happy with their response.

General fitness and exercise:
Four in five lesbian and bisexual women say that they think they are in good health. 
The BMI for lesbian and bisexual women is the same as women in general.
Half exercise three times a week. 

Discrimination in healthcare:
Half have had negative experiences in the health sector in the last year, despite the 
fact that it is now unlawful to discriminate against lesbian and bisexual women.
Half of lesbian and bisexual women are not out to their GP.
One in ten say that a healthcare worker ignored them when they did come out.
Just three in ten lesbian and bisexual women say that healthcare workers did not 
make inappropriate comments when they came out.
Just one in ten felt that their partner was welcome during a consultation.
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