
Providing
Culturally Sensitive Care

Access to lesbian-friendly health services
is an important component to lesbian’s health.

Fear of discrimination and homophobia has
made it difficult for some lesbians to disclose
their sexual orientation, sexual practices and/
or health concerns to their healthcare provider.
This may seriously compromise the quality of
care they receive.

Here are some suggestions for healthcare
providers to help make their services more
accessible to lesbians:

• Avoid making assumptions about the sexual
orientation of your patient. Lesbians are of
all ages, cultures and backgrounds.

• Acknowledge that it takes a degree of trust
for a lesbian to disclose her identity to you. If
you cannot support your patient’s identity,
refer them to a practitioner who can.

• Be aware that confidentiality may be a
concern. Discuss documentation and access
to records.

• Recognize that supports for lesbians may
include a “chosen family” i.e. same-sex
partner and close friends.

• Display pamphlets or posters in your
waiting or examining rooms that show that
diversity is respected. A rainbow image is
well-known for meaning lesbian and gay
friendly.

• Take an active role in educating yourself
about lesbian health. There are resources
available through libraries, the internet and
community groups.

COMMUNITY RESOURCES
The Centre
Information, referrals, peer support & services
1170 Bute Street, Vancouver, B.C., V6E 1Z6
Daytime: (604) 684-5307, Nightly: (604) 684-6869
BC wide: 1-800-566-1170
www.lgtbcentrevancouver.com

BC Cancer Agency
Support group for lesbians & bisexual women
(& their support persons)
Tel. (604) 877-6000 ext. 2192

Bute Street Clinic
Confidential HIV/STD testing & treatment
Mon.-Fri. 11am - 6:30pm, Drop-in.
1170 Bute St., Vancouver, B.C.
Tel. (604) 660-7949

Positive Women’s Network
Support, advocacy & information for
women living with HIV/AIDS
Tel. (604) 692-3000
www.pwnetwork.org

Pride Health Services
Health services for
lesbian/gay/transgender/bisexual people
Thursdays 3:00 - 6:00 p.m. Drop-in.
1292 Hornby, Vancouver
Tel. (604) 633-4201

Vancouver Women’s Health Collective
Resource centre and information line
Tel. (604) 736-5262
www.womenshealthcollective.ca

For more resources such as women's anti-violence
organizations, health services, community groups
and events, call The Centre.

Produced by The Centre with support from the
Leon and Thea Koerner Foundation, and REACH
Community Health Centre.

Design by Leon Lackovic. Photo by Dale MacCalder.

HEALTH INFORMATION FOR LESBIANS
AND THEIR SERVICE PROVIDERS

THE CENTRE
A Community Centre Serving and Supporting
Lesbian, Gay, Transgender, Bisexual People
and their Allies

Lesbian
HEALTH
matters



Lesbian Health Matters

LESBIANS face unique challenges in accessing
information and services that are appropriate and
sensitive to their health care needs. They often have
to navigate a homophobic and sexist health care
system and deal with service providers with little or
no knowledge of lesbian health matters. It is
understandable that lesbians sometimes feel
frustrated by the way they are treated.  Some stop
seeking care altogether.

This pamphlet highlights some health concerns for
lesbians. It is important that both lesbians and their
service providers are informed and work together to
ensure that optimal care is received.

Some Health Concerns…

ALCOHOL AND DRUG USE
There is some evidence of high rates of alcohol
and drug use in the lesbian community. Alcohol
and drugs may be used to dull painful feelings
caused by homophobia and isolation, as well as a
way to overcome the stress and anxiety of socializing
and meeting new people. For some lesbians, bars
have often been one of the only safe places to
socialize. It is important that lesbians find ways to
cope and have fun while minimizing the harm
from substance use.

BREAST CANCER
Studies suggest that lesbians may be at a higher
risk for breast cancer due to higher body weights,
greater alcohol consumption, not having children
or having children later in life. Because of these
risk factors, it is important that lesbians perform
routine breast self-examinations and have screening
mammograms in consultation with their doctors.

CERVICAL CANCER
Routine pap smears are crucial for the detection of
cancerous cells on the cervix. Lesbians sometimes
have difficulty getting pap smears because their
doctors may consider them a low risk group for
cervical cancer (the assumption being that cervical
cancer is linked to heterosexual intercourse.) Some
studies have indicated that rates of cervical cancer
are equal between lesbians and heterosexual
women.

HPV (Human Papilloma Virus), the virus that
causes genital warts, is considered a risk factor for
cervical cancer. While many lesbians may have
had at least one sexual experience with a male,
putting them a greater risk for HPV infection,
HPV has also been shown to be sexually transmitted
between women. Pap smears should be performed
on the same basis for lesbians as for other women.

COMING OUT
Coming out is the process by which lesbians and
gay men come to terms with their  sexual
orientation. It often involves overcoming feelings
of shame and confusion, gaining self-acceptance
and being able to tell others about their identity.
Coming out can be an important process for
mental, social, spiritual and physical well being.

HOMOPHOBIA
Homophobia is a negative or hateful reaction to
lesbians and gay men. Homophobia can take the
form of disparaging jokes, name-calling and
violence such as sexual assaults and bashings.
Homophobia has a profound impact on lesbians’
abilities to develop strong self-esteem and healthy
self-identities. Rejection by family and friends,
denial of services and job loss are further ways
homophobia exerts a toll on health.

PARENTING
Many lesbians are choosing to have their own
children with a same-sex partner. As with all
women, lesbians considering pregnancy should
be screened for rubella, diabetes and STDs,
including HIV. A discussion of methods of
insemination should include the advantages and
concerns of using a known donor versus a sperm
bank, enabling a woman to make the safest choice.

During prenatal care, labour, and hospitalization
of mother and infant, the lesbian’s partner (if
applies) should be given the same privileges and
status as a natural parent. If agreed upon, a note
in the chart can help smooth the way for the
couple.

RELATIONSHIP VIOLENCE
Because we understand domestic violence as male
violence against women, abuse within lesbian
relationships is often misunderstood or trivialized.
Yet, many lesbians have experienced some form
of relationship abuse. The shame and confusion
felt by some lesbians who are survivors of
domestic violence make it difficult for them to
seek support.

SEXUAL HEALTH
Screening for STDs including HIV in lesbians
should not be neglected. Many lesbians may have
had at least one male sexual partner, and women are
capable of transmitting HIV and other STDs to
other women.

Lesbians should avoid contact with vaginal
secretions and menstrual blood in untested partners.
Latex barriers should be used, including gloves,
dental dams, and condoms on sex toys if shared for
vaginal or anal penetration.
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