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About Womens Health Matters

Womens Health Matters (WHM) is an independent voluntary sector organisation and a registered charity, run by women for women in Leeds. Established in 1987, the organisation prioritises work with women in disadvantaged areas of the city and women who face additional disadvantage because of race, disability, class or sexual orientation. We believe that health is affected by many things and that emotional wellbeing, social issues and physical health are equally important.

What was the consultation about?

NHS Leeds sought the views of a range of equality groups across

Leeds in order to inform and develop their Single Equality

Scheme. As part of this consultation exercise, WHM asked

lesbian and bisexual women across the city about their

experiences of local health services.

Who took part and how was the consultation carried out?

We consulted with as wide a range of women as was possible within the

given timescale. The age range of the women was from 16 to 64.

The consultation was completed using a range of methods including a review of previous research, questionnaires and individual interviews.

What women told us

Experiences of local health services

· The women consulted generally did not believe they had equal access to appropriate health care when using local health services.

· In this consultation a wide range of NHS Services had been accessed by the women, but post-natal, antenatal, fertility and children’s services were spoken about most.

· Services assuming heterosexuality was an issue that was identified as a huge barrier to accessing services. Again this was particularly reported from women using maternity and post-natal services.

·  Homophobia and the risk and fear of homophobia in ‘coming out’ to people meant that some lesbians and bisexual women only accessed services if they had to.

· The impact of experiences of homophobia from years ago had an impact on how women accessed services now.

· Many women expressed the need for lesbian only services and health drop-ins.

· Women talked about accessing mental health services. They experienced invisibility as lesbians, the impact of homophobia being ignored, and some found their sexuality been blamed for their mental health problems.

· Confidentiality and privacy were identified as a concern for some women using the NHS.

· Older women talked about their reluctance to engage with mainstream services and worried about homophobia and heterosexism as they get older when they have no choice but to have more input from care services.

· Some examples of good practice were also highlighted from individual staff, notably where staff were themselves lesbians.

Communication and information

· Women consistently identified the internet as a good source of information, as well as friends and NHS Direct.

· Confusion around cervical screening information was highlighted by many of the women as being problematic, different health professionals advising different things and promotional materials not being helpful.

· The women highlighted a complete lack of information on sexual health aimed specifically at lesbian women.

· Invisibility of lesbians and bisexual women within NHS publicity was highlighted. 

Involvement and consultation

· Women identified the need for confidentiality as a barrier to consultation and also noted the need to be listened to. 

·  Many of the women felt they were consulted by statutory agencies so that they could ‘tick a box’. 

National Health Service employment

· The value of employers having a lesbian and gay forum in the workplace was highlighted. 

· To be a good employer, the NHS would need to promote inclusivity across its service.

· The need for a clear anti-bullying policy and anti-discriminatory practice was highlighted.

Conclusions and Recommendations

· There is a clear need for training for health service staff.

· Inclusive publicity and promotional material is needed.

· Specific services should be developed with a focus on lesbian health.

· Specific work needs to be undertaken with maternity, postnatal, fertility and children’s services to address the visibility of lesbians.

· Further research needs to be undertaken to fully understand the health needs of lesbians.

· A targeted approach to raise awareness and disseminate correct information amongst health care professionals about the risk to lesbians of cervical cancer and the need for cervical screening.

· Develop specific publicity and information on lesbian sexual health.

· Anti discriminatory and confidentiality policies need to be publicised and visible.

A copy of the full report can be obtained from

Womens Health Matters

www.womenshealthmatters.org.uk
or contact us on 0113 276 2851 or e-mail 

admin@womenshealthmatters.org.uk
for more information on the NHS equality scheme contact
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