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 You always want to see the lights and the glitter. I had a week where I went to all 

 the gay bars, and I was going by myself. And there was like a week where I went 

 to a lot of strip clubs because I could. Like, that’s something that I didn’t know 

 that I even missed or even thought about that I was giving up when I went to 

 (Peace Corps), but I came home, and I’m like, I live in Vegas. Like, you know 

 what? I’m buying 200 dollars in ones and I’m going to a strip club…so yeah, 

 there are certain things that as soon as you step foot in America, it’s just like, ‘Oh, 

 I’m going to do that because I CAN.’ Like, I’d go to this gay club here and go to 

 drag performances, and I was the first one, like, tipping the girls.  

 

Having outlets such as these has made Maureen’s readjustment process a little easier 

compared to other volunteers who are still searching for a queer community.  

CONCLUSION 

 As one can see, the narrative of a queer, Peace Corps Volunteer is tumultuous 

one, beginning with the anticipation and anxiety surrounding the application process all 

the way to their difficult readjustment process back in America after returning home. 

However, the narrative of a queer, Peace Corps Volunteer is also one of personal growth 

and eye-opening discoveries. It includes a lifetime’s worth of lessons packed into two-

short years. As the RPCV Handbook explains; 

 Many RPCVs have said that reentry from their Peace Corps service was one of 

 the most significant transitions of their lives. Many have recalled the challenges 

 and difficulties of returning home. They searched for meaningful employment. 

 They struggled to identify with their own culture – one that does not always share 

 their global attitudes and cultural tolerance. They sought to understand why they 

 sometimes felt disconnected from society, including from family and friends who 

 had not experienced what they had. They tried to understand the abundance of 

 food, technology, and choices for just about  anything. They realized they were 

 different, but were not sure who they were or how they had changed. Most 

 RPCVs would agree that they did finally readjust well, but, they did not put their 

 Peace Corps experience behind them. Instead, they took it with them and threaded 

 it through their lives. (Peace Corps 2014c:10) 

 

Nothing is the same after Peace Corps. Volunteers close their service and that chapter of 

their lives, but they are forever changed and shaped by the experience. That is why the 
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narrative of a Peace Corps volunteer never truly ends. The story of their lives continues to 

unfold through the frame of reference and lens of a Peace Corps Volunteer. 

SUMMARY  

 
 In conclusion, I would like to revisit each of the previously stated research 

questions and summarize the findings for each one: 

RQ1:  How do queer, foreign-aid workers negotiate and manage their queer 

identities while serving abroad?  

 This study sheds light on the fact that no two queer individuals negotiate and 

manage their identities in the same way. With that said, all participants had to negotiate 

their identity to some extent. A few volunteers had to work harder at negotiating and 

managing their identities, while some were able to rely on heteronormativity and the 

heterosexual assumption to simply pass as straight. Strategies of silence, counterfeiting, 

and lying by omission were popular strategies among participants. Some volunteers, like 

Maureen, lived an open and out existence while in Peace Corps. She believed that being 

her authentic self led to a more rewarding and successful service than if she would have 

remained closeted. Others would probably attest to this claim as staying in the closet 

caused many of them distress and led to varying degrees of internalized homophobia. 

Many of these negative impacts lingered well after returning home to the States. With 

that said, a cautious strategy of staying in the closet in regards to locals but coming out to 

fellow volunteers helped to ease the distress and inner turmoil of remaining in the closet 

in other spheres of life.  

 It should be noted that the context of each volunteer’s reality while serving abroad 

played a major role in volunteers’ choices of negotiation and management strategies. For 
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example, those living in more urban areas had more opportunity to meet like-minded 

people and even take part in the LGBT community there. Those volunteers in more rural 

areas had little to no exposure to such community and faced a harsher social climate 

surrounding homosexuality. Therefore, volunteers located in these more rural areas had 

to practice more caution when it came presentation of self. Overall, volunteers’ 

negotiating and management strategies evolved and changed over time, depending on the 

situations in which they found themselves. In addition to negotiating and managing their 

queer identities, they also found themselves negotiating and managing other facets of 

their identity as well, hence the discovery of how impactful the intersectionality of 

identity can be on an individual’s service. In fact, in most cases, most volunteers reported 

that their queer identity impacted their service less so than other facets of their identity, 

such as gender, age, and race.   

RQ2: What role, if any, does compulsory heterosexuality play in the social 

construction of sexuality in societies where queer, foreign-aid workers serve, and 

how does this affect their queer identity negotiation and management processes? 

 Compulsory heterosexuality played a vital role in the social construction of 

sexuality where these participants served as Peace Corps volunteers. From laws banning 

homosexual acts to the way gender roles are taught, reinforced, and perpetuated in this 

particular society, heterosexuality is embedded in the culture as the “normal” or “natural” 

way of living. Homosexuality is seen as “abnormal” or “unnatural.” Religion is one 

major social institution that is used to literally demonize such behavior, as those found to 

be homosexual are often called “Satanists” or are accused of being possessed by demons. 

Furthermore, when discussed in school or the workplace, if discussed at all, topics 
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surrounding homosexuality are portrayed in a negative light. There are no safe spaces 

publicized for queer youth in schools and very limited outlets outside of school, mainly in 

the capital and other larger cities. There are more opportunities for queer adults to 

organize and socialize as they have more free agency than the children living in this 

society and are able to relocate themselves to the areas where a movement is actually 

taking place. Additionally, the few homosexual characters that can be found in the media 

portray negative representations of queer life. Finally, tabloids and newspapers provide 

only negative press coverage on issues surrounding homosexuality. Some publications 

even out queer citizens in their stories. As one can see, through the use of laws, religion, 

social norms, education, and the media, compulsory heterosexuality creates a social 

construction of sexuality where heterosexuality is the only acceptable way of life. 

RQ3:  What role, if any, does the organization (i.e. Peace Corps) itself play in the 

negotiation and management processes of its queer, foreign-aid workers? 

 As expressed by participants, the organization itself played a passive role in the 

negotiating and management processes of its queer volunteers, providing them little to no 

training or support. Therefore, participants expressed a desire for improvement in the way 

Peace Corps works with its queer volunteers—before service, during service, and even 

after service. Suggestions as to what could be done to alleviate this problem will be 

discussed more in depth in the next chapter, as it requires a more lengthy discussion. 

DISCUSSION 

 
 The study at hand adds to an almost nonexistent body of research examining 

queer, foreign-aid workers’ experiences negotiating and managing their identities while 

working abroad. It provides an in-depth look into what it is like to not only work in these 
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societies but to live in them as well. This study shows that queer individuals cannot be 

reduced to one facet of their identity, and that, in fact, a variety of identity markers 

impact the experiences of foreign-aid workers more so than any one particular facet of 

their being. Thus, it suggests that the experiences of an individual cannot be fully 

understood unless an entire person’s being is taken into consideration and examined in 

relation to the social, economical, historical, and geo-political context of that situation.  

 Furthermore, the findings of this study align with previous research, as well as 

build upon it. First of all, the findings of this study support previous findings of critical, 

social theorists who view sexuality as a social construction (Weeks 1986; Binnie 2004; 

Rand 2005; Weeks 2007; Seidman 2009; Jackson and Scott 2010; Seidman 2010). To 

elaborate, through autoethnography, as well as through interviews with participants, I was 

able to gather much data that showed that the way sexuality is categorized and viewed is 

not a natural phenomenon but actually fundamentally social. The stories that queer 

volunteers shared provided invaluable data that showed how the meaning, the 

organization, and the social acceptability surrounding sexual behaviors and desires are 

products of social factors. As Steven Seidman once proposed: 

 Not very long ago, conventional wisdom held that race and gender differences 

 were creations of nature. Today, however, many of us recognize that such beliefs 

 are mistaken. We suspect that such beliefs may be ideological and contribute to 

 creating racial and gender differences and inequalities. At a minimum, the new 

 conventional wisdom views race and gender as shaped as much by social factors 

 as by nature. Is it possible that the same is true for sexuality?” (Seidman 

 2010:ix). 

 

My answer is, “Yes.” I believe this study provides evidence to back that argument up.  

 

 To elaborate, this study shows how a society uses these factors to regulate 

sexuality to enforce compulsory heterosexuality and to keep current power structures in 
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place. In this particular society, the regulation of sexuality is used to keep the patriarchy 

intact. As a way to reassert gender difference and the normality of dichotomous gender 

roles, this society emphasizes the “naturalness” and “rightness” of heterosexuality. To put 

it simply, this particular society uses a very complex network of social norms and rules to 

regulate sexuality and make people believe that that heterosexuality is the only “normal” 

and natural way of living. It can be argued that this society hypes up the differences 

between men and women to ensure that the current gender roles stay in place. In other 

words, heterosexuality is viewed as “natural” and essential for survival and a stable social 

order. Therefore, it is thought that the fate of society depends on men and women 

occupying different roles. Asserting a clear heterosexual identity is a way to reinforce and 

normalize a dichotomous gender identity. This particular society does so through the use 

of various social institutions: Government, Education, Religion, and Media to name a 

few.  

 This normalization of heterosexuality leads to a culture of homophobia. As 

heterosexuality becomes viewed as the “normal” sexual and gender identity, 

homosexuality is thought of and represented as a deviant and abnormal identity. Not only 

does it become stigmatized to be attracted to someone of the same-sex, but gender 

deviance also became attached to the notion of homosexuality. This deters men and 

women from exhibiting any gender traits that deviate from the norms of masculine men 

and feminine women out of fear of being labeled homosexual. This results in a sexual 

system that aggressively enforces heterosexuality. 

 In regards to coming out in the workplace, the results of this study are congruent 

with previous research as well. Although the participants in this study were working 
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overseas, the struggles they faced in the workplace were similar to those found in studies 

conducted on gay Americans in the workplace. For example, disclosing one’s sexual 

orientation has been found to be one of the toughest issues that queer individuals face in 

the workplace (Griffith and Hebl 2002, Willis 2011) and this was definitely true among 

my participants as well. Furthermore, studies have shown that queer individuals who 

choose not to disclose their sexual orientation at work report increased health risks (Cole 

et al. 1996), lower levels of psychological well-being and life satisfaction (Garnets and 

Kimmel 1993; Lane and Wegner 1995; Savin-Williams and Rodriquez 1993), less 

positive attitudes toward work and careers (Colgan et al. 2006; Ragins, Singh, and Miller 

2007), and they also exert a substantial amount of time and energy on identity negotiation 

and management strategies (Ellis and Riggle 1996). These results resonate greatly with 

the findings of this study, as many of my participants chose to stay closeted in their 

professional lives and faced much emotional turmoil because of that decision. 

 Furthermore, specific identity and negotiation strategies utilized by my 

participants have also been found in previous research: Strategies of concealment 

(Chrobot-Mason et al 2001;), self-editing or modifying speech (Rogers and Hebl 2001), 

and counterfeiting (Woods and Lucas 1993) were all utilized by participants of this study. 

In fact, volunteers went as far as creating a whole new Peace Corps persona that they 

came to embody while living and working abroad. Volunteers felt as if they were leading 

double lives during their Peace Corps service. Volunteers also relied heavily on the 

heterosexual assumption for passing as straight, which previous research (Lewin and 

Leap 1996;Willis 2011) has shown to be a very popular identity negotiation strategy 

among queer individuals. No two volunteers followed the same queer identity negotiation 
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and management plan. Results ran the gamut. On the spectrum of coming out, some 

volunteers were completely closeted throughout their service while some were 

completely out in both their professional and personal lives. 

 This study also resonated with research done on queer migrants (Shohat and Stam 

1994; Luibheid and Cantu 2005; Manalansan 2005; Ramirez 2005; Randazzo 2005). 

These previous studies have shown that the constant battle between the ideals of 

immigrants’ homelands and the ideals of their new homeland make it very difficult to 

fully acclimate to their new culture, which was definitely apparent among participants of 

this study. Participants were torn between behaving in a way they were accustomed to 

back home and behaving in a way that upheld he norms and ideals of the country in 

which they were working and living.  It is important to note though, in contrast to 

previous studies, this study looked at the experiences of individuals who leave countries 

that are more accepting of homosexuality to go live in countries that are less accepting. 

Therefore, this study provides unique insight into how individuals negotiate going back 

into the closet after living a somewhat open existence in their nation of origin. 

 Going back into the closet caused many of the participants of this study much 

distress. This too aligns with past research. Previous research on the role minority stress 

plays in lives of gay and lesbian individuals indicated a significant relationship between 

minority stress and adverse psychological health effects (Bos et al. 2004). This was 

definitely the case in this study as participants battled much inner turmoil when it came to 

negotiating and managing their queer identities. This led to a decrease in mental well-

being among most participants. In this study on the identity negotiation of queer, foreign-
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aid workers, it was interesting to see how adjusting to everyday life, as well as minority 

stress, affected the identity management processes. 

 This study especially clarifies Lewin and Leap’s (1996) work on queer 

anthropologists’ experiences in the field. The findings of this current study are consistent 

with Lewin and Leap’s research to the extent that similar negotiation and management 

strategies were found among queer anthropologists and queer, foreign aid workers. In 

addition, this study’s findings resonate with the dilemmas and obstacles that queer 

anthropologists face living and working in a completely new culture. Furthermore, both 

studies shed light on the importance of intersectionality on the experience of a queer 

individual abroad. However, findings of this study also expand on Lewin and Leap’s 

work in the sense that it does not focus on the experiences of anthropologists but rather 

development workers. Although the experiences of the queer anthropologists provide 

valuable insight into the dilemmas queer, foreign-aid workers may face and what identity 

management strategies they may implement, the study at hand may prove to be a more 

resourceful tool to queer, development workers. 

 Furthermore, this study provided much insight into how Peace Corps as an 

organization trains and supports their queer, Peace Corps volunteers. Findings shed light 

on a need for improvement in these areas. Participants expressed an extreme lack of 

support from Peace Corps throughout their service when it came to issues surrounding 

their queer identity. Volunteers had to form their own support groups and rely heavily on 

each other for resources. However, they emphasized that these self-made support groups 

should be supplemental to an already existing support structure from Peace Corps itself. 

Therefore, implications surrounding the training and support of queer volunteers will be 
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the focus of the next chapter, as the findings of this study call for a much deeper 

examination and discussion of this topic.  

 Overall, this study not only contributes greatly to previous gaps in the literature, 

but it also contributes immensely to sociological research. More specifically, it expands 

upon existing research pertaining to the social construction of sexuality and the social 

construction of identity. It also provides cross-national research pertaining to compulsory 

heterosexuality, which is lacking in the research surrounding the sociology of sexuality. 

Finally, it sheds light on how queer individuals construct and manage their identities 

while working in societies where homosexuality is not tolerated or tolerated to a lesser 

extent than in the United States.  

LIMITATIONS  

 

 One major limitation surrounding this research project is the majority of data is 

based on  past events. Therefore, I relied on my participants’ memories for accurate data. 

Some individuals see studying past behavior as a disadvantage, but I actually see it as an 

advantage. By interviewing former Peace Corps volunteers, as opposed to current 

volunteers, I was able to investigate the long-term effects that serving as queer Peace 

Corps Volunteer had on their identity. A second limitation of my study is that it is not 

generalizable. My sample size is relatively small, so I cannot generalize my results to all 

queer Peace Corps Volunteers. Nevertheless, it provides insight into the experiences of 

queer volunteers as well as foreign-aid workers in general, and it addresses gaps in the 

literature surrounding queer identity negotiation and management. Finally, the third 

limitation of my study is that I, myself, was both a researcher and participant of this 

study, putting me in quite a unique position. I will admit that at times it was difficult to 
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approach this project objectively when I, myself, had experienced all the ups and downs 

of being a young, white, queer woman in Sub-Saharan Africa. Sometimes it was very 

hard emotionally to have to sort through the data and re-live the stories over and over. 

With that said, one may argue that being both a researcher and participant is actually a 

strength of this study. The autoethnographic portion of my study helped me to keep 

biases in check. Furthermore, serving in the Peace Corps myself gave me the ability to 

not only build rapport with my participants, but it also provided me with a rare 

opportunity as a researcher to empathize and fully understand the meaning behind the 

messages that my participants were communicating to me. Their stories become more 

than just simple narrative. Their stories came to life because they resonated so deeply 

within me.  

FUTURE RESEARCH SUGGESTIONS  

 
 Future research could and should be conducted to expand on the findings of this 

study. There are three main areas of research that could be further studied. First of all, 

additional research could be done on how queer, foreign aid workers negotiate and 

manage their identities while abroad in other parts of the world. Second of all, 

compulsory heterosexuality outside of the United States should continue to be examined 

in various parts of the world. Finally, further research should be done surrounding Peace 

Corps’ role in the training and support of queer Peace Corps volunteers. Let us break 

down each of these areas of research in more detail. 

 This study examined how queer, foreign-aid workers negotiate and manage their 

identities abroad. However, due to the limited scope of the study, the only foreign-aid 

workers included were Peace Corps volunteers. Therefore, additional studies could be 
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conducted that draw participants from various organizations in the foreign-aid sector. 

This would help to expand upon the already existing research and make results more 

generalizable. Furthermore, although this study did include Peace Corps volunteers, they 

were all participants from the same country of service. As social climates surrounding 

homosexuality vary from country to country, additional studies should be conducted that 

look at the experiences of Peace Corps volunteers in various countries and various 

regions of the world. A cross-national comparison of queer, Peace Corps volunteers 

experiences would prove very insightful to both sociologists and queer-foreign aid 

workers alike. 

 Next, as mentioned before, this study included participants from the same country 

of service, giving insight into how compulsory heterosexuality operates in just one 

society. To gain a better understanding of the role compulsory heterosexuality plays 

worldwide, additional studies must be conducted that examine and include more societies 

around the globe. Again, a cross-national comparison of queer, Peace Corps volunteers’ 

experiences would provide much insight into the social construction of sexuality in the 

societies where these volunteers serve and how this impacts their identity negotiation and 

management strategies while living abroad. 

 Finally, I suggest that certain research be done that creates tangible change in the 

life of queer, foreign-aid workers. Up to this point, I have suggested further research that 

would contribute to sociological literature. The present results have implications for the 

development and implementation of improved training materials for queer, Peace Corps 

volunteers. Therefore, I suggest that certain applied research be conducted to ensure 

improvement of such materials, and, thus ensure the overall betterment of training and 



182 

support for queer, Peace Corps volunteers. The next chapter examines this concept more 

closely.  
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CHAPTER V 

 

IMPLICATIONS AND PRACTICAL SOLUTIONS 
 

 In this chapter, I would like to outline practical steps that could be taken by Peace 

Corps to better improve the experiences of their queer volunteers. It should be noted that 

I am not suggesting that Peace Corps attempt to change the social structures of the 

societies that they operate in currently. I am, however, suggesting that certain steps could 

and should be taken to better train and support their volunteers who identify as queer. 

Furthermore, being queer and working overseas is far from a unique experience to queer, 

Peace Corps volunteers: 

 LGBTI development professionals around the world — no matter their sector of 

 work — are faced with challenges and safety concerns above and beyond those 

 faced by their  peers. And although many donors and aid groups are pushing 

 LGBTI rights and trainings internally, there is often a gap between headquarters 

 policy and implementation in the field, especially in countries like Mauritania and 

 Sudan, where being gay is still punishable by death. Even in the case of inclusive 

 policies and safety measures, every LGBTI aid worker or ally must still judge for 

 themselves how open they want to be in order to function in potentially life-

 threatening environments. (Rogers 2014: para. 10) 

 

Therefore, the practical solutions suggested in this chapter could prove to be insightful 

for not only Peace Corps but also other development organizations and LGBTI 

development professionals in general.
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NEED FOR IMPROVEMENT: QUEER VOLUNTEERS VOICE CONCERNS 

 Before I delve into what improvements could be made, I would like to address 

why there is a need for such changes. Throughout my interviews, participants had much 

to say about Peace Corps’ training of LGBT volunteers and LGBT issues in general. 

Participants expressed an overall lack of training surrounding these issues. In fact, due to 

the ever-changing nature of the Pre-service training schedule, some cohorts received little 

to no structured training surrounding LGBT issues in-country. As a result, volunteers had 

to rely heavily on other queer volunteers already serving in-country for advice and 

information. Collins explained:  

 When I went through PST, it (LGBT education/awareness) wasn’t an 

 institutionalized part of the training program… It wasn’t like, you know, 

 structurally addressed. It wasn’t a competency they had to check off. It was not 

 built in…but, you know, we came across volunteers who came to do sessions and 

 to present who identified that way and were able to like, you know, organically 

 make those conversations happen.  

 

Mimi added, “Peace Corps never warned us. They never talked about it (issues 

surrounding homosexuality and LGBT volunteers).” Mark said, “The majority of it 

(training on LGBT issues) wasn’t necessarily Peace Corps themselves. It was more the 

other volunteers that came along to PST.”  Pam further explained, “I think in part it might 

have been touched on vaguely by staff because they didn’t want to scare us and because 

they knew we’d probably have negative feelings about legislation like that.” Overall, 

volunteers expressed an extreme lack of training surrounding homosexuality and issues 

queer volunteers may face at their sites.  

 Due to the rigorous training schedule and limited time for sessions, some topics, 

such as LGBT issues, are often overlooked and not included in the schedule. Sometimes 

these topics are included in the training schedule and then later cancelled to make room 
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for a topic that Peace Corps feels to be more important. Personally, my cohort had an 

LGBT session on the schedule in the second month of training. I remember being very 

excited about it. In my journal I wrote, “It’s a huge weight off my shoulders to know that 

there will be some information provided to us at training about LGBT volunteers.” 

Unfortunately, when that day rolled around, we learned that the session had been 

cancelled to make room for a different topic. I was very disappointed, as were many other 

volunteers in my cohort. 

 April, who was in a different cohort than me, touched upon her experience in 

regards to how Peace Corps prepares, trains, and interacts with their queer volunteers: 

 Prior to my departure, I perceived Peace Corps to have a “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” 

 mindset about volunteer sexuality. I thought that when it came to countries that 

 had homophobic laws or cultures, Peace Corps wanted us to be in the closet. 

 Peace Corps didn’t do much to change that perspective. There was no outreach 

 prior to departure, no  information spread to Invitees to let them know that there 

 are support services for LGBT volunteers. I felt this to be irresponsible because 

 LGBT Trainees and Volunteers face  unique challenges and anxieties before and 

 during their service…In-country, I feel like LGBT issues have been a hot potato 

 in some ways. Several staff members at Peace Corps are quite open and 

 supportive of LGBT Volunteers. These usually tend to be expat/American staff 

 members. On the other hand, the subject of being an LGBT Volunteer becomes a 

 bit of a taboo subject with host country staff. I feel paranoid about  my sexuality 

 with host country staff members. Despite the openness of some Peace Corps

 employees, I still feel like I’m not in a safe space when I’m in Peace Corps 

 trainings or Peace Corps headquarters as a bisexual woman. In general, I feel like 

 Peace Corps’ attitude toward LGBT Volunteers is: ‘We know you’re here, but 

 stay in the corner and  stay in the closet.’ 

 

As one can see, queer volunteers do not feel fully supported by Peace Corps staff or at the 

organization as a whole. The taboo laws and attitudes surrounding homosexuality in-

country make it difficult for Peace Corps to properly support queer volunteers. 

Volunteers understand that a cultural barrier exists regarding this topic. However, they 
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hope that Peace Corps would work to bridge the gap between the two societies’ attitudes 

surrounding homosexuality, rather than simply ignore the issue altogether. 

 Many volunteers expressed a desire for change regarding how Peace Corps treats 

their queer volunteers. Like April, Maureen felt that Peace Corps chose to ignore the 

obstacles and challenges of queer volunteers in training because it was easier for Peace 

Corps to do this than to have to address such controversial issues with host country staff 

members. When questions were asked by queer volunteers during training sessions, they 

were usually dismissed or answered with extremity, as you will see in the example below. 

Additionally, there was never any dialogue surrounding the issues, unless it was between 

volunteers themselves. The only time Peace Corps seemed to recognize that queer 

volunteers even existed was when they were boasting about the organization’s diversity. 

This left many queer volunteers feeling tokenized and used.  Maureen explained: 

 You know, I would think Peace Corps should treat LGBT volunteers like they 

 treat any other minority group of volunteers. I felt like Peace Corps puts us in a 

 box, and only when we were beneficial to them did they ever take us out of that 

 box or acknowledge us in any aspect. Only when we were doing something good, 

 or, you know, when we had that meeting with the ambassador. THAT was the 

 only time I got ANY acknowledgment that there are LGBT volunteers at all, and 

 the fact that their sexuality can be of any asset to Peace Corps…And the fact that 

 our sexuality has to be an asset or else it’s automatically a detriment. You know, I 

 remember some American Peace Corps staff member told us that if people in our 

 communities knew that we were gay, we would be killed. Annnnd, you know, 

 when I was in that mass exorcist, I actually, my mind goes back to that. And it’s 

 like, ‘Oh my gosh, I’m going to be killed.’ It’s possible. I can get killed ’cause I 

 can trip on a rock and die, but that’s a very SLIM possibility, and that’s a very 

 slim possibility that I probably had of being killed that night, but the fact that it 

 was  said to  me, it came into my head and added more anxiety to the already 

 stressful situation. 

 

It is for reasons like April and Maureen mentioned that Peace Corps volunteers are 

grateful to have each other. As much as the organization itself might dismiss the topics or 

issues surrounding queer volunteers, Peace Corps volunteers themselves could always 
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find support in each other. With that said, support from one another is only so helpful. 

Support between volunteers should be supplemental to structured training and support 

from the organization itself.  

IMPROVING SOCIAL CLIMATES WHERE VOLUNTEERS SERVE 

 In addition to improving the overall service of queer volunteers, an improvement 

in training and support of queer volunteers would also have a positive effect on host 

country nationals and the host-country as a whole. Volunteers emphasized the impact that 

an organization like Peace Corps could have on the social climates surrounding 

homosexuality in the countries where volunteers serve. Roger stated, “I think they could 

have a greater impact than they either realize they could or they want to…It seems like 

their stance, at least in (my country of service) was, um, this is culturally offensive to the 

host country, so just deal with it.” Volunteers emphasized that ignoring this issue hurts 

both volunteers and the host-country alike. 

 Although homosexuality is offensive to many cultures around the world, it can be 

argued that homophobia is actually detrimental to the overall well-being of a country. 

One must realize that social, political, economic, environmental, geopolitical, and health 

issues are all connected and interrelated. Therefore, addressing issues surrounding 

attitudes towards homosexuality is actually essential to the various sectors outside the 

social realm. For example, in the country where I served and where the participants of 

this study served, the main focus of our work was HIV/AIDS prevention and education. 

The country itself had a goal of no new infections by a certain year. One can argue that to 

make that goal a reality, the country must include all people, especially at-risk 

populations, in their prevention strategy.  
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 It is a well-known fact, that gay men are one of the at-risk populations when it 

comes to contracting HIV. However, when there are laws and sanctions in a country 

surrounding homosexuality, there are obstacles for gay men to seek and obtain services 

and resources surrounding HIV/AIDS. Additionally, there are barriers to health care 

providers as well who wish to serve the gay community. Although gay men make up a 

small portion of the country’s population, not being able to help these individuals results 

in the country not reaching its goal of no new infections. Therefore, improving the social 

climate surrounding homosexuality would actually help improve the overall health of the 

country. It would help to alleviate those barriers that exist when it comes to serving such 

a population. If Peace Corps took the steps necessary to improve the social climate 

surrounding homosexuality in this society, they would NOT be promoting a “gay 

agenda.” Instead, they would actually be promoting the betterment of this nation’s health 

by focusing on an at-risk population that is often neglected and ignored in the dialogue 

surrounding the HIV/AIDS epidemic in this country. 

WHAT CHANGES ARE NECESSARY? 

 

 With all that said, one may wonder what steps could be taken to better improve 

the training of queer volunteers, and, as a result, improve the social climate surrounding 

homosexuality in this society. Volunteers had a lot of insight into what changes could be 

made. Some volunteers simply yearn for an open and honest discussion from Peace Corps 

staff. April explained, “I would like to see host country staff go through extensive 

sensitivity training regarding LGBT issues. I would also like to see sexuality discussed 

openly in training and that Peace Corps publicize services for queer Volunteers. She was 

not the only volunteer with these suggestions. Alexi had similar views:  
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 It’d be nice if they were just open about it. Like I don’t feel like they ever, and 

 maybe  they have and I’ve just never heard it, but I don’t feel like I ever heard 

 them be like, ‘Let’s have a discussion about it.’ Like Peace Corps, not like a 

 committee through Peace Corps or volunteers, but PEACE CORPS. ’Cause 

 sexuality is spectrum, but people don’t look at it that way, so it’s like maybe like 

 in some way it affects everyone, but we don’t talk about it. Like even if you’re 

 like the straightest person ever, you know people who are gay. You know people 

 who are, and it’s like how do you support them? Peace Corps knows these 

 countries and these cultures they are putting us in, but they’re not vocal about it at 

 all. They’ll talk to you about it if you bring it up with them and you like make 

 them, but they’re not going to go out of their way to have this conversation 

 with volunteers.  

 

Acknowledgment of such issues would go a long way with many volunteers. Becoming a 

Peace Corps volunteer is a long and strenuous process. Volunteers are nervous and scared 

about many things prior to departure. The more informed they are about all issues they 

may face while overseas or at site, the better equipped they will be during service, and, 

therefore, the more successful they will be throughout their time there.  

 One can see just how lacking the training and support surrounding queer 

volunteers is when one of their biggest desires for change is such a simple one: 

opportunity for dialogue and discussion. Pam elaborated:  

 I wish they would have talked to us more. I think it’s hard for them as 

 programming to want to program in a whole session, you know, for ultimately a 

 topic that most people don’t need to worry about. Um, but it would have been 

 nice to even have an optional  session to sit down and be like, here are the laws. 

 Um, here are the resources we can provide you. It would have been nice if it had 

 been addressed. It would have been nice to kind of go over that, even if it had 

 been an optional session. I can understand especially just knowing how intense 

 the programming is for Peace Corps and how you are training for something 

 every minute that wanting to put in a whole deal for essentially, you know, in my 

 group, I think five out of forty-five. Yeah. Or six out of forty-five. Um, you 

 know, it’s hard. I can understand why they wouldn’t want to be like, ‘We’re going 

 to put everyone through a session on LGBT issues when only six of you really 

 need that.’ Not to say Allies wouldn’t gain something from that, but yeah. 

 

As one can see, volunteers just want the issues to be addressed, even if it is an optional 

session for those who are interested. As of now, volunteers are receiving such little 
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training surrounding these issues that even just an open dialogue between staff and 

volunteers would be a step in the right direction.  

 With that said, it should be noted that how these issues are addressed in training 

cannot be generalized, not even across cohorts in the same country of service. In fact, 

some cohorts are already lucky enough to get an optional session revolving LGBT issues. 

Again, it is important to note that this training is put on by fellow volunteers and not by 

Peace Corps staff themselves. This can be viewed as a step in the right direction, but 

some queer volunteers argue that ALL volunteers, regardless how their sexual 

orientation, would benefit from being educated and informed on such matters. It should 

not be an optional session. It should be mandatory like the other sessions held during 

training. Joanne explained: 

 I feel like everybody should be educated, even straight Peace Corps volunteers, all 

 together. It shouldn’t be like, ‘Hey, we’re going to single you out, and everybody 

 has a counseling session.’ (Laughter). You know what I mean? Like I feel like 

 everybody should be in the same classroom, and they talk about facts and what’s 

 happening in the country, and how they feel about being gay, lesbian, bi, 

 transgender, or whatever! You know? Um, more education is needed. And maybe 

 like recent news about what’s been happening and stuff like that (in-country). I 

 feel like that should be a class in every training, and that should involve 

 everybody, not just us (queer volunteers). Something like that should be 

 mandatory. It shouldn’t be an optional thing. I feel like all the LCFs 

 (Language and Cultural Facilitators) should be there too. Like I feel like everyone 

 should  be there! More knowledge, more power? ’Cause if you go to a training 

 like this and it’s optional, you will feel outed. If we’re going to spend two years 

 with each other, this is who we are. And I mean, it can just be a half an hour. 

 

At this point, volunteers are not asking for an extensive, multi-session training on issues 

surrounding homosexuality and queer volunteers. As mentioned above, even a thirty-

minute conversation about these issues would be a step in the right direction and would 

mean so much to queer volunteers. They would feel better supported and better prepared 

for what lay ahead of them at their villages and work sites. 
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 Before going any further, it should be noted that volunteers realize issues 

surrounding homosexuality are culturally-sensitive. Pam explained, “Peace Corps has the 

difficult task of functioning in a lot of countries that either have anti-sodomy laws or 

have very strict social confines on LGBT communities, so I understand that attempting to 

navigate within those international confines, especially with gay rights being such a hot 

topic in the U.S., is difficult.” She further elaborated: 

 It would be (sigh). It would be impossible to do this, but it would be great if there 

 was one host country national staff that was comfortable. But considering how 

 dangerous that information can be to leak out, I would never want Peace Corps to 

 FORCE a staff person to be like an LGBT contact point cause it can be just so 

 dangerous, especially in certain countries.  

 

As one can see, volunteers are not under any false illusions as to how complicated it 

would be to develop and incorporate LGBT issues into their Peace Corps trainings. 

Therefore, volunteers are not suggesting a universal, standardized training session for 

every country where Peace Corps serves. Trainings should be culturally-specific and 

tailored in a way that takes into consideration the local views and attitudes surrounding 

homosexuality.  

 Additionally, it should be noted that volunteers are well-aware of the controversy 

surrounding homosexuality in certain countries they serve. They are also well-aware of 

the possible backlash Peace Corps may face from host-country nationals if they publicly 

promote the rights and well-being of queer individuals, volunteers or otherwise. With that 

said, volunteers are not arguing that Peace Corps should promote a gay agenda. Roger 

explained: 

 You know, it’s a tricky thing. I can appreciate it because in many cases, especially 

 from what I’ve read, um, being open about being gay and being gay means 

 something Western. Um, and, you know, it sort of falls in that tricky bounds of, 

 you know, if we’re openly advocating for gay rights or equality, are we pushing 
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 some sort of, you know, Western or U.S. belief system down the throats of the 

 local culture? I think it was Hilary Clinton who made a speech the other day and 

 said, ‘Gay Rights are Human  Rights,’ and I think if the Peace Corps approached it 

 from that perspective more, it wouldn’t come off as some weird cultural 

 colonialism. It’s more, this is a basic human  right, and we need to work with the 

 home countries more to realize that. I think they (Peace Corps) could do more of 

 that. I think they are just afraid of pushback from host countries.  

 

A human rights approach is less controversial than presenting it as a gay rights issue and 

would be  better received. As previously mentioned, approaching homosexuality from a 

health perspective, as it is related to the fight against HIV/AIDS, makes perfect sense in 

this setting. It also helps Peace Corps to avoid being seen as pushing a “gay agenda” or as 

explicitly promoting gay rights. 

 Volunteers know that Peace Corps can only do so much to address issues 

surrounding homosexuality in the countries they serve. They cannot change the cultural 

context of a place. However, they can better train and support their own staff and 

volunteers working there. As Collins explained: 

 You know there’s only so much Peace Corps can do I guess. Peace Corps doesn’t 

 really have the power to change the context of the culture. So in that regard, they 

 can’t make places more accepting of LGBT people. Um, I think they can do a 

 better job of providing resources for people, you know, if they want to engage in 

 projects like that. Um, I remember on my way out actually, as I was closing my 

 service, the staff was having a training on LGBT people in America. It was like 

 the local staff, like this is what it means to identify as these certain things. It was 

 like the way that Peace Corps would train volunteers, but they were training staff. 

 Um, to say like, oh these are things that LGBT people might experience here. 

 These are the ways they live in the U.S. Um, and I think that it is an incredibly 

 important part of training for staff. I think that at the very least, staff should be 

 understanding. And volunteers should be able to be out to their local staff if they 

 want to be. Um, and I think that should continue. That should improve. I think 

 that would improve relations between volunteers and staff. Um, you know, it’s 

 why I’m able to share something about my culture, the way that people are 

 different in the U.S. 

  

Allowing queer volunteers to be more open about their sexual orientation, at least among 

host-country staff, would help the organization achieve the cultural exchange portion of 



193 

service that Peace Corps so passionately promotes. As of now, volunteers feel like they 

must censor certain parts of themselves while interacting with locals. Therefore, locals 

only see snapshots of what it means to be American. If volunteers were able to be more 

true to themselves, locals would receive more diverse and more accurate representations 

of Americans. This would result in a more authentic and genuine exchange of cultures. 

TAKING ACTION: PRACTICAL STEPS TO BETTER SERVE QUEER 

VOLUNTEERS  

 Thus far, I have outlined why there is a need for change surrounding how Peace 

Corps trains and supports its queer volunteers. I have also touched upon the benefits that 

change may bring to both volunteers and the host-country nationals alike. Finally, I laid 

out suggestions from Peace Corps volunteers themselves in regards to what areas they 

would like to see improved. Now I would like to flesh out some practical steps that Peace 

Corps could take to make turn these ideas into reality. April summed it up well when she 

said, “I would like to see host country staff go through extensive sensitivity training 

regarding LGBT issues. I would also like to see sexuality discussed openly in training 

and that PC publicize services for queer Volunteers.  

Therefore, I will focus on three main areas of improvement: 1) Sensitivity training for 

Peace Corps staff, 2) Infusion of LGBT issues into volunteers’ training sessions, and 2) 

Creation and distribution of resources for queer volunteers. 

Sensitivity Training for Peace Corps Staff  

 Throughout their service, Peace Corps Volunteers rely heavily on Peace Corps 

staff for guidance and support. In most countries where Peace Corps works, the majority 

of staff is made up of host-country nationals, as opposed to American staff. Therefore, 
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Peace Corps Volunteers turn to these host-country nationals when trying to figure out 

how to navigate the new culture in which they find themselves. Host-country nationals 

are able to provide invaluable advice to the volunteers as they are natives of the country 

and have lived there the majority of their lives. However, it is sometimes difficult to turn 

to these individuals for help when it comes to sensitive and somewhat controversial 

topics, such as homosexuality. This is why sensitivity training for Peace Corps staff 

would prove to be invaluable. Queer volunteers would be less hesitant to approach Peace 

Corps staff with concerns surrounding their queer identity if they knew they would be 

well-received.  

 It should be noted that the idea of sensitivity training for Peace Corps staff is not 

an innovative idea. In fact, in some countries where Peace Corps serves, these trainings 

have been conducted for years. In 2011, Michael Learned, President of the Lesbian, Gay, 

Bisexual, Transgender Peace Corps Alumni group, wrote an article entitled, “The History 

of Safe Zone Training in Peace Corps.” In this article he explains how these sensitivity 

trainings have been around since the early 2000s. Furthermore, Michael fleshes out the 

importance of these trainings: 

 ‘Safe Zone’ is a LGBT sensitivity, acceptance and awareness training exercise 

 designed to promote understanding and promote ally development among our 

 straight peers. Subsequently, the mission is simple. By facilitating a better 

 understanding of LGBT issues among Peace Corps staff, LGBT trainees and 

 volunteers will feel more supported, comfortable and accepted in their individual 

 interactions with staff members and thus in their service as a whole. Since that 

 time LGBT PCVs and their Volunteer supporters have hosted or are planning Safe 

 Zone training or versions of it in several countries: The Gambia, Jordan, Ecuador, 

 Costa Rica, and El Salvador. What I find incredibly amazing about this is that this 

 has all been spear-headed, developed, adapted and trained by LGBT PCVs and 

 straight PCV allies. These are not training packages developed by PC HQ in 

 Washington. Our Peace Corps volunteer compatriots have seen a need for this and 

 done it. (para. 2-3) 
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This article was posted on the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender Returned Peace 

Corps Volunteers’ website and includes links to updated training resources used by 

Guatemalan RPCV Martin Picarillo during 2010. In his Safe Zone training kit, he 

includes a Safe Zone Workshop Final Script (2010a), an appendix to the safe zone 

workshop (2010b), and safe zone PowerPoint slides (2010c).  

 Picarillo, having implemented the trainings himself while serving in the Peace 

Corps, can attest to the importance of such programming. In a 2010 article entitled, “Safe 

Zone: Making Peace Corps Havens for LGBT PCV/Ts Worldwide,” Picarillo emphasizes 

why these trainings are necessary:   

 An inclusive and accepting environment of mutual support and acceptance is vital 

 to relationship building between PCV/Trainees and PC administration and staff. 

 This fact can be particularly true when it comes to LGBT issues such as ‘coming 

 out,’ personal  sharing, feelings of safety and security, self-esteem, and mental 

 health. Dealing with a LGBT identity can be hard in the United States, let alone in 

 a different and often more ‘conservative’ culture…All this is going on while 

 dealing with the other adjustments that being a PCV entails.  

 Speaking from personal experience, I found dealing with my sexual orientation 

 identity in this new environment to be one of the hardest adjustments in my 

 transition from American to Guatemalan living. One of the mediating factors to 

 this challenge has been my interaction with Peace Corps staff. While I can’t say I 

 have ever felt discriminated against or unsupported there have been moments of 

 uncertainty and doubt. For example, questions such as ‘Is it OK if my APCD 

 knows that I’m gay?’ ‘Can I openly talk about my boyfriend with a teacher when 

 we share stories in language class?’ ‘What if I have to ask the nurse a question 

 that ‘outs’ me?’ While some of these questions are applicable to my own case and 

 others not, I can promise that all of these and more have been concerns to 

 countless volunteers.  

 

 The negative ramifications of these feelings  and hesitations can be harmful to the 

 volunteer and to her or his ability to thrive in their community. Compounding this 

 situation is the sad reality that we non-straight identifying volunteers (for the most 

 part) must live a lie in site for two years; acting as heterosexual for the sake of our 

 safety and integration. To have few obvious outlets to be open and honest, neither 

 on site nor in our interactions with staff could be extremely damaging to one’s 

 Peace Corps experience. 
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As one can see, there are many commonalities between Martin’s experience as a queer 

volunteer and the participants of this study. This sheds light on how the obstacles and 

struggles that queer volunteers face abroad are not unique to the society where the 

participants of this study served. This attests to the importance of Peace Corps providing 

ALL of their staff with LGBT sensitivity trainings, regardless of the country of service.  

 Martin further explained the need for such trainings in not only Guatemala but in 

all Peace Corps posts worldwide: 

 Therefore, it is my strong belief that should the general knowledge of LGBT issue 

 be raised and should any number of staff members sport the “acceptance symbol” 

 on their door or in their office as a symbol to say ‘I’m a safe person to talk to 

 about LGBT issues,’ the PC community in Guatemala would be healthier, safer, 

 and more inclusive. Note: as is also outlined in our safe zone script (See 

 Appendix), PC-Washington also states that all PC-Centers must be supportive and 

 accepting places for volunteers. So from the PCV community up and the 

 Washington headquarters down PC Posts worldwide have little excuse not to 

 engage their LGBT volunteer community. (2010d: para. 2-3). 

 

As Martin points out, there really is no excuse for Peace Corps not to utilize these 

resources worldwide. They are versatile. As Michael explains, “All of these pieces can be 

adapted for any Peace Corps country. No one has to start from scratch” (Learned 2011: 

para. 5). In fact, in addition to the Guatemalan resources (See Appendix B), the Lesbian, 

Gay, Bisexual, Transgender Peace Corps Alumni Group’s website also provides links to 

adaptations that volunteers serving in other countries have made with the help of these 

already existing resources. Additional resources include a Gambian adaptation and an 

Ecuadorian adaptation. Therefore, no one has to re-invent the wheel. The trainings 

already exist. Peace Corps does not have to develop an universal training. They just have 

to provide each country with these resources which can serve as a template to create and 

develop their own, culturally-specific trainings. Once Peace Corps staff members are 
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trained on such a sensitive topic, it will make it that much easier to infuse issues 

surrounding homosexuality in volunteers’ training sessions. 

Infusion of LGBT Issues into Volunteers' Training Sessions 

 Ideally, Peace Corps Washington would mandate that each Peace Corps post 

conducts a session for trainees that examines LGBT issues in-country and concerns 

facing queer volunteers. If this seems like an insurmountable task though, there are 

simpler steps that can be taken to ensure such topics are covered. This can be 

accomplished by simply infusing these issues surrounding homosexuality and queer 

volunteers into already existing training sessions. Every training cohort receives sessions 

pertaining to diversity in the Peace Corps. In these sessions, age, race, and gender are 

usually topics of conversations. Volunteers are told how these different facets of their 

identity may impact their service. Sexual orientation should be included in these 

dialogues as well. Additionally, during language and cultural training, different topics are 

discussed daily. Homosexuality could be one of the daily topics. This would provide 

much insight for volunteers as host-country nationals conduct these lessons. Finally, 

Peace Corps could develop a session that consists of a panel of current, queer volunteers 

who could share their experiences with the new training cohort. This may be tough if 

there are no current volunteers who identity in this manner, but, in this case, certain 

resources could be created and distributed with the same information that the panel would 

have dispensed, which leads to our next topic of discussion: creation and distribution of 

resources for queer volunteers.  
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Creation and Distribution of Resources for Queer Volunteers 

 Training staff and talking openly about LGBT issues in training are great steps in 

better supporting queer volunteers. However, volunteers also expressed a need for 

concrete resources that they could utilize throughout their service. These resources could 

take many forms, ranging from simple handouts, videos, manuals, to a possible 

mentorship program between new and already serving queer volunteers.  

 One of the most valuable resources to future and current Peace Corps Volunteers 

are, in fact, other Peace Corps Volunteers or Returned Peace Corps Volunteers. An 

extremely helpful resource that Peace Corps could work to compile would be a book of 

experiences and advice from queer RPCVs. This booklet could be sent out to Invitees 

prior to departing for service. Although each volunteer’s experience is different, 

depending on a myriad of factors, this book would help to prepare individuals for the 

obstacles they may face as a queer volunteer abroad. This book could also include 

information on resources and organizations that volunteers may want to look into before 

leaving for service, such as the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender Peace Corps Alumni 

organization. I have mentioned this organization a few times prior to this. The problem is 

that not many people know this organization exists. Peace Corps should promote and 

support this group as it would prove to be an invaluable resource to volunteers prior to 

departure, during service, and afterwards. Additionally, this group’s website includes 

stories from queer volunteers who have served all over the world. It also includes 

challenges that queer volunteers face in the Peace Corps. Furthermore, as mentioned 

earlier, it provides resources for safe space trainings. Finally, it provides a mentorship 

program for queer individuals departing for service. It would be better for volunteers to 
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APPENDIX A 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

 

1. Tell me about yourself (Icebreaker question) 

  -Age 

  -What do you do for a living? 

  -What do you enjoy doing in your free time 

  -How do you identify in regards to your queer identity? 

 

 

2. Please tell me how you came to identify in this manner? 

  -Coming out story? 

 

 

3. First of all, please give me a little background of your Peace Corps service 

-Where did you end up getting placed? 

  -What was your primary assignment? 

 

  

4. What drove you to apply to the Peace Corps? 

  -What got you interested in the Peace Corps in the first place? 

 

5. Before the application process, did you have any questions or concerns about 

serving in the Peace Corps as a gay, lesbian, or bisexual volunteer? 

 -What resources did you seek out to answer these questions or diminish 

 these concerns? 

 -Did the Peace Corps itself provide any helpful material to you throughout 

 this process in regards to serving as a queer volunteer?  And if so, what? 

 

 

6. During the application process, did you have any questions or concerns about 

serving in the Peace Corps as a gay, lesbian, or bisexual volunteer? 

 -What resources did you seek out to answer these questions or diminish 

 these concerns? 

 -Did the Peace Corps itself provide any helpful material to you throughout 

 this process in regards to serving as a queer volunteer?  And if so, what? 
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7. After you were placed, what were your expectations/fears of volunteering as a 

queer individual in your country of service? 

 -Why did you have these expectations? 

 -Again, what steps did you take to overcome these fears? 

 

 

8. In your opinion, did the Peace Corps do a good job of preparing you for any 

obstacles you may face as a queer volunteer?  Why or why not? 

  -What specific steps, if any, where taken during through out your   

  application/placement process to address any challenges queer volunteers  

  may face while serving?                                                                                                                               

  -What specific steps, if any, where taken during your in-country training  

  to address these challenges? 

   

 

9. What were the general attitudes surrounding homosexuality in the society where 

you served? 

  -Were most people accepting or unaccepting of homosexuality? 

  -Did people discuss the topic of homosexuality a lot, or was it not spoken  

  of? 

  -What were most peoples’ beliefs surrounding homosexuality? 

  -Did people believe it was a choice? 

 

 

10. What laws, if any, were in place surrounding homosexuality in the society you 

served? 

  -What were the sanctions surrounding these laws? 

  -Were these laws highly enforced? 

  -Did the local people agree or disagree with these laws? 

 

 

11. Were there any LGBT organizations in the community in which you served?  If 

so, can you tell me more about them? 

  -Were there support groups in general for LGBT individuals? 

  -What kind of LGBT movements were taken place in your community? 

   -Were they public or underground? 

 

  

12. What challenges did you face as a queer volunteer in your community? 

  -Did you ever face any problems because of your queer identity? 

  -Was there any time you every felt uncomfortable during your time of  

  service because of your queer identity? 
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13. While serving in your respective community, how did you present yourself to 

others, not only in terms of your queer identity, but in general as well. 

-Why did you feel you had to present yourself this way? 

-Was the way you presented yourself different than how you would 

normally present yourself to others in your home country? 

 -Why or why not? 
 

 

14.  Now more specifically, what identity negotiation and management strategies did 

you implement in terms of your queer identity while serving abroad? 

  -Did you “come out” to anyone while serving abroad? 

  -Did you attempt to “pass” as straight? 

  -Did you try to hide your sexual identity in any way?  Why or why not? 

  -What strategies did you find most useful and why? 

 

15. What support systems did you utilize during this time in regards to your queer 

identity? 

  -Were there other queer volunteers you were in touch with there or back at 

  home while you served? 

  -Were there other queer individuals in general that you were in touch with  

  there or back home while you served? 

  -What role, if any, did the Peace Corps organization play as a support for  

  you while serving? 

  -What support systems did you find most useful and why? 

 

 

16. Did your experience as a Peace Corps volunteer change the way you view 

homosexuality?  Why or why not? 

 

 

17. Did your experience as a Peace Corps volunteer have any lasting effects on how 

you present your queer identity to others back in the states?  If so, how? 

  -How is your queer identity affected still today because of your experience 

  abroad? 

 

  

18. What advice, if any, would you give to future queer Peace Corps volunteers or 

queer, foreign-aid workers in general? 

 

 

19. Personally, is there anything you would like to see the Peace Corps change in 

regards to how they work with gay, lesbian, and bisexual volunteers for service? 

  -Throughout the application/placement process? 

  -Throughout your in-country training? 

  -Throughout your actual service? 

  -After your service? 
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20.  Is there anything else you would like to tell me about serving in the Peace Corps 

as a queer volunteer that we haven’t had a chance to talk about yet? 
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APPENDIX B 

 LGBT SENSITVITY TRAINING EXAMPLE 

**Created and first implemented by Guatemalan PCV Martin Picarillo in 2010** 

 

SAFE ZONE WORKSHOP SCRIPT 

 
Agenda  

 

Section 1 – General Information 

 Part A - Distribution Heterosexual questionnaire.   – 0  minutes  

 Part B  - Introduction of session and Goals    - 10 minutes 

 Part C – Guidelines of session and statement of inclusion – 5 minutes 

 

 

Section 2 – LGBT Development 

 Part A – Word Association poster  - 0 minutes 

 Part B – LGBT vocabulary game  - 15 minutes 

 Part C - What is “coming out?” 

 Part D – Discussion of risk and benefits of coming out (part c + d) – 15 minutes 

 Part E - Coming out Role plays 

 Part F – Processing role plays 

 Part G – Revisiting and concluding Role Plays  - (part E + F + G) – 15 minutes 

 

 

Section 3 – Ally Development 

 Part A- What is homophobia – 5 minutes 

 Part B – what is Heterosexual Privilege – 10 minutes 

 Part C – Definition of an Ally – 10 minutes 

 Part D – Ally scenario game show – 10 minutes 

 

 

Section 4 – Conclusion 

 Part A – conclusion and safe zone sticker 

 Part B – Thank you from GAD and hand out of GAD resources
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Section 1 – General Information\Introduction 

 

Part A – Handout of bilingual “Heterosexual questionnaire” to participants as they 

walk in to session. Ask participants to hold on to and think about as topic will be 

revisited later in the session. See appendix A 

 

Part B – Introduction/why are we doing this/Goals for session 

  

Introduction of why he organized event – personal struggle and difficulties felt by other 

LGBT PCVS and hang agenda, made before event, on wall. 

 

Problems faced by LGBT volunteers: 

1. Isolation 

2. Depression, angst 

3. Fear of being “found out.” 

4. Fear of physical harm 

5. Sexual loneliness … risk taking. 

6. Loneliness from larger LGBT community 

7. Family problems 

8. Lack of trust with others. (i.e. APCD) 

 

Hand out of bilingual PC-Washington paper on need for LGBT sensitivity at PC posts. 

See appendix B. 

 

Review 5 main goals of the Safe Zone training (make poster to hang during entire 

presentation):  

1. To increase the overall PC community’s understanding and awareness of LGBT 

issues 

2.  To provide a greater sense of safety for the LGBT PCV community  

3.  To spread the belief that PC Guatemala is enriched and enlivened by the diversity 

of gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender people 

4. To show that we are willing to discuss issues impacting LGBT peoples’ lives in a 

nonjudgmental manner.  

5. To teach staff how to support PCVs who come to them with LGBT related issues 

 

Part C - Guidelines of session  

Medium: PowerPoint  

 P.R.O.C.E.S.S. = Participate, Respect, Open communication, Confidentiality, 

Experiment with new Ideas, Step forward/step back, Seek to understand. 

 Read bilingual statement of inclusion: “I won’t assume to know what your sexual 

orientation or gender identity is during this session and will never specifically ask 

you. Some of you may be LGBT and others will be heterosexual. If you are LGBT 

you can get something out of this session by thinking about your own identity 

development. Most importantly, we will all begin to learn about the ally 

development of your heterosexual peers. This Safe Zone session is for everybody. 

 

Poorly performing 

PCV Can lead to 
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Section 2 – LGBT Development 

 

Part A –Word Association. 

 

Have hanging poster with Words Lesbian/Gay/Bisexual/Transgender bolded at the top. 

Below write many derogatory words in English and Spanish that you have heard (i.e.  

queen, fairy, mary, hueco, faggot, mariposa, mora,  dyke, butch, lipstick lesbian, 

confused, pansy, “one of those”). 

 

To be referenced during Ally development section but OK to put up at the beginning 

before session to pique participants' interest and get their minds working. 

 

 

Part B – LGBT Terminology - Vocabulary game. Match definition to term. 

 

We are now going to process and learn about a wide range of words relating to LGBT 

issues though a game involving matching terms with their respective definitions. 

 

Separate and shuffle the definitions and terms (See appendix C for cards.) Before session 

starts tape terms under the random chairs that will be used by the participants and place 

the corresponding definition on a side table. When the moment arrives, ask participants to 

feel under their chair to see if they have a word.  Have people who DO NOT have words 

go up to the table to select a definition card. Have people find their pair.  (I.e. if somebody 

has the world “bisexual,” they would have to find the person who had the definition “a 

person who is emotionally, romantically, sexually, affectionately, and relationally 

attracted to both men and women though not necessarily simultaneously.”) 

 

Once participants have found their pair they can sit down. Ask each pair to read each 

their word and definition to the group.  

 

 

Part C – What is “coming out”? 

 

Coming Out: Grant to discuss definition and stages of coming out with participants 
Coming out is the term used to describe the process of and the extent to which one  

identifies oneself as lesbian, gay or bisexual. There are two parts to this process: coming 

out to oneself and coming out to others. This includes the realization that one is not 

straight and accepting that fact and deciding what to do about it. Coming out to others is 

an experience unique to LGBT people. Remember, Coming out is not a single event, but 

a life-long process, which may begin at any age. 
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Stages of coming out  (make poster) 

 

Closeted = “I don’t want you to know”  

Passing = “I assume you don’t know”  

Covering = “I don’t know what you know”  

Implicitly Out = “I’m gay.  See it if you can.”  

Explicitly Out = “I’m telling you I am gay.”  

Publicly Out = “See me as gay.”  

 

(Note that regardless of where a PCV is with his American peers or PC staff, they often 

have to go back to stage 1 “closeted” when they return to site. This frequent transitioning 

can be difficult, cumbersome, and painful.) 

 

 

Part D: Discussion of risks and benefits of coming out: 

 

Tape up two posters one that states “Why come out? Benefits.” The other which reads 

“Risks of coming out:”.  Asks audience what they think are some benefits and risks, if 

they don’t come up all of these ideas below, share them with the group.  

 

Some Risks of Coming Out  (make poster via brainstorming session)  

 

• Not everyone will be understanding or accepting.  

• Family, friends, or coworkers may be shocked or confused, or even hostile.  

• Some relationships may be permanently changed.  

• Rejection from religious community 

• An individual may experience harassment or discrimination.  (It is important to know 

that discrimination based on sexual orientation is still legal in the vast majority of the 

United States (Although much progress has been made since this resource was created in 

2010) and Guatemala.  In most cases, there is no legal protection for people who are 

lesbian, gay, or bisexual — they may be fired from their jobs, denied housing, or denied 

insurance.)  

• People under the age of 18 may be thrown out of their homes or lose financial support 

from their parents. 

 

 

Why Come Out? Benefits (list on paper without brainstorm – have poster prepared)  

• Ability to live one’s life honestly.  

• Building self-esteem by being honest about oneself.  

• Developing closer, more genuine relationships with friends and family.  

• Alleviating the stress of hiding one’s identity.  

• Connecting with other people who are LGBT.  

• Being part of a community with others with whom you have something in common.  

• Helping to dispel myths and stereotypes by speaking about one’s own experience and  

  educating others.  

• Being a role model for others.  
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Part E: Coming out Role Play 

 

Scenario 1: Kathy (PCMO) and Aliyya (PCT) sit down for their first medical interview 

in training. Kathy begins asking Aliyya questions regarding her medical background 

when Aliyya tells Kathy she needs to tell her something. Aliyya comes out to Kathy, as a 

lesbian because she thinks her medical professional should know. She also has a serious 

girlfriend back at home and misses her a lot, which causes some emotional strain. Kathy 

responds by telling Aliyya some WRONG responses such as “Ay pobrecito…. You’re 

too pretty to be a lesbian. Just wait till you start meeting Guatemalan men. That Latin 

flavor will fix you right up.” Aliyya looks confused and upset by this comment…looks to 

the audience with her hands up like…. “What do I do now!”? 

 

 

Scenario 2: David (APCD) and Grant (PCV) sit down in David’s office. Grant tells 

David that things in site are OK but he has been having problems feeling really lonely in 

site. Looking uncomfortable, Grant explains how he feels uncomfortable when everybody 

in town asks if he has a girlfriend and when the girls in town whistle at him. David 

doesn’t quite understand, “what do you mean, Grant?” Grant responds by sheepishly 

telling him that he does not like women because he is gay and has found it hard lying to 

everybody at site. David responds in the WRONG way and whispers “ohhhh you’re a 

h*eco…. I get it.” “what does that word mean, Grant asks? (not understanding the 

Spanish translation for f*ggot). David tells him to “never mind, its not important…..You 

are probably just confused and that he thinks the PCMO’s can set you up with some 

therapy sessions to help cure/fix you.”  Grant looks to the audience with his hands up 

like…..”what do I do now!” 

 

Part F:  Processing role plays: 

 

 Ask audience the following questions based on their own ideas or the role-plays they just 

saw. Have PowerPoint slides ready also.  

 

How Might People who are LGBT feel About Coming Out to Someone?  

• Scared • Vulnerable • Unsure — wondering how the person will react  

• Relieved • Proud  

 

What Might People Who are LGBT Want from the People They Come Out to?  

• Acceptance • Support • Understanding • Comfort  • Reassurance that their relationship 

won’t be negatively affected  

 

What persons who are lesbian, gay, or bisexual have been told about their sexual 

orientation . . . and what you should not say?  

• You’re just going through a phase.  

• It’s just because you’ve never had a relationship with someone of the opposite sex.  

• You can’t be gay — you’ve had relationships with people of the opposite sex.  

• You can’t be a lesbian — you’re too pretty!  

• You’re just depressed. 



236 

• You’re just confused.  

• Maybe you can find a therapist who can help you get over anything.  

 

Some good things to say/ask are:  

• How long have you known you are lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender?  

• Are you seeing anyone special?  

• Has it been hard for you carrying this secret?  

• Is there some way I can help you?  

• Have I ever offended you unknowingly?  

 

Role-play revisited: 

 

Replay scenario 1 except this time Kathy responds to Aliyya’s revealing her sexual 

orientation with a CORRECT response such as “how long have you known you were a 

lesbian?” and “That’s nice, do you think your girlfriend will come visit you here in 

Guatemala? If I can help in any way regarding this issue, please let me know. I will also 

hold this information confidential.” Aliyya responds, obviously happy with the accepting 

response of her PCMO and answers that yes she would like this to be confidential and 

that she hopes her girlfriend comes and visits next Christmas. 

 

Replay scenario 2 except this time David responds to Grant’s revealing his sexual 

orientation with a CORRECT response such “That must be very hard for you, especially 

coming from a culture where maybe you had more flexibility to be open in public. I hope 

I have never offended you and if I have I apologize. If you would like to talk more about 

how it has been hard for you, I would be happy to and will hold that information 

confidential. I also know that Adam on staff is really comfortable talking about this 

information, so maybe you want to talk to him too.” Grant responds happily that he has 

been offended a few times but that he appreciates the apology and that yes he would like 

to talk to Adam. 

 

Role-play conclusion:  

 

Tell audience that it is very probable and in fact maybe you have already had the 

experience of a PCV (or anybody else) coming out to you.  

 

Why might they do that? What are some situations in which someone might come 

out to you in Peace Corps Guatemala?  

 

• They want to have an honest and genuine relationship with you.  

• They may feel you are a person who will be understanding and accepting. 

• They prefer to be honest and are tired of putting time and energy into hiding their 

identity.  

• They may come out to you because some aspect of your professional relationship makes 

it difficult to continue to hide their sexual orientation.  

• They may come out to you because you are in a position to assist them with a concern 

or address policies which impact their life.  
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Section 3 – Ally Development 

 

Part A – What is Homophobia\Living in a Heterosexual world? 

 

Offer brief definition of what Homophobia is. Then ask audience to create a list of 

examples of Homophobia. 

 

Homophobia takes many different forms. Sometimes it takes the form of physical acts of 

hate, violence, verbal assault, vandalism or blatant discrimination, such as firing an  

employee, evicting someone from their housing, or denying them access to civil rights 

awarded to heterosexual persons and  public accommodations based solely on their 

sexual orientation or their perceived/assumed sexual orientation. In the clinical sense, 

homophobia is defined as an intense, irrational fear of same sex relationships that become 

overwhelming to the person. In common usage, homophobia is the fear of intimate 

relationships with person of the same sex.  

 

There are many other kinds of homophobia that happen every day. We often overlook 

these more subtle actions and exclusions because they seem so insignificant by 

comparison but they are not.  It is important for supportive allies of the LGBT 

community to recognize certain homophobic levels of attitude so that they may take steps 

towards changing that attitude. 

 

Examples of Homophobia (make list/ poster with audiences help and have index 

card cheat sheet ready for facilitator)  

 

• Changing your seat in a meeting because a lesbian sat in the chair next to yours.  

• “Gaydar” - Thinking you can spot a not straight person.  

• Using derogatory names for not straight people.  

• Thinking that a lesbian (if you are female) or gay man (if you are male) is making 

sexual advances if she/he touches you or is friendly to you.  

• Feeling repulsed by public displays of affection between lesbians and gay men but 

accepting the same displays of affection between heterosexuals.  

• Not asking about a woman’s female partner or a man’s male partner although you 

regularly ask “How is your husband/wife/girlfriend/boyfriend?” when you run into a 

heterosexual friend.  

• Assuming that everyone you meet is heterosexual.  

• Feeling that a lesbian is just a woman who couldn’t find a man or that a lesbian is a 

woman who wants to be a man. 

• Feeling that a gay man is just a man who couldn’t find a woman or that a gay man is a 

man who wants to be a woman.  
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Part B - What is Heterosexual Privilege? 

 

Remind people of that first handout they received – the heterosexual questionnaire.  And 

how it relates to heterosexual privilege. 

 

Define Heterosexual Privilege as the many things we are privy to as heterosexuals, things 

we often never think about, that people who are not straight are denied access to. Then 

ask participants to break into groups of 5 and write their own lists of heterosexual 

privileges. Reconvene after 5 minutes and have each group share their answers (have 

cheat sheet created for facilitator).  

 

Heterosexual privilege is living without ever having to think twice, face, confront, 

engage, or cope with anything on this list.  

 

•  The right to marry the one you love in the majority of countries in the world.  US 

(federally and most states) and Guatemala included. 

• Public recognition and support for an intimate relationship. 

• Paid leave from employment and condolences when grieving the death of your partner.  

• Inheriting from your partner/lover/companion automatically under probate laws.  

• Sharing health, auto, and homeowners’ insurance policies at reduced rates.  

• Immediate access to your loved ones in cases of accident or emergency.  

• Family-of-origin support for a life partner/lover/companion.  

• Increased possibilities for getting a job, receiving on the job training, and promotion.  

• Being affectionate in public with your partner without threat or punishment.  

• Talking about your relationship or what projects, vacations, family planning you and 

your partner/lover are creating.  

• Not questioning your normalcy, sexually and culturally.  

• Adopting children and foster-parenting children. 

• Living with your partner and doing so openly to all.  

• Receiving validation from your religious community.  

• Receiving social acceptance by neighbors, colleagues, and new friends  

• Not being fired or risking being fired from your job because of your sexual orientation. 

 

Conclusion: There are many things that are easier in life for heterosexual people than 

there are for not heterosexual people. We must recognize these injustices and work 

against them and create a more equal environment for all. 

 

Part C – Definition of an “Ally” [Get suggestions from the audience.] 

 

An ally is somebody who will confront instances of derogatory language, confront 

stereotypes, use inclusive language, work to educate themselves, treat LGBT people like 

they do everybody else and support policies and laws that promote equality.  
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An ally is a “safe person” for someone who is gay, lesbian or bisexual to speak with. 

This means that one is committed to providing support and to maintaining 

confidentiality. This commitment extends to people with a gay, lesbian or bisexual 

roommate, friend or family member who may wish to speak with someone.  

 

Ten Concrete Ways to Be an Ally While working at PC and with PCV. (Create 

poster ahead of time) 

1.  Don’t assume everyone is heterosexual.   

2.  Do not ever out someone. Just because you might know, don’t assume that others do. 

3.  Don’t use, avoid and challenge anti-gay jokes, words and conversations. (Reference 

sheet with derogatory words listed on it hanging up since the beginning)  

4.  Use all-inclusive language until you know an individual's preference. Use “partner” 

instead of “boyfriend” or “girlfriend,” or “boyfriend AND girlfriend.” 

5.  Educate others. One-on-one, group programming, teachable moments.  

6.  Interrupt prejudice and take action against oppression of LGBT people. 

7. Don’t be surprised when someone comes out to you.  

8. Respect confidentiality. It is imperative that you can be trusted.  

9. Know when and where to seek help. Know all available resources.  

10. Don’t try to guess who’s gay.  

 

Part D: Ally Scenario Prize Questions 

 

Below are some example situations and reactions you could have as an ally to the LGBT 

community. Take these reactions as suggestions for things you might say. Use your own 

style and stick to what you feel comfortable saying. Remember, if you don’t feel 

comfortable speaking up with a lot of people around, you almost never have to confront 

someone in a group. You could pull someone aside and tell him or her one-on-one how 

you feel.  

 

Read scenario and then read the multiple choices that are up on a PowerPoint screen. 

When people know answer, they raise their hands. If they answer correctly they get a 

“congratulations for being an ally, here is a safe zone sticker” reward. 

 

You’re sitting with a group of friends, and a couple of them make an obnoxious-

bigoted comment about gays. Do you… 
A) Ignore it.  

B) Casually leave.  

C) Ask them not to make such comments around you.  

 

A friend comes up to you and tells a rumor that a floor member or classmate is 

supposedly a lesbian. Do you…. 

A) Tell them it doesn’t matter what sexual orientation she is.  

B) Ignore them.  

C) Say that if she is a lesbian, let her come out on her own terms 

D) A and C.  
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Some of your colleagues make fun of a new trainee because he uses stereotypically 

feminine body language. Do you…. 

A) Ignore it.  

B) Tell them it is not funny and possibly offensive to talk about somebody like that.  

C) Join in and start making fun of the trainee too. 

 

You hear some friends discussing the marriage equality debate happening in the 

United States when some of them state that they think LGBT deserve equal rights 

under the law. Do you… 

A) Tell them your supportive feelings about LGBT people 

B) Tell them you think gay people are gross. 

C) Ignore it. 

 

Discuss difficulties and trade offs of being an ally to process this exercise. (Make cheat 

sheet index card for facilitators)  

What’s difficult about these responses?  
• You could be ridiculed.  

• They might think or accuse you of being gay.  

• Friends might get mad at you.  

• It might create an awkward situation. 

 

What are the tradeoffs?  What do you gain?  
• Self-respect.  

• Respect from friends.  

• You could possibly support a person in the group who is a closeted GLBT person or has 

friends or family who are GLBT.  

• Model acceptance of differences for friends.  

• Build a sense of personal integrity. 
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Section 4 – Conclusion 

Part A - Conclusion 

 

Thank participants for coming, their involvement and that you will now re-iterate how a 

goal of this training was to make the PC-Guatemala community a more obviously 

friendly place for LGBT staff and volunteers. Remind participants that it is also OK to 

still be uncomfortable with these issues but what’s important is that we are open to 

more understanding, learning and acceptance.  

 

 So, we have designed a logo sticker to be placed 

in a visible location so people walking know 

you are an ally to LGBT people. Show 

people sticker handout. If they feel they 

want to be a more visible ally tell them 

take a sticker to put up where they feel is 

appropriate. Pile stickers up so people 

can take on the way out.   

 

 

Explanation of sticker design:  

 

The rainbow flag became a visible 

symbol in the LGBT equal rights 

movement in the United States in the 

1980’s. The rainbow theme has  

therefore been adopted for “Safe Zone 

in Peace Corps” logo.  It will be easily 

identifiable by LGBT people meaning 

you are supportive and trustworthy.  

PCVs will know they can come to you 

for help, advice, or just to talk with 

someone who is affirmative of their 

sexual orientation or gender identity. 

The symbol also means that homophobic and heterosexist comments and actions will not 

be tolerated and will be addressed in an educational and informative manner.  Colleagues 

and PCVs have a right to their opinion; however, if someone is stating myths or 

misinformation about LBGT individuals you will inform them of more accurate 

information in a respectful manner.   

 

 

 

Part B – Hand out of other resources to take away (have gender blender copied, and 

LGBT GAD articles) 
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HANDOUTS TO SAFE ZONE WORKSHOP 

 

The Heterosexual Questionnaire – Consciousness raising. 
The following are examples of the types of questions the GLBT community has been 

asked in the past and is still being asked today.  We have reversed the audience of the 

questions to put the heterosexual community in question. 

 

Your Favorite Questions about the World of Practicing Heterosexuals  

1. What do you think caused your heterosexuality?  

2. When and how did you first decide you were a heterosexual?  

3. Is it possible your heterosexuality is just a phase you may grow out of?  

4. Is it possible your heterosexuality stems from a neurotic fear of others of the same  

sex?  

5. Isn’t it possible that all you need is a good Gay lover?  

9. To whom have you disclosed your heterosexual tendencies? How did they react?  

10. Your heterosexuality doesn’t offend me as long as you don’t try to force it on me.  

Why do you people feel compelled to seduce others into your sexual orientation?  

11. If you choose to nurture children, would you want them to be heterosexual, knowing  

the problems they would face?  

13. Why do you insist on being so obvious, and making a public spectacle of your  

heterosexuality? Can’t you just be what you are and keep it quiet?  

14. How can you ever hope to become a whole person if you limit yourself to a  

compulsive, exclusive heterosexual object choice and remain unwilling to explore  

and develop your normal, natural, healthy, God-given homosexual potential?  

16. Why do heterosexuals place so much emphasis on sex?  

17. With all the societal support marriage receives, the divorce rate is spiraling. Why are  

there so few stable relationships among heterosexuals?  

18. How could the human race survive if everyone were heterosexual, considering the  

menace of overpopulation?  

19. There seem to be very few happy heterosexuals. Techniques have been developed  

with which you might be able to change if you really want to. Have you considered  

aversion therapy?  

20. Do heterosexuals hate and/or distrust others of their own sex? Is that what makes  

them heterosexual? 
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Strategies for Supporting Gay and Lesbian Trainees and Volunteers: A 

Message from P.C. Washington  

 
Trainees and Volunteers must understand there are limitations to support and they are 

expected to adjust to conditions outside of the office.  However, they will need knowledge 

and tools to do so and the following point will help orient staff about how to support GLB 

Volunteers. 

 

Staff should also understand that all Trainees arrive with expectations for support, 

including GLB Volunteers.  It is likely they have already been in contact with current or 

ex-volunteers who may or may not provide a positive view of staff support measures.  

Staff credibility will be undermined if they are not prepared. 

 

 The Peace Corps Office and the Training Center should be safe havens where 

all gay Volunteers can be out and feel safe and accepted.  Staff may feel 

uncomfortable about this for a while but will get used to it and some may even 

decide to “come out of the closet.”  Stranger things have happened. 

 It is OK for staff to feel uncomfortable.  It is not OK to ignore a situation or 

Volunteer support needs.  It is better to admit you are uncomfortable and then 

offer to connect the Trainee or Volunteer to a staff member who is comfortable 

talking about gay issues, concerns, culture or contributions.  With time, it 

becomes easier once you have confronted your fears and feel less threatened. 

 Peace Corps Staff and Trainees should receive diversity training and specifically 

they should receive some training on gay culture.  It is very important for staff to 

understand why they are homophobic or why they are uncomfortable (understand 

your own culture in order to be able to understand another).  Gay people and gay 

cultures exist in every part of the world, though it may not be recognized as a 

distinct culture from the heterosexual norm, and it may not be overtly accepted 

or approved of.  People may also interpret what is actually gay behavior 

differently from one culture to another.  It is common, for instance in Latin 

America, for two men to be engaged in a sexual act but only one of them is 

considered gay.  This is a widely accepted norm though not interpreted the same 

way from U.S. standards.  A Traditional Culture is not necessarily a conservative 

culture.  American staff should not assume HCN staff cannot address, would not 

address or don’t know how to address gay culture from their own cultural 

perspective or that they couldn’t understand and empathize with gay Trainees and 

Volunteers. 

 

 Inclusive Language should be used in Training and in Language classes. For 

example, the terms “gay” and “lesbian” should be clearly mentioned when 

discussing diversity, when welcoming all Volunteers to Training during intro 

sections, and in Language classes, facilitators can be coached/trained to ask, “do 

you have a boyfriend, girlfriend or partner?” when discussing family in language 

classes.   

 Cross Culture, Safety and Security and Health sessions should clearly address 

gay/lesbian information about local customs, dating, beliefs, etc.  This will help 
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them to be safe, healthy and productive.  This information should come from a 

variety of sources including gay people in the host country, gay organizations in 

the host country and gay volunteers. 

 Confidentiality outside of the Peace Corps office and Training Center should be 

addressed. 

 GLB Volunteers may want contact information for the local gay organization in 

the capital so they can talk with gay people.  This will help them to get unbiased 

information about gay culture in the host country.  That way they will know how 

to behave and thus be able to keep safe. 

 GLB Volunteers may or may not want to form a formal gay/lesbian support 

group.  A Staff member should be liaison to this group.   

 GLB Support does not belong in the Medical Office any more than other kinds of 

support.  Just because a Volunteer is gay or lesbian doesn’t mean they need 

counseling.  All staff should be prepared to address support needs of GLB 

Volunteers. 

 They may want to write articles in the Volunteer Newsletter to encourage other 

gay/lesbian volunteers to come to a meeting or to further educate Volunteers and 

Staff about GLB issues. 

 PRACTICE MAKES PERFECT – it is OK to make mistakes!  Be honest and 

brave. 
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 LGBT Vocabulary Game 

 

 

Ally - a person who supports and honors sexual diversity, acts accordingly to challenge 

homophobic and heterosexist remarks and behaviors, and is willing to explore and 

understand  these forms of bias within him or herself.  

 

Bisexual - a person who is emotionally, romantically, sexually, affectionately, and 

relationally attracted to both men and women though not necessarily simultaneously.  

  

Closet - being “in the closet” means keeping your sexual orientation a secret.  Many 

LBGT people remain in the closet because of fear of rejection, harassment, and anti-gay 

violence, but like an actual physical closet, many LBGT people find that this mental 

closet is an isolated, confining place.  

 

Coming Out - the developmental process in which a person acknowledges, accepts, and 

appreciates his/her sexual orientation.  Coming out is a lifelong process, starting with 

coming out to oneself and then to others.  

 

Gay Male - a man who is emotionally, romantically, sexually, affectionately, and 

relationally attracted to other men.  

 

Gender - a sociological construct defining the collection of characteristics that are 

culturally associated with maleness or femaleness; gender is to “masculine” and 

“feminine” as sex is to “male” and “female.”  

 

Gender Identity - has to do with whether a person perceives him/herself to be a man or a 

woman; research indicates that gender identity is typically established by 3 years of age.  

 

Gender Role - the norms of expected behavior for men and women assigned primarily 

on the basis of biological sex; a sociological construct which varies from culture to 

culture.  

 

Heterocentrism - the assumption that everyone is heterosexual unless otherwise 

indicated.  

 

Heterosexism - the individual, group, or institutional norms and behaviors that result 

from the assumption that all people are heterosexual. This system of oppression, which 

assumes that heterosexuality is inherently normal and superior, negates LBGT peoples’ 

lives and relation-ships.  

 

Lesbian - a woman who is emotionally, romantically, sexually, affectionately, and 

relationally attracted to other women.  

 

LGBT – acronym standing for: lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender.  
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Outing - exposing someone’s sexual orientation to others, usually without their 

permission.  

 

Queer - term that is inclusive of people who are not heterosexual—includes lesbians, gay 

men, bisexual people, and transgendered people.  For many LBGT people, the word 

“queer” has a negative connotation and provokes discomfort; however, many younger 

gay people are comfort- able using the term and have “reclaimed” it.  

 

Homosexual & Gay - a person who is primarily or exclusively attracted to people of the 

same sex.  

 

Sexuality - the complex range of components that make us sexual beings; includes 

emotional, physical, and sexual aspects, as well as self-identification (including sexual 

orientation and gender), behavioral preferences and practices, fantasies, and feelings of 

affection and emotional affinity.  

  

Sexual Orientation - an enduring emotional, romantic, sexual, affectional, and relational 

attraction to another person. Can involve fantasy, behavior, and self-identification; a 

person’s general makeup or alignment in terms of partner attraction.  May be same a 

same-sex orientation, male-female orientation, or a bisexual orientation.  

 

Sexual Preference - what a person likes or prefers to do sexually; a conscious 

recognition or choice not to be confused with sexual orientation.  

 

Homophobia - the fear and hatred of or discomfort with people who love and sexually 

desire members of the same sex.  Homophobic reactions often lead to intolerance, 

bigotry, and violence against anyone not acting within heterosexual norms.  Because 

most LBGT people are raised in the same society as heterosexuals, they learn the same 

beliefs and stereotypes prevalent in the dominant society, leading to a phenomenon 

known as “internalized homophobia.”  

 

Transvestite - an individual who dresses in the “opposite” gender clothing for a variety 

of reasons.  

 

Transgendered -  the old understanding of the word meant a person whose gender 

identity differs from what is culturally associated with their biological sex at birth. 

However, as information has evolved, it is now an umbrella term that includes a wide 

range of identities and includes pre-operative, post-operative, and non-operative 

transsexual people. In its general sense, it refers to anyone whose behavior or identity 

falls outside of stereotypical expectations for their gender. 

 

Transsexual - a medical term referring to a person whose gender identity differs from 

what is culturally associated with their biological sex at birth and who chose to undergo 

sex reassignment surgery. This term is considered outdated. Most transsexual people 

refer to themselves as transgendered.  
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D) Statement of Ally-dom 

 

The rainbow flag became a visible symbol in the LGBT equal rights movement in the 

United States in the 1980’s. The rainbow and pink triangle has been adopted for “Safe 

Zone in Peace Corps” and will be easily identifiable by LGBT people.  Heterosexual 

allies also need visual representation to distinguish themselves thus the inclusion of the 

word “ally.” The Safe at Peace Corps symbol is a message to lesbian, bisexual, gay, and 

transgendered students and colleagues that you are knowledgeable, supportive and 

trustworthy.  PCVs will know they can come to you for help, advice, or just to talk with 

someone who is affirmative of their sexual orientation or gender identity. The symbol 

also means that homophobic and heterosexist comments and actions will not be tolerated, 

but will be addressed in an educational and informative manner.  Colleagues and PCVs 

have a right to their opinion; however, if someone is stating myths or misinformation 

about LBGT individuals you will inform them of more accurate information in a 

respectful manner.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



248 

APPENDIX C 

CONVERSATIONAL GUIDE EXAMPLE 

 

 

Addressing LGBT Issues and Concerns in Country: 

A Conversational Guide for PCVs 
 

 
 

Created by:  

Kate Slisz 
 

Member of the Peace Corps 

 Gender Equality Committee 
 
IMPORTANT NOTE: Information gathered from various sources were used to create 

this conversational guide.  It should be noted that SAfAIDS’s “Toolkit for Integrating 

LGBTI Issues Into HIV & GBV Prevention” proved to be most useful, providing the 

basis for this guide. The FAQ, myths & misconceptions, as well as the glossary were 

taken from this source and only slightly adapted. Information found on the BONELA, 

Global Gayz, LeGaBiBo, Rainbow Identity Association, and the National Lesbian, Gay, 

Bisexual Peace Corps Alumni Association websites also helped to shape the content of 

this guide. Lastly, volunteers’ personal experiences in the field, regarding LGBT issues 

were also taken into consideration in the creation of this document.
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Purpose:   

This guide is to serve as a resource for Peace Corps Volunteers who are encountering 

issues of homosexuality and gender identity within their communities. This guide is NOT 

intended to be used to advocate for LGBT rights. Instead, it is intended to simply assist 

volunteers in facilitating discussions surrounding homosexuality and gender identity, 

when deemed safe to do so. 

 
Rationale:  

According to surveys distributed by the Gender Committee at various training sessions, a 

high number of volunteers have reported having discussions pertaining to homosexuality 

and gender identity in their communities.  However, due to the illegal nature and stigma 

attached to homosexuality in this particular society, volunteers report they feel ill-

equipped to address these issues when speaking with locals. Therefore, this guide will 

serve as a resource to volunteers as to how to approach these issues and questions in a 

culturally sensitive manner. 

 

Legal Status of Local LGBT Individuals:    

Lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) individuals in-country are considered 

second-class citizens, meaning they are not entitled to the same rights and protections as 

heterosexual and cisgender citizens. 

 

Laws Regarding Same-sex Sexual Acts: 

According to the country’s Penal Code: 

Section 164. Unnatural offences. Any person who- 

(a) has carnal knowledge of any person against the order of 

nature; [or] 

(c) permits any other person to have carnal knowledge of 

him or her against the order of nature, 

is guilty of an offence and is liable to imprisonment for a term not 

exceeding seven years. 

Section 165. Attempts to commit unnatural offences. Any person who 

attempts to commit any of the offences specified in section 164 is guilty of 

an offence and is liable to imprisonment for a term not exceeding five 

years. 

Section 167. Indecent practices between persons. Any person who, 

whether in public or private, commits any act of gross indecency with 

another person, or procures another person to commit any act of gross 

indecency with him or her, or attempts to procure the commission of 
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any such act by any person with himself or herself or with another person, 

whether in public or private, is guilty of an offence. 

Section 33. General punishment for offences. When in this Code no 

punishment is specially provided for any offence, it shall be punishable 

with imprisonment for a term not exceeding two years or with a fine, or 

with both. 

To clarify, the general belief in-country is that homosexuality is NOT an identity 

but, rather, a behavior. Therefore, homosexual acts are illegal and punishable by 

up to 7 years in prison (this law pertains to both women and men), but simply 

identifying as homosexual is not illegal. Someone who identifies as lesbian, gay, 

or bisexual may face social stigma and discrimination, but to be arrested, they 

must be caught in a sexual act with someone of the same-sex. 

Recognition of Same-sex Relationships: 

Same-sex couples have no legal recognition and same-sex marriage is not allowed. 

 

Discrimination Protections: 

The Employment Act has prohibited employment discrimination on the basis of sexual 

orientation since 2010 

 

Laws and Protections Regarding Transgender Individuals: 

Gender identity and sexual orientation, although related and connected, are two different 

aspects of a person’s self.  In this particular society, it is illegal to commit homosexual 

acts, but there are no laws that outlaw being transgendered or the act of transitioning.  

With that said, there are also no laws in place to protect such individuals either.  

Additionally, like gay, lesbian, and bisexuals, transgendered people are at risk of 

encountering social stigma, prejudice, and discrimination.  

 

LGBT Organizations in-country: 

Despite the laws and stigma surrounding homosexuality and gender identity in-country, 

an LGBT movement does exist.  In more rural and remote areas, the movement is 

underground, but in bigger cities, such as the capital, it is more visible.     

 

The two most well-known LGBT organizations in are LeGaBiBo and Rainbow Identity: 

 

LeGaBiBo 

LeGaBiBo is the primary LGBT organization in-country. It was founded by the Center 

for Human Rights in 1998. However, due to lack of resources, the project could not be 

implemented properly and was, therefore, inactive until 2001 when it resurfaced under an 

organization that focuses on ethics, laws and HIV/AIDS. 

LeGaBiBo's Mission:  
To build an independent non-partisan organization that promotes the recognition, 

acceptance and equal protection of all human rights of the LGBTI community. 
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LeGaBiBo's Objectives:  

 To promote a non-discriminatory legal framework for LGBTI community  

 To create a community that is educated and sensitized on LGBTI issues  

 To recognize same-sex relationships for the purpose of:  

o Accessing social benefits  

o Same-sex marriage and its benefits  

o Children adoption  

o create a safe space where the LGBTI community can interact  

 To empower the LGBTI community so as to advocate for their rights  

 To promote sexual health amongst the LGBTIs  

There have been multiple attempts to register LeGaBiBo with the Registrar of Societies, 

Ministry of Labour and Home affairs, but the government continues to reject their 

application. The main objection by the registrar officials is that they see registering such 

an organization as an act of aiding and encouraging an illegal act as defined under the 

section 164 Penal Code.  Therefore, the work LeGaBiBo is able to do is limited, 

including the ability to raise funds.  LeGaBiBo is currently taking steps to sue the 

government to force it to register the organization.  

 

 

Rainbow Identity  

Rainbow Identity Association (RIA) is an organization of transgender and intersex people 

(trans women, trans men, gender questioning, gender queer, transsexual, and gender non-

conforming) based in the country’s capital.  

Rainbow Identity aims at exploring ways of challenging transphobic laws and 

transphobia. Their vision is to create a democratic society that recognizes, respects, 

protects, and values the rights of transgender and intersex community. Rainbow Identity 

Association strives to provide transgender and intersex individuals with safe space to 

debrief and share necessary information with one another.  Ultimately, Rainbow Identity 

hopes to breakdown the stereotypical concept of gender in this society, as it has a large 

influence on discrimination and ignorance in the transgender and intersex lives. 

The organization was legally registered with Registrar of Societies in December 2010.  It 

succeeded in getting registered with the government in 2010 because it was not a gay 

‘sexual orientation’ group, but rather a support group for ‘alternative gender identity’ 

people. 
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Addressing LGBT Issues In-Country:  

 

Be Culturally Sensitive 

This is arguably the toughest part of addressing questions and concerns pertaining to 

homosexuality and gender identity in our communities.  A lot of PCVs feel very strongly 

about these subjects.  Some volunteers have family members or friends that are LGBT, 

some identify as LGBT themselves, and some simply believe in equal rights for all.  

Therefore, our biases can sometimes impair our ability to understand the current beliefs 

surrounding homosexuality and gender identity in-country and our ability to address 

these issues in an objective and culturally sensitive manner.     

 

As Peace Corps Volunteers, we are subject to the laws and social norms of the countries 

where we serve.  As much as we may or may not disagree with the laws and beliefs 

surrounding homosexuality and/or gender identity in this country, we have to face the 

fact that it greatly impacts how we can approach these issues in-country.  When we came 

to serve, we agreed to integrate and assimilate as much as possible and to work in a non-

political manner.  Therefore, as Peace Corps volunteers, we cannot be perceived as 

advocating for LGBT rights.  As a result, we must take a different approach.  One way of 

accomplishing this is to view these issues through a human rights perspective and 

approach it as as fighting for Human Rights rather than LGBT rights. 

 

Use a Human Rights Approach 

Some people believe that the LGBT community is fighting for “special” rights.  In 

reality, they are seeking the same rights as those of other human beings: rights that are 

basic, universal, and preserved in international human rights documents. 

 

Sexual rights embrace human rights that are already recognized in national laws and 

international human rights documents. These include the right of all persons, free of 

coercion, discrimination and violence, to: 

 Seek, receive and impart information in relation to sexuality; 

 Receive sexuality education; 

 Have their bodily integrity respected; 

 Choose their own partner; 

 Decide to be sexually active or not; 

 Have consensual sexual relations (not be forced to have sex through the use of 

violence or non-physical force); 

 Consent to marriage; 

 The highest attainable standard of health in relation to sexuality, including access 

to sexual and reproductive health care services; 

 Be protected from the risk of disease such as HIV and other STI’s 

 Decide whether, and when, to have children; 

 Pursue a satisfying, safe and pleasurable sexual life. 

 

By approaching LGBT issues through a human rights perspective, volunteers can 

mitigate the possibility of a moral debate unfolding.  Using the aforementioned points 

above, the focus of the conversation can be on health or education as opposed to religion 
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or personal values.  Therefore, it reduces the risk of the conversation spiraling out of 

control and turning into a moral debate of sorts.  

 

In addition to sexual rights, LGBT individuals are denied– either by law or practices - 

basic civil, political, economic, health, social, and cultural rights. The following table 

provides examples of how these human rights are denied to the LGBT population: 

 
Human Right How These Rights are Violated 

The right to 

equality in rights 

and before the law 

 

Denied the right to equality before the law through 

special criminal provisions or practices on the basis 

of sexual orientation.   

 

The right to 

nondiscrimination 

 

Denied by omitting sexual orientation or sex/gender 

identity in anti-discrimination laws, constitutional 

provisions or their enforcement. 

  

The right to 

freedom from 

violence and 

harassment 

 

Denied by omitting sexual orientation and sex/gender 

identity and gender expression in anti-discrimination 

laws, constitutional provisions or their enforcement. 

 

The right to free 

development of 

one’s personality 

 

Violated by the failure to recognize human diversity 

in all its forms and to develop legal protections for 

that diversity. 

 

The right to life Denied by states which do nothing to curb a fear of 

difference that results in violence and death.  

 

The right to be 

free from torture 

or cruel, inhuman 

or degrading 

treatment 

 

Infringed upon by police practices in investigations or 

in the case of LGBT persons in detention. Forced 

stripping of transgender people in detention is 

unfortunately all too common a form of torture. 

 

The right to 

protection from 

arbitrary arrest 

and illegal 

detention 

 

Occurs when individuals are suspected of having a 

homo/bisexual identity. Detentions of dubious legal 

character are commonly carried out against 

transgender persons. Even where the law criminalizes 

same-sex activity it can only be enforced if “caught in 

the act”. Arresting someone on the presumption of 

their sexuality is to all intents and purposes illegal. 

 

The right to 

freedom of 

movement 

 

Denied to bi-national couples by not recognizing their 

same-sex relationship and by states’ failure to issue 

identity cards according to “chosen” sex/gender 

identity. 
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The right to a fair 

trial 

 

Often affected by the prejudices of judges and other 

law enforcement officials. 

The right to 

privacy 

 

Denied to transgender and intersex people by the 

continued “overmedicalization” of their “condition.” 

 

The right to 

freedom of 

expression 

and freedom of 

association 

 

Either denied explicitly by law, or LGBT community 

may not enjoy them because of the homo/transphobic 

climate in which they live. 

The right to 

freedom of 

practice of 

religion 

 

Usually restricted in the case of LGBT persons, 

especially in the case of the clergy advocating against 

them. 

The right to work Many LGBT persons are fired because of their sexual 

orientation and sex/gender identity or discriminated 

against in employment policies and practices. 

 

The right to 

physical and 

mental health 

 

Found to be in conflict with discriminatory 

policies and practices by homophobic/transphobic 

physicians. The lack of adequate training for health 

care personnel regarding sexual orientation, 

transgender or intersex issues can negatively impact 

on this right. Denied to intersex persons whose 

physiology/ bodily make-up is altered without their 

consent at birth. A “simple” issue like the lack of 

sex/gender neutral public toilet facilities can often 

deny people the right to physical and mental health. 

 

The right to form a 

family 

 

This is denied by governments by not 

recognizing same-sex families and by 

denying the rights otherwise granted by 

the state to heterosexual families who have 

not sought legal recognition, but still enjoy 

several rights. LGBT couples and individuals are not 

allowed to adopt a child, despite that child being of 

their same or opposite sex partner. Surgeries imposed 

at birth in order for the child to conform to the sex 

binary can leave people sterile,violating their right to 

form a family. 
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The right of 

protection against 

separation from 

parents 

 

Children can also be denied this right based on a 

parent’s sexual orientationand/or sex/gender identity 

or gender expression. In a sense this right can be 

violated when intersex children are rejected by their 

parents because of ignorance and fear. 

 

The right to 

education 

 

LGBT students may not enjoy this right because of 

prejudices and violence created by peers or teachers 

in schools. The high rate of school drop-out amongst 

LGBT youth is a direct consequence of bullying and 

discrimination. “Sexed” or “gendered” toilets in 

educational establishments again can contribute to 

denying LGBT youth their rights to education. 

 

The right to 

defend these 

rights 

 

Violated by states’ failure to protect LGBT 

defenders, laws that are used to discriminate against 

LGBTI organizations and which prevent  

organizational activities  from being carried out.ndi 

 

As one can see, there are a myriad of ways that LGBT issues can be addressed through a 

human rights perspective. Volunteers should tailor how they approach a certain question 

or concern related to homosexuality or gender identity based on the specific situation at 

hand and the social climate of where they are. 

 
Conversational Tips: 

It is important to keep debate and confrontation to a minimum.  Some suggestions for 

accomplishing such a feat, include: 

 Be aware of the social climate.  Before you even engage in a conversation 

surrounding these issues, get a good sense of your community’s attitudes and 

beliefs on the issue or at least the people engaging you on the issues.  Make sure it 

is acceptable and, more importantly, safe to do so.  Gauging the social climate 

will also help you tailor your approach to the conversation or discussion, which 

will help to reduce negative consequences.  If plausible, get a local you trust to 

help facilitate the discussion.  

 Set up ground rules.  Even if it’s just a one-on-one conversation, don’t be afraid 

to lay down some ground rules before beginning.  Ground rules can help to avoid 

confrontation or conflict from occurring and help ensure the possibility of future 

discussions. 

 Treat the matter objectively.  The easiest way to discuss any topic is to 

approach it objectively.  It will start to spiral out of control if you attempt to 

integrate values or principles into the conversation or when you expect the listener 

to share the same values or opinions you have on the matter.  
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 Be open-minded.  It is usually difficult to talk objectively about a topic when you 

have a strong bias for or against it.  This is one problem that Peace Corps 

Volunteers often have.  Since they have their own opinions on homosexuality, 

they cannot help but discuss it with people subjectively.  This results in more 

difficult questions.  Why is it bad to be gay?  Why do you not want us to be gay?   

And so on and so forth.  Save yourself the trouble of answering these questions by 

being open minded about homosexuality.  This will make the discussion easier 

and more free-flowing because you can look at it from more than just one angle. 

 Have an exit strategy.  Be prepared for anything.  If the conversation or 

discussion takes a turn for the worse, have a plan to get it back on track or to 

change the subject all together.   

 Research the matter beforehand.   Arm yourself with as much information 

about sexuality and gender identity as possible, especially culturally-relevant and 

culturally sensitive in nature. This will make answering questions easier. This 

guide is meant to aid in that regard, but there are also a plethora of resources 

online if you have access to a computer and internet. Additionally, volunteers who 

have discussed matters surrounding sexual orientation and gender identity in their 

communities can provide much advice and insight as well. 

 

Myths and Misconceptions:  

Sexual orientation and gender identity are concepts that are often misunderstood by 

people, especially in societies where sexuality and certain gender issues are taboo to 

discuss.  Lack of awareness and education surrounding LGBT issues can lead to many 

false beliefs.   

 

The following section will explore some of the common myths and misconceptions you 

may face in your community in regards to LGBT individuals.  Additionally, suggestions 

have been provided as to how you can debunk these myths and misconceptions if you so 

choose. 

 

Myth 1: Homosexuality is contagious.  Being with gay people and sharing spaces or 

even cups and cutlery with them will make others gay too. 

 

Reality: For many years, people thought that homosexuality was contagious.  However, 

homosexuality is not an illness or a disease.  This myth stems from and is perpetuated by 

homophobia.  If people are properly informed on homosexuality, they will no longer 

view it as a sickness but, simply, as a way people identify. Sexuality is a spectrum.  

People can identify as heterosexual, homosexual, bisexual, pansexual, asexual, or even 

simply as queer if they chose not to use one of the more rigid labels.  Although 

heterosexuality is viewed as the “normal” and “natural” way of identifying, the truth is 

that ALL societies have people that fall along various points of the sexuality spectrum.  It 

is just that due to the legal status of homosexuality or the social stigma surrounding it, 

most people chose to “stay in the closet” and lead heterosexual lives. 
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Myth 2. People choose to be gay.  Homosexuality is a choice. 

 

Reality: Sexual orientation, whether it is heterosexuality, homosexuality, or anything in 

between, is NOT a choice.  The same way we cannot choose the color of our eyes, we 

cannot choose our sexual orientation.  Who would choose something that if discovered 

could result in social ostracism and possible prison time?  People cannot choose who they 

are attracted to.  The only thing they can choose is whether to act on those feelings or not. 

  

Myth 3. Gay and lesbian relationships are short lived. 

 

Reality: Longstanding gay and lesbian relationships are common.  However, due to the 

social stigma expressed against LGBT people, these partnerships are often invisible. 

 

Myth 4. Bisexuality is just a phase. 

 

Reality: People assume that bisexuality is just a phase people go through and not a 

legitimate sexual identity.  Humans are diverse, and individual sexual feelings and 

behaviors develop over a person’s lifetime.  The creation and consolidation 

of a sexual identity is an ongoing process.  Since we are generally socialized as 

heterosexuals, bisexuality could be a stage that many people may experience as part of 

the process of acknowledging their homosexuality.  However, many others come to 

identify as bisexual after a considerable period of identification as gay men or lesbians.  

Bisexuality, like homosexuality and heterosexuality, may be either a transitional step in 

the process of sexual discovery, or a long-term identity. 

 

Myth 5.  Bisexuals are promiscuous.  

 

Reality: Promiscuity, or having multiple concurrent partners, is something that is 

prevalent in all societies. Bisexuals, like people of all sexual orientations, have a wide 

variety of relationship styles. Contrary to common myth, a bisexual person does not need 

to be sexually involved with both a man and a woman. As is the case for heterosexuals 

and homosexuals, attraction does not involve acting on every desire. Like heterosexuals 

and homosexuals, many bisexuals choose to be sexually active with one partner only and 

have long term, monogamous relationships. Some bisexuals may have open relationships, 

just as some heterosexuals and homosexuals are sexually active with more than one 

partner. 

 

Myth 6. Lesbians don’t have sex.  Therefore, they are not at risk for HIV. 

 

Reality: The fact that there is no penis involved does not mean that a woman having sex 

with another woman cannot transmit HIV.  Although for many years it has been believed 

that lesbian women are not at risk at all, risk is risk, even if it is low risk. There is a 

possibility for HIV transmission when vaginal fluids are exchanged and because of 

possible chaffing (when genitals rub against each other and result in broken skin), an 

entry point for the virus could be created.  
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Myth 7. MSM are gay men who are the receiving partner during anal sex and, 

therefore, are at high risk for HIV transmission. 

 

Reality: Men who have sex with men (MSM) could be of any sexual orientation. MSM 

are not a homogenous group.  An MSM, although married to a woman, could be both the 

receptive or penetrative partner when it comes to same sex practices. His risk could be 

increased if he is uninformed about the HIV risks in anal sex. Some MSM still perceive 

anal sex as not risky, since there is no “pregnancy” involved. Although this may sound a 

bit absurd, remember that for many years, condoms were used to prevent pregnancy and 

the HIV prevention messaging was only directed at those practicing penile-vaginal sex.  

Many ill-informed men do not see anal sex as sex, but rather as something like “playing 

around with the boys.” Thus when asked about having sex with men, they will answer no.  

There is a strong ‘Anal Taboo’ (The general avoidance of referring to the anus because of 

years of very complex social constructs which associate the anus with shame, guilt and 

dirt). Some gay identified MSM do not practice receiving anal sex at all. 

 

 

Myth 8. Masculine MSM, gay and bisexual men are always the ‘top.’  In 

other words, they are the anal penetrative partner and, therefore, are not at risk of 

HIV infection. 

 

Reality: Being a top or bottom is not related to a masculine (butch) or feminine (femme) 

gender expression, but again, the heteronormative model influences this thought process 

negatively.  Most men experience sexual pleasure in different ways, with various forms 

of physical and mental stimulation.  Although being the penetrative partner is less risky 

than being the receptive partner, risk is risk, and even tops should be encouraged to 

always use condoms and water-based lubrication as protection.   

 

Myth 9. Transgender and intersex people cannot have sex and, therefore, are not at 

risk of HIV transmission. 

 

Reality: Although talking about genitals and sexual practices is a very difficult area for 

many trans and intersex people (and this should be respected), they might have certain 

sexual practices that could increase their vulnerability and risk.  Both trans men and trans 

women can have sex, including penile-vaginal as well 

as penile-anal penetrative and receptive sex, depending on their level of acceptance of 

their own genitals and levels of physical and emotional comfort.  Trans men can have any 

sexual orientation, as well as can trans women. Some are more vulnerable to sexual 

violence and HIV transmission, because of their gender expression and the perpetrator’s 

ignorance. Because health care providers are generally uninformed, they lack the 

knowledge to give appropriate safer sex information to transgender individuals. 

 

 

 

 

 



259 

Myth 10. Two gay men who are both HIV positive can have unprotected 

anal sex, since they are both positive anyway. 

 

Reality: This is a risky practice. Re-infection can occur with a different strain of HIV and 

could end up complicating the treatment for both later when it becomes necessary to start 

antiretroviral therapy.  Furthermore, continuous re-infection speeds up the progression of 

HIV to AIDS.   

 

Myth 11. It really is not violence when a lesbian or gay couple fights.  It is 

just a lover’s quarrel, a fair fight between equals. 

 

Reality: This is based on the false assumption that two people of the same sex have no 

power differences.  It also ignores the fact that in domestic violence, it is the choice of 

one partner to take advantage of his or her power in abusive ways.  There is nothing ‘fair’ 

about being knocked against a wall, being threatened, or enduring endless criticism from 

an angry lover. Dismissing domestic violence as ‘just a lover’s quarrel’ trivializes and 

excuses violence that is just as real, and dangerous, as any in a heterosexual relationship. 

 

Myth 12. The abuser is always bigger, stronger, and more ‘butch.’  Survivors will 

always be smaller, weaker, and more feminine. 

 

Reality:  Experience with heterosexual battering and attitudes about traditional sex roles 

lead many people to fall into accepting stereotypes of how abusers and victims, 

respectively, should look and act.  A person who is small, but prone to violence and rage 

can do a lot of damage to someone who may be taller, heavier, stronger, and non-violent. 

Size, weight, ‘masculinity,’ ‘femininity’ or any other physical attribute or role is not a 

good indicator of whether a person will be a victim or an abuser. An abuser does not need 

to be tall and broad shouldered to use a weapon, or to smash belongings, to cut up 

clothing, or tell everyone at work about (to “out”) their partner. 

 

Myth 13. It is easier for lesbian survivors of domestic violence to leave the abusive 

relationship than it is for straight abused women who are married. 

 

Reality: Same-sex couples are just as involved in each other’s lives as straight couples 

and intimate violence has the same effect on anyone irrespective of sexual orientation. 

There is no evidence that the absence of children makes leaving a violent partner easier, 

and, many same-sex couples do have children. The invisibility and relatively limited 

support available to survivors of same-sex domestic violence may compound barriers to 

leaving. Many lesbian women lack support from their families and communities, and may 

not be able to rely on them for help. Survivors may also be convinced by the abuser that 

potential helpers will be homophobic and unhelpful. 
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Myth 14. A person with a disability cannot be lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender or 

intersex. 

 

Reality: A person’s sexual identity and orientation is not linked to any form of physical 

or mental disability.  All human beings deserve to love whom they feel attracted to.  

Often, people living with disabilities are wrongly assumed to be in need of ‘assistance’ or 

seen as a child in ‘need of help,’ and it is challenging to see that person as an adult with 

sexual needs. 

 

Frequently Asked Questions: 

With the lack of awareness and education surrounding sexual orientation and gender 

identity in this country, it is important to realize that locals may have a lot of questions 

pertaining to these topics.  It is also important to remember that you may be the first 

person a local has discussed these topics with.  Therefore, try not to be offended by the 

nature of the questions because he or she is probably not trying to cause a fight but are, 

rather, genuinely curious.   

 

The following is a list of questions you may encounter.  Some are more controversial 

than others, but it is good to familiarize with a broad range of questions and answers to 

prepare yourself for anything that may come your way. 

 

Furthermore, the answers provided are merely one suggestion as to how to handle the 

question.  Remember to tailor your approach and responses to the audience at hand and 

always keep your safety and the safety of those you are talking with in mind. 

  

Q1. What causes homosexuality? 

This is perhaps the first and most common question about homosexuality. In order to 

understand the phenomenon of same-sex sexual relations, perhaps a better question is 

“What determines sexual orientation (e.g. heterosexuality, bisexuality, and 

homosexuality)?” One debate is whether a homosexual person is born that way or if it is 

learned behavior. It is also called the ‘Nature versus Nurture’ debate. In reality, what 

determines sexual orientation is complex. According to research, sexual orientation is 

determined by a mixture of genes and social influences, which is a theory that has 

become the more acceptable one.   

 

There is a growing understanding that human beings have a basic sexuality that can be 

expressed in a variety of relationships (e.g. homosexual, bisexual, and heterosexual). The 

distinctions between these categories are fluid and may overlap.  Although the origins are 

not known, some researchers believe that one’s basic sexual orientation is predisposed at 

birth. With that said, someone’s sexual orientation may not be recognized or 

acknowledged until much later in life.   

 

For many years, even up to today, heterosexuality has been seen as the only socially 

accepted sexual orientation.  Any other orientation, like homosexuality, was not 

understood and has been seen as foreign and, therefore, not accepted.  It is quite 

understandable that when something is experienced as foreign, it needs to be explained 
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and then the question of ‘where does it come from?’ or ‘what causes it?’ will inevitably 

be asked. 

 

Q2. Is being lesbian or gay against religion? 

Most religions, especially the Christian faith, started a long time ago, when having as 

many children as possible was important for people to survive, as quoted in the Old 

Testament of the Bible. The Qur’an contains the command to “procreate and abound in 

number.” These holy books mention sex only to have children (for procreation). 

Interestingly, sex between men is often strongly condemned in religious teachings, while 

sex between women is rarely, if ever, mentioned.  At the same time, the holy books 

mention compassion as a state that should be strived for. It is important to read any 

religious writing with this in mind. Not so long ago Bible texts were used to justify 

apartheid.  Some people read and interpret the holy books literally, and are, therefore, 

against lesbian and gay people. Others use the texts as a source of inspiration, but in daily 

life they accept lesbian and gay people as human beings. There are many lesbian or gay 

and bisexual people who find ways to keep their faith and be who they are.  It usually 

takes time to get to that point, but it is possible.   

 

Q3. Is there something wrong with being gay, lesbian, bisexual or transgender? 

No. There have been people in all cultures and times throughout human history who have 

identified themselves as gay, lesbian, bisexual or transgender.  Homosexuality is not an 

illness or a disorder, a fact that is agreed upon by both the American Psychological 

Association (APA) and the American Psychiatric Association. Homosexuality was 

removed from the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual (DSM) of the American Psychiatric 

Association in 1973.  Being transgender or gender variant is not a disorder either, 

although Gender Identity Dysphoria (GID) is included in the DSM of the American 

Psychiatric Association. 

 

With that said, there can still be legal and social sanctions for gay, lesbian, bisexual, and 

transgender. This is important to keep in mind when talking with locals. Do not 

encourage a local to be “out and proud” without properly informing him or her of the 

possible consequences of such behavior. 

 

Q4. Can lesbian and gay people be cured? 

Again, let’s have a look at why the question is even asked. It suggests that lesbian and 

gay people are pathologized, which is untrue. Since 1973, being lesbian, gay or bisexual 

is no longer described as an “illness” by the medical profession. Unfortunately, some 

uninformed parents still send their gay sons or lesbian daughters to professionals to be 

“cured.” If being lesbian or gay was accepted by everyone, no one would feel the need to 

“cure” it. 

 

Q5. Is being LGBT normal? 

Each culture defines what is “natural” or “normal” to fit its own context.  Definitions 

differ. Historians have determined that homosexuality has existed since the beginning of 

humanity. Anthropologists report that LGBT people have been part of every culture. 

LGBT people are represented in every socio-economic class, educational level, and race. 
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Homosexual behavior is often criticized because it does not result in procreation. In 

reality, most heterosexual encounters don’t result in births either, and relationships of all 

sexual orientations may have children. 

 

Q6. When do LGBT people first know? 

There is no set age at which a person becomes aware that they are LGBT.  Some gay, 

lesbian, transgender, and bisexual people become aware of their identity during 

adolescence or earlier. Some transgender people become aware of being trapped in the 

wrong body from a very early age. People can realize their sexual orientation and gender 

identity at any point during their lives. Due to the strong pressures from a heternormative 

society to be heterosexual and fit into established gender norms, some people do not 

identify as gay, lesbian, transgender or bisexual until much later in life. 

 

Q7. How do people know they are LGBT? 

Some people say that they have “felt different” or knew they were attracted to people of 

the same sex from the time they were very young. Some transgender people express 

feeling that their gender identity did not match parental and social expectations. They 

report that they are aware of these feelings from an early age. Others do not figure out 

their sexual orientation or gender identity until they are adolescents or adults. Often it can 

take a while for people to understand their feelings, or people’s feelings may change over 

time. What can make the coming out process more complicated is the level of 

homophobia experienced in families, communities and society. Understanding our own 

sexuality and gender can be a life-long process, and people should not worry about 

labeling themselves right away or ever for that matter. People do not have to be sexually 

active to know their sexual orientation - feelings and emotions are as much a part of one’s 

identity.The short answer is that you will know when you know. 

 

Q8. Can LGBT people change their sexual orientation or gender identity? 

There are religious organizations that sponsor campaigns and studies that say LGBT 

people can change their sexual orientation or gender identity.  For instance a well-known 

Dutch Reformed Church based in Pretoria, South Africa, has started an outreach to 

homosexuals, called “Homosexuality to Overcome (H2O)” (Christians for Truth). Their 

assertions assume that there is something wrong with being LGBT. It is however, the 

anti-LGBT attitudes, laws and policies that need to change, not LGBTs. Many of the 

studies and campaigns are based on ideological bias rather than solid science. Claims of 

conversion from gay to straight tend to be poorly documented, full of flawed research 

with a lack of follow-up.   

 

Additionally, no studies show proven long-term changes in LGBT people, and many 

reported changes are based solely on behavior and not a person’s actual self-identity. The 

American Psychological Association has stated that scientific evidence does not show 

that conversion therapy works and that it can actually do more harm than good. 
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Q9.Can you tell if people are lesbian, gay and bisexual by their appearance? 

Lesbian, gay, and bisexual people are as varied in their dress, mannerisms, and lifestyles 

as are heterosexuals. Despite this diversity, many stereotypes persist about the effeminate 

man or masculine woman. Although some gay people reflect these characteristics, the 

overwhelming majority of lesbians and gay men do not conform to these stereotypes, and 

their sexual orientation is invisible to the general public. The notion of heteronormativity 

is can be internalized by gays and lesbians, thus the apparent ‘butch’ and ‘femme’ 

appearance and behavior but this cannot and should not be generalized to the entire gay 

and lesbian population. 

 

Q10. Why are LGBT people so blatant or ‘exhibitionistic’? 

LGBT people are often accused of being blatant (wearing t-shirts, marching in gay rights 

marches, talking and writing about homosexuality, holding hands in public, etc.). This 

culture teaches that the only acceptable way to be gay is to be silent or invisible (“in the 

closet”). Any openness about LGBT identity is labeled “blatant” or as “flaunting it.” 

“Blatant” heterosexuality is rarely questioned (media, entertainment, and other 

institutional practices such as asking for spousal benefits and hospital visiting rights, 

something as simple as wearing a wedding ring). In society, the assumption of 

heterosexuality is so strong that unless one proclaims lesbianism, gayness, or bisexuality, 

heterosexuality is assumed. To avoid being perceived as heterosexual, “coming out” is 

often a necessity. 

 

Q11. Is homosexuality healthy? 

Various studies have shown that people’s sexual orientation has no bearing on their 

mental health and emotional stability. However, because of the high levels of 

homophobia and its accompanied prejudice and discrimination, many lesbians and gays 

are predisposed to mental health challenges. 

 

Q12. What is it like to be gay or lesbian? 

There’s no right way or wrong way to be gay or lesbian.  Because of society’s 

stereotypes, some gays and lesbians think that they have to be a certain way to identify as 

gay and lesbian.  But lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender people come in all shapes 

and sizes, and are from all occupations, with all levels of education, and from all cultures.   

 

Q13. Is being lesbian or gay only about who you have sex with? 

For many years, people believed that only heterosexuals have relationships and 

homosexuals just have sex. However, in reality being lesbian or gay is about being 

attracted to a person of the same sex on various levels.  It includes sexual, emotional, 

physical, and intellectual attraction and building a life and family together. Like 

heterosexual couples, lesbian and gay couples can live happy, loving, and fulfilled lives. 

 

Q14. Is being lesbian or gay un-African? 

Many years of research have shown that up to 10% of people in every community are 

lesbian or gay. Yet, sometimes people think that in Africa lesbian and gay people do not 

exist and that it is the negative influences from Europe or America which cause people to 

identify as gay or lesbian. This is not true. It is believed that it is colonialism that brought 
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homophobia and other negative social constructs to the continent. LGBT individuals can 

be found in societies all over the world. All throughout Africa today, lesbian, gay, 

bisexual, transgender and intersex people live in every community and are from different 

cultures and religions. The South African Constitution is currently the only one on the 

African continent which does not allow discrimination against anyone based on their 

sexual orientation. However, religious intolerance and negative attitudes from others still 

force people to hide their sexuality, even more so in countries where homosexuality is 

criminalized. As a result, some lesbian or gay people, including those living in African 

communities, do not disclose or openly show who they really are in public, perpetuating 

the myth that being lesbian or gay is un-African. 

 

Q15. Do gay men want to be women and do lesbian women want to be men?  

The heteronormative notion suggests that a man must be or should be a “woman” to love 

another man. If one thinks like this then it seems logical that a man who loves another 

man must wish to change his sex, but this is not true. There is a big difference between 

being a gay man and wanting to be a woman. A man can love another man and still look 

like a man, dress like a man, and talk like a man. For lesbian women and gay men, 

traditional male and female roles often need to be abandoned to survive/live. Some 

lesbians enjoy gardening and taking care of their cars themselves, but others have to learn 

these skills as there is no husband around to perform these tasks on their behalf.  

Similarly, gay men need to learn how to cook and clean, as there is no wife to depend on 

to get these things done. The heteronormative outlook on life, yes even by gay and 

lesbians, forces people to do certain tasks traditionally seen as those of the “wife” or 

“husband”, but societal perceptions of gender roles are changing, and more and more 

individuals are doing what they like in life, no matter ‘what other people say’ or ‘what’s 

in their pants?’ 

 

Q16. What is the difference between the terms “transsexual” and 

“transgendered”? 

“Transsexual” refers to people who are undergoing or have undergone a “sex change”). 

“Transgendered” is an umbrella term, generally used to include any person who feels 

their assigned gender does not completely or adequately reflect their internal gender. 

Transgendered people may or may not take steps to live as a different gender/sex. 

 

Q17. What is the difference between “sex” and “gender”? 

Social scientists make careful distinctions between these two terms.  “Sex” generally 

refers to biology, to the actual form of the human body (what’s in the pants), including 

such factors as chromosomes and genital configuration, while “gender” refers to the 

social constructions, meanings, and characteristics associated with expectations of men 

and women. 

 

Q18. Is transsexual the same as homosexual? 

No. Transsexualism is about a person’s core sense of their gender. This is a separate issue 

from the sex or gender of the people they are attracted to. Just like any other individual, a 

transsexual person may identify as heterosexual, gay, lesbian, or bisexual. For example, a 

person raised as a man who transitions to living as a woman may identify as heterosexual, 



265 

in which case she would seek or continue relationships with men, or as lesbian, in which 

case she would seek or continue relationships with other women. Or she may not feel that 

it is necessary or meaningful to label herself with regard to sexual orientation at all. 

 

Q19. Do gay men sexually abuse children? 

Child abuse is deviant, criminal behavior and is not restricted to any specific group of 

people. Studies have shown that the ‘average’ child sex offender is a heterosexual male 

who is known to the child. The adult male who does sexually abuse boys is often a man 

who is attracted to children regardless of their sex.  Child sexual abuse has nothing to do 

with being gay. Being gay involves two same-sex individuals having sex with consent. 

 

Q20. How do lesbians have sex? 

Sexual intercourse is often described as a process where a penis penetrates a vagina, 

based on the heteronormative model. However it is known that most people engage in 

various sexual practices for various reasons, using and sharing various body parts in order 

to experience sexual pleasure and climax. There are wide variations of sex, pleasure and 

desire, and the ways in which lesbians engage in sexual activities are no different from 

anyone else. 

 

Q21.What is bisexuality? 

Bisexuality is the potential of an individual to feel sexually attracted to and to engage in 

loving, caring relationships with people who are either male or female.  A bisexual 

person may not be equally attracted to both sexes, and degrees of attraction may vary 

over time. Self-perception is the key to a bisexual identity.  Many people engage in 

sexual activity with people of both sexes, yet do not identify as bisexual, because there is 

a difference between sexual identity and sexual practices. There is no behavioral “test” to 

determine whether or not one is bisexual. 

 

Q22. How common is bisexuality? 

It is not easy to say how common bisexuality is, since little research has been done on 

this subject. Most studies on sexuality have focused on heterosexuality or homosexuality. 

Bisexuals are in many ways a ‘hidden’ population. In most cultures, it is generally 

assumed that a person is either heterosexual (most frequently) or homosexual (based on 

appearance or behavioral clues). Because bisexuality does not fit into these standard 

categories, it tends to be denied or ignored. When it is recognized, bisexuality is often 

viewed as being “part heterosexual and part homosexual”, rather than being a unique 

identity.  Bisexuality threatens the accepted way of looking at the world by calling into 

question the validity of rigid sexual categorization, and encourages acknowledgment of 

the existence of a diverse range of sexuality. Since there is not a stereotypical bisexual 

appearance or way of acting, bisexuals are usually assumed to be either heterosexual or 

homosexual.  

 

Q23. What is intersex? 

Intersex people are born with external genitalia, internal reproductive organs, and/or 

endocrine system that are different from most other people. There is no single “intersex 

body”; it encompasses a wide variety of conditions that do not have anything in common 
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except that they are deemed “abnormal” by the society.  What makes intersex people 

similar is their experiences of medicalization, not biology. Generally speaking, intersex is 

not an identity category. While some intersex people do reclaim “intersex” as part of their 

identity, most regard it as a medical condition, or just a unique physical state. Most 

intersex people identify and live as ordinary men and women, and are gay, lesbian, 

bisexual, or straight. 

 

Q24. Are intersex conditions harmful? 

In general, intersex conditions do not cause the person to feel sick or in pain.  However, 

some Intersex conditions are associated with serious health issues, which need to be 

treated medically. However, surgically “correcting” the appearance of intersex genitals 

will not change these underlying medical needs. 

 

Q25. Are intersex people “third sex”? 

Many people with intersex conditions identify solidly as a man or as a woman, like many 

non-intersex people. There are some who identify as a member of an alternative gender, 

like some non-intersex people do. People with intersex conditions should not be expected 

to be gender-transgressive just because of their physical condition. 

 

Q26. Are intersex people part of the transgender community? 

While some people with intersex conditions also identify as transgender, intersex people 

as a group have a unique set of needs and priorities beyond those shared with trans 

people. Too often, these unique needs are made invisible or secondary when “intersex” 

becomes a subcategory of “transgender.” For example, people who talk about intersex in 

the context of transgender often stress the risk of assigning a “wrong” gender as an 

argument against intersex genital surgeries.  While this is a valid concern, it overlooks the 

fact that intersex medical treatment is painful and traumatic whether or not one’s gender 

identity happens to match her or his assigned gender. It is for this reason that some 

people prefer to have “intersex” spelled out explicitly rather than have it “included” in 

“transgender” umbrella. 

 

Q27. Intersex or hermaphrodite? 

In biology, “hermaphrodite” means an organism that has both “male” and “female” sets 

of reproductive organs (like snails and earthworms). In humans, there are no actual 

“hermaphrodites” in this sense, although doctors have called people with intersex 

conditions “hermaphrodites” because intersex bodies do not neatly conform to what 

doctors define as the “normal” male or female bodies.  However, the word 

“hermaphrodite” is misleading, mythologizing, and stigmatizing. Although some intersex 

activists do reclaim and use this term to describe themselves, it is an inappropriate term to 

refer to intersex people in general. In short, snails are hermaphrodites; humans are not.   

 

Q28. What do I do if someone comes out to me? How can I support my 

LGBT loved one? 

Learning that a loved one is gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender or intersex is a journey of 

self-discovery for you. It can send you on an emotional roller coaster ride. You may feel 

like you have lost a loved one. Remember that this person is the same one that you loved 
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before they came out to you – they have just shared another part of themselves with you. 

Feelings of grief, guilt and denial are common. Whatever your reaction, try to reassure 

your loved one that they still have your love. Make contact with a local support group to 

help with your process of acceptance. 

 

Q29. Is it the parent’s fault if his or her child is gay? 

It is never anyone’s “fault” if they or their loved one grows up to be gay, lesbian, 

bisexual or transgender. If you are asking yourself why you or your loved one is LGBT, 

consider asking yourself another question: Why ask why? Does your response to a LGBT 

person depend on knowing why they are LGBT? Regardless of cause, LGBT people 

deserve equal rights and to be treated fairly. 

 

Q30. How can I reconcile my own or my loved one’s sexual orientation with my 

faith? 

This is a difficult question for many people.  Learning that a loved one is gay, lesbian, 

bisexual or transgender can be a challenge if you feel it is at odds with your faith 

tradition. However, being LGBT does not impact a person’s ability to be moral and 

spiritual any more than being heterosexual does. Many LGBT people are religious and 

active in their own faith communities, where they are accepted.  It is up to you to explore, 

question, and make choices in order to reconcile religion with homosexuality and gender 

variance.  

 

Q31. Can LGBT people have families? 

Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and intersex people can have families. Same-sex 

couples do form committed and loving relationships. More and more LGBTI couples are 

also raising children together, although different African countries’ national laws on 

adoption and foster parenting vary. Also, of course many LGBT people have the support 

of the loving families they were born into, or the families that they have created with 

their other friends and loved ones. 

 

Q32. Won’t homosexual and bisexual parents make their kids gay? 

Research has shown that children of lesbian or gay parents are no more likely to become 

gay or lesbian than children of heterosexual parents. Gays, lesbians and bisexuals are just 

as likely to be good parents as heterosexuals. Of course, children growing up in non-

traditional families may face a certain amount of social prejudice. Fewer and fewer 

children in the world are growing up in two-parent, heterosexual, nuclear families and 

lesbian and gay families are one of the many forms of diverse families that exist. 

 

Q33. Why should people be informed about LGBTI issues? 

Becoming informed about LGBTI issues helps reduce heterosexism, homophobia, and 

transphobia. This makes it easier for one to live a more open and productive life in their 

work and home communities.  The culture as a whole is therefore enriched. For LGBT 

youth, who are more likely to experience depression and rejection by friends and/or 

family, acceptance and understanding could be a matter of life or death. The risk of 

suicide in LGBT adolescents is two to three times greater than that of their straight 

counterparts. 
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Q34. Why do LGBT people need gay rights laws? Isn’t that asking for special 

privileges? 

Currently, except for South Africa, in African countries there are no federal protections 

for LGBT people who are subject to discrimination. Gay rights laws do not give LGBT 

people special privileges. They are civil/human rights laws consistent with the beliefs that 

all people are entitled to such necessities as employment, housing, health care, and 

business services without fear of discrimination. Unfortunately, in African countries, 

LGBT people can be (and are) fired from their jobs, denied housing, health care, or 

insurance solely because of their sexual orientation and gender identity. These beliefs, 

like those used to discriminate against people on the basis of race, ethnicity, religion, age, 

physical ability, or gender, are based on prejudice and ignorance, rather than accurate 

information. 

 

Q35. Why should people support LGBT issues? 

As a collective, supporting LGBT initiatives and LGBT people encourages positive 

changes towards the acknowledgement, acceptance, and protection of the civil and 

human rights, as well as sexual and reproductive health and rights, of all people, and their 

advancement. 

 

Glossary: Understanding the LGBT Lingo 

The following is a list of terms you may have run across in this guide, as well as 

additional terminology you may find useful when discussing LGBT issues in your 

community: 

 

Androgyny  
Not having clear masculine or feminine physical characteristics or appearance. 

 

Asexual  
Lack of sexual attraction (Not being sexually attracted to others). Lack of interest in or 

lack of desire for sex. 

 

Bisexual  
A sexual orientation and identity. Bisexual people have an attraction to people of the 

same and opposite sex on various levels (emotionally, physically, intellectually, 

spiritually, and sexually).  Not necessarily at the same time and not necessarily an equal 

amount of attraction. 

 

Cisgender  
Cisgender people are those whose gender identity matches their sex at birth (e.g. a cisman 

would be a person who is born male and presents himself as masculine and a ciswoman is 

a person who is born female and presents herself as feminine). The Latin prefix cis stands 

for ‘on the same side,’ while the prefix trans stands for ‘on the opposite side.’ Using this 

term has a more positive connotation than ‘normal’ or ‘non-transgender.’ 
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Coming Out  
A term describing the complex process where an individual realizes they are not 

heterosexual and the process of resolving related conflicts due to heteronormativity. 

Coming out is a process of understanding and revealing one’s sexual orientation and 

identity. 

 

Conversion Therapy 
Also known as reparative therapy. To change the sexual orientation of an individual from 

homosexual or bisexual to heterosexual through a specific form of therapy. It is 

considered by many to be a homophobic act and has been proven to be ineffective.  

 

Discrimination 
The unjust or prejudicial treatment of different categories of people on the grounds of 

race, age, sex, gender, sexual orientation, or gender identity/gender expression. 

 

FTM/Trans Man  
A trans man, or female-to-male, is an individual who is born with a female body but 

identifies as male and presents oneself as such. Always use male pronouns in reference to 

these individuals, unless they request otherwise (.e.g. gender neutral pronouns). 

 

Gay  
This term is usually used in reference to males who are attracted on various levels 

(emotionally, physically, intellectually, spiritually, and sexually) to other males. 

However, it can also be used as an umbrella term for the LGBT community (e.g. gay 

community). 

 

Gender  
Socially constructed characteristics assigned that may vary according to the times and the 

society or group one belongs to, and which are learned or assigned to women and men. It 

is a broader concept than the mere biological differences between men and women, and 

includes masculine and feminine traits. Gender norms/roles are often used to ensure 

certain power structures are kept in place in societies, and gender norms/roles also greatly 

influence a society’s overall attitudes and beliefs surrounding sexuality. 

 

Gender-based Violence 
GBV encompasses various forms of violence directed at women, because they are 

women, and men, because they are men (depending on the expectations of each in a 

given community). For LGBT people the violence is directed towards them because of 

their challenging notions of sexuality and gender identity and presentation. 

 

Gender Dysphoria  
The medical diagnosis for someone who experiences a disconnection between their 

assigned and preferred gender. Some transgender people disagree with the categorization 

of gender dysphoria as a medical condition because it relies on an understanding of what 

“normal” gender is and implies that a transgender identity is abnormal. 
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Gender Identity  
Refers to a person’s persistent and consistent sense of being male, female, or 

genderqueer. This is different than gender expression but the two are usually related. 

However, one can be born female, present oneself as female, but internally identify as 

male or vice versa. It’s just that social stigma may prevent individuals from expressing 

their true gender identities. 

 

Genderqueer  
An umbrella term for gender identities that are outside of the gender binary (male and 

female). Genderqueer people may think of themselves as both man and woman 

(bigender), neither man nor woman (agender), moving between genders (genderfluid), 

and/or third gendered. 

 

Gender Role  
Socially constructed or learned behaviors that condition activities, tasks, and 

responsibilities.  Usually viewed within a given society as “masculine” or “feminine.” 

 

Hegemonic Masculinity 
This is the ‘normative’ ideal of masculinity to which men are supposed to aim. It is not 

necessarily the most prevalent, but rather the most socially endorsed. It is supported by 

the heteronormative model.  

 

Heteronormative  
A social construct that views all human beings as either male or female with the 

associated behavior and gender roles assigned, both in sex and gender. Perpetuates the 

belief that sexual and romantic thoughts and relations are normal only between people of 

opposite sexes and all other behavior is viewed as “abnormal” or “unhealthy.” 

 

Heteronormative Model  
The typical heteronormative family consisting of a father (male bodied person), mother 

(female bodied person, and their offspring. 

 

Heterosexual/Straight  
Attraction between two people of the opposite sex on various levels (emotionally, 

physically, intellectually, spiritually, and sexually). 

 

Homophobia  
Irrational fear of homosexual feelings, thoughts, behaviors, or people and an 

undervaluing of homosexual identities resulting in prejudice, discrimination, and bias 

against homosexual individuals. 

 

Homo-prejudice  
Prejudice against people of diverse sexual identities.  
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Homosexual  
Attraction between two people of the same sex on various levels (emotionally, physically, 

intellectually, spiritually, and sexually). 

 

Human Rights 
The basic rights and freedoms that all people are entitled to regardless of nationality, sex, 

age, nationality or ethnic origin, race, religion, language, or other status (e.g. a person’s 

HIV status).  Sexual orientation and gender identity are also basic human rights. 

 

Internalized Homophobia 
When a homosexual individual internalizes (make it their own) the shame and hatred 

projected onto gays and lesbians by a homophobic society. 

 

Intersex  
Born with ambiguous genitalia, or sex organs that are not clearly distinguished as female 

or male. 

 

MTF/Trans Woman  
A transwoman, or male-to-female, is an individual who is born with a male body but 

identifies as female and presents oneself as such. Always use female pronouns in 

reference to these individuals, unless they request otherwise (.e.g. gender neutral 

pronouns). 

 

MSM  
Men who have sex with men. A sexual practice irrespective of sexual orientation or 

gender identity. An MSM can be hetero-, bi-,homosexual, or trans. This term is more 

technical and is not necessarily an identity. 

 

Patriarchy 
A system of society or government in which the father or eldest male is head of the 

family and descent is traced through the male line. The wives / females are viewed as 

dependent.   Roles assigned to men are considered superior and valued above females’ 

roles.  Patriarchy forms the basis of discrimination against minorities like LGBT people, 

as their relationships challenge the patriarchal power structure. 

 

Queer 

This word comes from the Germanic root quer, which means ‘to cut across’ or ‘at an 

angle to,’ so it has the connotation of being off the straight (or normal) path. In the 

beginning of the 20th Century, “queer” began to be used as a derogatory term against the 

lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) community.  More recently though, 

members of the LGBT community have been working to reclaim the word and eradicate 

the negative connotations society has attached to it. Many people who choose to identify 

as queer do so because they feel it allows for a broader identity as opposed to the more 

perceived rigid labels of bisexual, gay, lesbian, and transgender.  These individuals view 

the term “queer” to be more open, fluid, and all-encompassing.  
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Sex 
A biological construct of a human being. “What’s in the pants?” Male genitals - penis, 

testes, testosterone and genetic make-up and females – breasts, vagina, estrogen, 

progesterone and genetic make-up.  

 

Sexuality 
How people experience and express themselves as sexual beings, within the concepts of 

biological sex, gender identity and presentation, attractions, and practices. Culture and 

religion have a huge impact on how individuals see themselves as sexual beings, 

especially within relations of power. 

 

Sexual Fluidity  
Sexuality varying across time and situation. Fluidity offers a more inclusive definition 

than the more limiting conventional labels we have become accustomed to using to 

define sexual identity.  Sexual fluidity, quite simply, means situation-dependent 

flexibility in people’s sexual responsiveness. This flexibility makes it possible for people 

to experience desires for either men or women under certain circumstances, regardless of 

their overall sexual orientation. In other words, though individuals appear to be born with 

distinct sexual orientations, these orientations do not provide the last word on their sexual 

attractions and experiences throughout their lives. 

 

Sexual Identity  
The overall sexual self-identity which is influenced by how the person identifies as male, 

female, masculine, feminine, or some combination, and the person’s sexual orientation. 

 

Sexual Minority 
A group whose sexual identity, orientation, or practices differ from the majority of the 

surrounding society. 

 

Sexual Orientation  
Attraction between any two people on various levels (emotionally, physically, 

intellectually, spiritually, and sexually). Attraction to the other person’s sex and or gender 

presentation is the point of departure.  

 

Sexual Practices 
All behavior that creates sexual pleasure, practiced by one or more than one person, 

individually, or together. 

 

Stigma 
This is when a certain individual, with certain characteristics (e.g. HIV positive 

individual or trans woman), is rejected by their community or society because of that 

characteristic which might be considered as “abnormal.” These individuals’ lives might 

be at risk and may possibly be threatened and abused. 
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Transgender  
An individual who is born a man but identifies as a woman (M to F), or an individual 

who is born a woman but identifies as a man F to M).  It can also be used as an umbrella 

term to describe a wide range of identities and experiences, including transsexuals, 

FTMs, MTFs, transvestites, cross-dressers, drag queens and kings, two-spirits, gender-

queers, and many more. 

 

Transphobia  
The irrational fear of, and/or hostility towards people who are transgender or who 

otherwise transgress traditional gender norms. Because cultures are often very 

transphobic, transgender people can often have internalized transphobia and experience 

feelings of insignificance and self-prejudice. 

 

Transsexual  
A transgender person in the process of seeking or undergoing some form of medical 

treatment to bring their body and gender identity into closer alignment. Not all 

transgender people undergo reassignment surgery. 

 

Transitioning  
The process of changing one’s gender presentation to align with one’s internal sense of 

one’s gender. For transgender people this may sometimes include sexual reassignment 

surgery but not always.  It could also include hormonal therapy. However, sometimes is 

simply entails changing one’s gender expression (e.g. clothing). 

 

Transvestite  
An individual who dresses in the clothing of the opposite sex for a variety of reasons and 

who has no desire to change or modify one's body. 

 

WSW  
Women who have sex with women. A sexual practice irrespective of sexual orientation or 

gender identity. A WSW can be hetero-, bi- or homosexual. This term is more technical 

and is not necessarily an identity.  

 

 
 


