Chapter Summaries

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Group Work: Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual and Transgendered Clients
Gays, lesbians, and bisexuals have a right to unbiased and professional mental health services. Group leaders must recognize and address homophobia and heterosexism in themselves, in the counseling profession, in individuals, and in groups they lead. Gay-affirmative group leaders encourage groups they facilitate to openly address sexual orientation issues by creating an atmosphere of tolerance and acceptance so that anyone who wishes to explore his or her sexual orientation can bring up concerns easily and openly. Group leaders who are sensitive to gays, lesbians, and bisexuals address the issues that are presented and do not make sexual behavior the problem if it is irrelevant to the situation. They create and model norms of nonjudgmental acceptance and tolerance of everyone in the group. Finally, gay-affirmative group leaders are knowledgeable about gay, lesbian, and bisexual culture and the resources that exist.

Professional groups have been slow to respond to gay, lesbian, and bisexual individuals and their unique concerns. This mirrors the attitudes of the American public, which continues to favor heterosexism. As a product of homophobia, some gays and lesbians have internalized society’s negative attitudes and deny their own sexual orientation. Some counseling professionals have adopted heterosexist and homophobic attitudes.

What is needed is gay-affirmative counseling, in which leaders create an atmosphere of tolerance, acceptance, and advocacy. Such group leaders are sensitive to gay, lesbian, and bisexual concerns, openly address sexual orientation issues, and create and model norms of nonjudgmental acceptance and tolerance of all group members. 

Types of groups in which sexual minorities can find support include common-interest groups, self-help groups, and counseling groups. Specific gay, lesbian, and bisexual groups include coming-out groups, youth groups, couples groups, parenting groups, drug and alcohol abuse groups, aging groups, and AIDS groups. Self-help and support groups have developed for HIV-positive individuals; for PLWAs; for families, friends, and survivors of PLWAs; and for health care workers who care for people living and dying with AIDS.

