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About EL*C
The EL*C - EuroCentralAsian Lesbian Community is a collective of lesbian, queer, bi and trans women
formally established in 2017 as a non-governmental organisation in Vienna, Austria. EL*C aims to
advocate for lesbian rights in Europe and Central Asia. Driven by the objective of increasing the visibility
of lesbian issues in all spheres, including the social, legal, health, and political and media ones, during
recent years the EL*C has worked towards the establishment of a pan-European-Central Asian Lesbian
Network. The EL*C was founded with the aim of improving the lives of lesbian women and (re)building
the lesbian movement, as a response to the growing lack of the fundamental structures, tools and
mechanisms to fight lesbophobia, sexism, misogyny, transphobia and all other types of discrimination
experienced daily by lesbians*.
For the EL*C, the word “lesbian” is part of the political struggle for visibility, empowerment and
representation. We therefore use “lesbian*” in our name with an asterisk, to include anyone who
identifies as lesbian, feminist, bi, trans or queer, and all those who feel connected to lesbian activism.
For the purpose of this report we use the same approach, apart from the third part focusing on data
collection which brings about a more nuanced approach to the term based on targeted population per
survey.

Reasoning behind this study
Even though societies and movements in the EU, and to some extent the accession countries, have
come a long way in advancing the rights of LGBTI persons and women’s rights, lesbian women still face
strong discrimination, violence and stigma. Lesbians* are one of the most marginalized, vulnerable and
invisible social groups, affected by patriarchal gender norms, misogyny, sexism and lesbophobia, which
is still widespread throughout the EU and the accession countries.
This project is co-funded by the EL*C and the German Federal Ministry for Family Affairs, Senior
Citizens, Women and Youth, ahead of the international conference on the topic “Intersectionality
and LGBTI-Policies in Europe – Lived Realities of Lesbian* Women” in November 2020, as part of the
German presidencies of the Council of the European Union and Committee of Ministers of the Council of
Europe.

The missing history of the lesbian movement
The purpose of the first part of this report is to highlight fragments of the genealogy of lesbian
mobilizations, from their emergence to their strategies. Through desktop research as well as interviews,
and archival analysis conducted between October 2019 and January 2020, we’ve attempted to trace and
even reconstruct a chronology specific to lesbian mobilizations. The work necessary to draw a coherent
history of the lesbian movement from a European perspective or even just to start a clear timeline of
facts and places in different European countries is a monumental job, which has never been done.
Because of the scarcity of archives and historical analysis, despite the multitude of experiences and
lesbian projects described by the activists interviewed, lesbian history is not linear and presents
multiple paradoxes. Reconstructing the history also presents numerous challenges due to the extreme
influence of the Western perspective, and the much better documented U.S. LGBT movement through
LGBT studies at universities, compared to Europe. Due to the vastness and the complexity in producing a
historical analysis for each country, and eventually tying the various histories together, in the following
pages we share insight from some countries: France, Spain, Ireland, Poland, and the Balkans/Serbia. For
the latter, we have chosen to share a message by Lepa Mladjenovic, pioneering lesbian activist from
Belgrade, entitled, ‘Notes of a Feminist Lesbian during Wartime’.

1) Origin & usage of the term lesbian
The usage of the word ‘lesbian’ itself has a tumultuous history, carrying stigma and derogatory
connotations. This coincides oddly with the oversexualisation of lesbians, with the term ‘lesbian’ being
the most researched word on Internet porn websites over the past few years. This somewhat
antagonistic situation highlights the historical hypocrisy around shaming, banning and criminalising of
lesbian lives. The term ‘lesbian’ has in the meantime been reclaimed by the lesbian community and it is
nowadays also a word used in the area of policy making and activism. It has taken the lesbian
community a long time to also reclaim terms like ‘queer’, ‘dyke’ and ‘butch’. The terms themselves point
to the conflation of LGBT people crossing gender norms, with gay men being depicted as effeminate,
and lesbians as hyper masculine. It is therefore an understatement to claim that the term ‘lesbian’ is
contested and subject to continuous renegotiation. Even today it is still very complex to reclaim the
word lesbian because of the burdensome stigma still attached to it.
The word ‘lesbian’ itself derives from the name of the Greek island of Lesbos, home of the 6th-century
poet Sappho (c. 630 – c. 570 BC), greatly admired since antiquity for the beauty of her poetry that
includes themes primarily concerned with the female religious and educational community, women's
daily lives, relationships between women, and rituals.
In medical literature, the use of the word ‘lesbianism’ to describe erotic relationships between women
has been documented since 1870. With the entry of the term ‘lesbian’ in a medical dictionary in 1890, as
an adjective to describe tribadism (as "lesbian love"), lesbians became a pathologised group. As a result,

lesbianism was considered a neurological disease (‘uranism’) and lesbians were subjected to surgical
treatments as a means to curtail homosexual behavior, including ovariotomies, clitorectomies, and
lobotomies. Although the WHO took homosexuality including lesbians out of the official list of mental
illnesses in 1990, the infamous phenomenon of ‘conversation therapies’ - encouraged by the fact that
national (American Psychiatric Association and the American Psychological Association) and
international medical (WHO) organisations treated lesbians as people with a mental illness - are only
starting to be outlawed today, including the example of Germany in 2019.
Criminalisation of homosexuality, even where it has been targeting sexual activity between two men,
has undeniably affected lesbians directly. Moreover, in addition to the consequences of legal and moral
condemnation, lesbians have suffered from invisibility, including in legal texts, and the imposed
self-censorship.

“I was an activist and cultural organiser from the 80’s till today
and I never witnessed a period when lesbians were hype or
women didn’t have any problem in identifying as lesbians” Manuela Kay, journalist and publisher of L-Mag and Siegessäule
magazines

2) Lesbian mobilizations in the early days
In 1915, recognising the importance of propaganda, a group of radical thinkers led by the Irish poet and
radical suffragist, Eva Gore-Booth, founded a magazine called Urania, which is one of the earliest
examples of lesbians and gay men collaborating on a shared cultural project. Privately printed and
circulated to a membership, Urania ran until 1940. Each issue, between 10 and 20 pages long, consisted
almost entirely of clippings of articles from newspapers all over the world, on cross-dressing, life-long
transvestism, passing women, hermaphrodites, transsexualism, and same-sex ‘marriages’. Attention was
also given to women who achieved success in male fields such as those who won open scholarships,
built ships, beat off attackers, and to men who knitted exquisitely. Urania argued that there were no
innate differences between men and women and that gender was an artificial cultural construction that
worked against the true realisation of an individual’s potential. Urania also argued that once women and
men escaped the imposed limits of gender, heterosexual relationships could no longer be prioritised
over same-sex relationships.
Case study: Ireland
20th century Ireland owes a lot to Irish lesbians, particularly to a network of lesbians living in
Dublin, many of whom met each other through their involvement with the suffrage
movement and many of whom later became actively involved in the Revolution, in Trade
Unions, local government and the issues of poverty such as healthcare and social housing.
These Irish lesbians were part of a broader network with lesbians in Europe, America and the
UK also involved in addressing social inequities. The first Lesbian Lives Conference, held in

Spring 1993, was organised by Dr Geraldine Moane, Ailbhe Smyth and Rosemary Gibney in
conjunction with a Dublin lesbian community called LOT, Lesbian Organizing Together.

3) Escaping the police raids or the founding of Daughters of
Bilitis
In the 1950’s and the 1960’s, lesbians based in the United States became profoundly influenced by, and
took part in The Civil Rights Movement (1954-1968); they were inspired by the movement's tactics and
strategies. Along with the postwar ‘sexual revolution’, laws criminalising homosexuals became
compared to laws on segregation. The Daughters of Bilitis (‘DOB’) was the first lesbian civil and political
rights organisation in the United States, formed in 1955 and started as an alternative to gay and lesbian
bars, which were subject to police raids. Considering that the raids grew in frequency and in violence up
until the infamous Stonewall riots in 1969, this proved to be a tactful new positioning. The DOB, who
called themselves ‘A Woman's Organization for the purpose of Promoting the Integration of the
Homosexual into Society’, also launched their own publication called, ‘The Ladder’ which they published
until 1970.
Radical self-publishing projects set up by lesbians in the US and Europe were widespread in the 1970s,
stemming from the fact that the LGBT community had been ‘ghosted’ in mainstream art, culture and
cinema.
It is important to note that for the ‘homophile movement’ with DOB for lesbians and the Mattachine
Society for gay men, the private and the public were still seen as separate entities, meaning that for
many lesbians until the rise of the ‘gay liberation’ movement (early 1970s) there was a schism between
being a lesbian in private and acting or pretending to be heterosexual in public or even being out in the
public sphere.

4) Emergence & development of political lesbianism
In the midst of growing public disapproval of the Vietnam War, and tensions within both the
mainstream gay movement and the women’s rights movement, which included openly lesbophobic
leaders, some lesbians broke off to form their own political groups, focusing on lesbian issues beyond
the major feminist themes: abortion, birth control, pre-marital sex, for e.g. As such, ‘political lesbianism’
started at the intersection of feminist, civil rights, pacifist, anticapitalist political struggles, giving rise to
multiple groups all over Western countries, such as Radicalesbians (USA), les Lesbiennes Rouges
(France), Lesbian Feminist Liberation (USA), le Fuorine (Italy), Lavender Menace (USA), Dykes on Bikes
(USA), among many others.

Despite the schism between second wave feminists and political lesbianism, some leading figures made
it their mission to broaden the understanding of ‘feminism’, namely Adrienne Rich who talked about ‘a
coat of many colours’, Audre Lorde who wrote about focusing on the ‘particular instead of the universal’
and Monique Wittig, whose iconic sentence: “lesbians are not women” became the motto of several
lesbian separatist movements.
Case study: France
The history of 1970s lesbian politics has been erased from feminist memory in France, and
Monique Wittig’s whole theoretical legacy has been negated. Lesbian studies barely exists as
a field of research in France, and lesbian perspectives struggle to find their place in feminist,
gender and sexuality studies, while receiving little institutional support. As evidence of the
lack of academic recognition for lesbian research, two of the three symposiums organised on
lesbianism in the last fifteen years were set up by activist organisations, the Coordination
Lesbienne en France (Lesbian Coordination in France) and the Paris Lesbian Archive, rather
than by universities.
In 1981, Kimberlé Crenshaw, U.S. lawyer and scholar, introduced the theory of intersectionality,
arguing that the experience of being a Black woman cannot be understood only in terms of being Black,
or only of being a woman, but must include the interactions between the two sets of oppressions.
Discussions of how intersecting identities expose people to increased oppression were already present
in lesbian groups in the 1970s and 1980s. Some examples of early organising in this regard include the
National Congress of Black Lesbians in England, the lesbian group GEMMA - “a group of disabled and
abled lesbians created in England in 1976 to break the isolation of physically challenged lesbians”, and
the 1991 Black Lesbian Conference in Berlin, as part of the Berliner Lesbenwoche. Discussing the
intersections of social justice movements was not limited to identity politics, as lesbian political
movements have been heavily involved in economic, environmental and anti-nuclear justice struggles,
and anti-war movements, across borders.

"We haven’t yet begun to study why a higher percentage of
lesbians become international volunteers than other women.
But this was surely the case in our region."
- Lepa Mlađenovic, Serbian lesbian activist
In the 1990s, a new generation of political lesbian groups, such as the Lesbian Avengers in New York or
Arcilesbica in Italy, identifying as direct action groups “focused on issues vital to lesbian survival and
visibility", were formed out of the frustration that little to no progress was made to address lesbian
struggles. Dozens of Lesbian Avengers’ chapters quickly emerged in Europe as well: London, England,
Glasgow, Scotland, Dublin, Ireland, Paris, France (Les lesbiennes se déchainent) and Berlin, Germany,
with a few expanding their mission to include questions of gender, race, and class. To this day, the most
visible Lesbian Avenger legacy remains the Dyke March, held annually in dozens of cities across the
world, including in Europe.

Case study: Spain
The first time that the term “transfeminism” was used was at a Feminist Conference in
Cordoba in 2000. Kim Perez used the word in her talk, “Woman or Trans? The Insertion of
Transgender Women within the Feminist Movement.” However, in 2009, transfeminism
became not so much a translation of an Anglo concept, but rather a local concept with its
own definitions, and its use signaled that Spanish feminist movements were willing to
question binaries like man/woman, homosexual/heterosexual, and cis/ trans. Transfeminism
led to Spanish feminism in general becoming more queer, more decolonial, and
intersectional.

5) The rise of national and international lesbian organising
On a national level, lesbian gatherings were taking place in the early 1970s and 80s in Europe and in the
United States. Lesbian camps were notably popular in France, Germany, Italy, the United Kingdom,
Sweden, Finland, Switzerland, the Netherlands and Norway during the 1980s. Austria had nine annual
lesbian conferences in Vienna from 1981-1991, in Sweden the organisation Lesbian Feminists (LF) held
annual seminars from 1975-1983, and in Germany there was the Berliner Lesbenwoche every year from
1984-1997. In Germany there was also the Lesben-Frühlings-Treffen (LFT), an annual lesbian springtime
gathering, which began in 1974 and still continues to this day.
For countries from the former Socialist Bloc, outspoken lesbian organising was challenging until the early
1990s due to the political regimes in place but also because of the language barriers and censorship of
publications coming from the West. Therefore, lesbians invested heavily in more "subcultural"
strategies, with the regular organisation of social events, such as parties and holiday camps, which
allowed them to gather in autonomous spaces and create connections.
Case study: Poland
What the historical dimension of being a Soviet satellite state means in practice is that for
decades (1947-1989) Poland was closed off to all the important social, cultural, and scientific
influences that were happening in Western countries, both in Europe and outside. Even
though it came decades after similar organisations had been launched in the Western
context, a milestone was achieved when recognisable LGBTIQA* organisations were
established after the 1989 collapse of the Soviet Union: Lambda in 1995, and Campaign
Against Homophobia (KPH) was established in 2001. In November 2017, SISTRUM Association
was established, the only publicly lesbian-oriented initiative in Poland. It drew its inspiration
from EL*C, and has a very bold manifesto, resembling a classic lesbian-feminist stance from
the USA.

In the second half of the 1990s, autonomous lesbian groups developed with the support of new
technologies, which made it possible to circumvent the lack of resources to create physical spaces.
The first large-scale international and European lesbian organising came with the establishment of the
International Lesbian Information Service (“ILIS”). In Turin in 1981, criticism concerning the lack of
visibility of lesbians within the LGBT movement, the lack of inclusivity towards postcolonial issues within
the wider movement, as well as the cost of participation for lesbian activists to the ILGA conferences, led
a group of lesbians from various countries to separate from what was called “IGA” at the time. ILIS
arranged international conferences in Europe, Latin America and Asia via regional networks. ILIS
published its final newsletter in 1998.
In 2019, the University of Brighton announced the 24th edition of its Lesbian Lives Conference, which
was initially organised in conjunction with the Dublin lesbian group called LOT (Lesbians Organizing
Together), bringing together both established and emerging scholars, as well as participants from all
continents. Also in 2019, the EL*C held the second edition of its cross-regional event in Kiev, Ukraine,
co-organised with the local organisation Insight. It brought together more than 350 participants,
following the success of the first conference in Vienna in 2017, attended by over 500 participants from
45 countries. That same year, the global lesbian movement was mobilized in South Africa to take part in
the Global Feminist LBQ Women’s Conference, which was led by COC Netherlands in partnership with
local host, Triangle Project and a group of international lesbian activists from over twenty countries.

Current State of Lesbian Organising in the EU &
Accession Countries
1. Introduction
In the context of the present research, EL*C has organised and conducted the organisational capacity
assessment (OCA). The OCA process was conducted over the period September 2019 - January 2020 for
29 lesbian organisations, in 21 countries of the EU member states and accession countries: Albania,
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, North Macedonia, Montenegro, Serbia, Turkey, Slovenia, Croatia,
Hungary, Italy, Check Republic, Poland, Cyprus, Portugal, Finland, Spain, Germany, Austria, Greece and
Bulgaria. For this analysis, EL*C decided to focus on organisations/groups that are primarily focused on
lesbian* issues, and self-identify as lesbian* organisations.
The purpose of the assessment was to provide an overview of the lesbian movement , in EU member
states and accession countries, by assessing and evaluating the organisational and programmatic
performance and capacities, identifying and exploring strengths, weaknesses and opportunities and
providing recommendations for future strengthening of their capacities, and the overall lesbian
movement building. The assessment was conducted through guided, semi-structured assessment
interviews. The interviews were conducted in a form of an online meeting with focus on identifying
levels of development for each capacity area, establishing common understanding on priorities for
capacity development and identifying possible support from EL*C, and other stakeholders. Particular
attention was focused on assessing the trends and challenges in each of the assessment areas, as well as
the ways forward. The overall assessment of organisational development is formed as an average of
assessments for each capacity area.
The capacity assessment covered six main capacity areas: 1/leadership and governance, 2/human
resources, 3/technical capacities, 4/funding and fundraising, 5/programmatic areas, and
6/attitudes/experiences/ overall movement assessment.

2. Summary
The OCA (organisational capacity assessment) process has shown that the lesbian* movement in the EU
and accession countries is fairly young and largely underfunded and underdeveloped, while
organisations that have existed for a longer time have either regressed or disappeared. Sporadically,
there are organisations that have managed to achieve high levels of development, and have managed to
secure stability in their work, mostly due to their ability to successfully navigate donors’ priorities, and
re-shift and reshape their activities based on available opportunities. All assessed lesbian* organisations
have used this approach as a survival mechanism. Lesbian* organisations are facing challenges in areas
of organisational development, human resources and financial stability, and developing and
maintaining high quality programmes. Although each capacity area has its own challenges and

priorities, there are three main areas that are relevant across the sub-region and all organisations:
financial stability, organisational development and professionalization of work, and general
development of programmes and activities. Further more, these topics are interconnected and need to
be jointly approached in order to achieve synergy and stability in developing the lesbian* movement.

3. Leadership and Governance
The organisational structure and operations of the assessed organisations reflects contemporary
practices for the civil society sector worldwide. All countries included in the OCA have developed a legal
framework that regulates establishing and operation of the civil society organisations (CSO). The ways it
is organised varies minimally from country to country, but in general the laws prescribe minimum
conditions that need to be met by a group in order to obtain legal entity status.
The most usual practice for organisations is to have a structure based on the existence of a General
Assembly with an active membership of between 5 to 30 women on average, and a Board that acts as a
main decision making body, reports to the General Assembly and has operational responsibility, and an
Executive Director or President chosen either by the GA or the Board who has the tasks of representing
the organisation and implementing the strategic and operational plan.
A significant number of assessed organisations (12 out of 29) have a more horizontal structure and
mainly have executive boards that take the role of both monitoring and supervising, as well as of the
implementation of the strategic plan and day-to-day management, while the power across the board is
horizontally and equally distributed. Another identified practice is having additional bodies with some
power (for example responsibility over financial operations) or taking only advisory roles (including
experts in a specific field of interest).
The major challenge for most organisations is the gap between the situation on the paper versus in
reality. The organisations are struggling with maintaining a stable engagement level throughout their
operations, engaging enough people in their governing and executive teams, leading to the situation
where almost the same people are engaged as Management board and the Executive team, while all are
members of the Assembly. This leads to the problem of accountable and transparent work, as there is
no distinction between the monitoring and evaluation role and the executive role.
Another recurring issue concerns the poor practices in working with governing structures. Mostly,
members of the Assembly do not have the opportunity to actively follow the work of the organisation
and their role is rather informal than substantial. Very often, they are not in a position to make an
informed decision and base their decisions on recommendations coming from the Management board
and the Executive team. In this way, contributions in terms of critical questioning of the organisational
work and the emergence of fresh and “out-of-the-box” ideas are limited, and there is a risk of creating a
“bubble” effect.
Approach to strategic planning is another aspect of organisational leadership and governance. It is
mainly reflected in short-term or long-term strategic plans, including monitoring and evaluation plans

with indicators and expected results, yearly action plans and budgets. Only a few (6) of the assessed
organisations have had experience with a strategic planning process and developing accompanying
documents. The practice among those organisations that have a strategic plan is to have short-term
strategic plans (up to 3 years) developed in a broad manner, with some indications on specific yearly
focus, while leaving the details to be developed according to availability of finances and donor priorities,
without general mechanisms for impact assessment. This leaves room for the strong influence on
programme development by the donor community, which in turn leads organisations’ work towards
priorities of the donors instead those of the lesbians* they represent as organisations. On the other
hand, the limited emphasis on impact assessments leads to a situation in which even when present, they
are not used for advocacy and community focused efforts, and are not not valued in decision making
processes related to programme development, action plans and activities.

4. Human Resources
The hiring of individuals may be considered as one of the strongest challenges the organisations are
facing. People are employed periodically for active projects, work requiring specific skills is given to
experts outside of the organisations, and the majority of people are engaged on a volunteer basis. There
are only a few organisations ( 5) that have persons employed on a long-term basis with teams of 3 to 10
employees. The majority of the organisations are struggling with 1 or 2 occasionally employed persons,
and rely on the work of on average up to 5 volunteers that devote their spare time to the organisations.
Additionally, the OCA process has also shown that organisations that are recipients of operational/core
funding have developed an excellent set of internal policies and procedures, regulating each aspect of
their work, and most apply it in their everyday work. This includes practices related to reviews of
employees’ work and professional development (at least once a year, and some even twice a year). On
the other hand, organisations that do not have those kinds of resources are obliged to overlook
performance reviews and professional development in order to focus on other priorities.
The representatives of the assessed organisations have expressed concerns about the selection and
recruitment process. Employment within the organisations is available only upon securing funding for
the project and within that particular project, with a very short period of time between the approval of
the project and the start of it, without the time for conducting proper advertising. In practice, this
creates the situation in which the organisations rely on the work of the motivated volunteers and once
the project is approved, the open positions are firstly offered to them. A second major issue is
recognised to be securing the long-term engagement of activists, volunteers and employees in general.
The overall financial instability results in opening only short-term positions, which puts volunteers in a
situation that often requires them to look for another employment and prioritise that other
employment over their engagement in the organisation. Also, volunteers and employees tend to burn
out due to being overwhelmed with work and stress, and usually leave the movement within a couple of
years, taking with them their knowledge and expertise with them. The final result is high turnover of
employees and decreased organisational stability, institutional knowledge and continuity.
All the assessed organisations rely on the work of volunteers, while few of them have had experience
with engaging interns. The engagement of interns is usually structured through contracts listing clearly

defined roles and responsibilities, and expected learning outcomes for an intern. The volunteers have
also taken on roles as members of governing bodies, executive team members or occasional volunteers
within particular activities. In this light, only half of the organisations have developed some form of
volunteer policy and procedure, while in some situations it was left without any structure. The most
common practice is for a person to express interest in the work of the organisation and join the team
without clearly defined tasks or volunteers’ expectations, only to have them defined at a later stage. The
OCA process has shown that organisations are experiencing difficulties in engaging volunteers in more
meaningful and structured ways, due to being overwhelmed with work.

5. Technical and Financial Resources
Most of the assessed lesbian* organisations (21 out of 29) do not have any office space or working
equipment, while 8 organisations share office space and working equipment with another
organisation, and none of the organisations has its own office space. The OCA has shown that in cases
where office and social space exist (even when shared), lesbian* organisations tend to develop and
implement richer programmes that meet the needs of the target groups in greater ways. The space
offers the atmosphere of security and safety, free from social and institutional discrimination and in
some communities represents an oasis for lesbians*. In terms of other technical resources, their
everyday work, most of the organisations rely on their personal work equipment and material located in
their own homes or in their place of work. The lack of technical resources is almost always attributed to
the lack of financial resources.

Financial stability and accountability present one of the most relevant topics within this capacity area.
Considering that more than half of the assessed organisations only exist for up to 6 years, the majority
of them did not have experience implementing small-scale (up to 10.000,00 EUR), mid-scale (up to
50.000,00 EUR) or projects of bigger scale (more than 100.000,00 EUR). This is not only true for newer
organisations, but also for those that have been operating for a longer time, some of which have
extensive experience yet have never acquired experience with implementing such grants. As many as 24
organisations have never had operating/core funding, while only 3 have had grants larger than
100.000,00 EUR. An overwhelming majority of organisations operate with no funds (22), or with yearly
budgets of less than 5.000,00 EUR, which have been obtained almost exclusively through individual
small ad hoc donations made by members or supporters. The situation creates conditions that do not
allow financial stability for most of the assessed lesbian* organisations, endangering their overall
operation and existence. Due to this, as many as 22 out of 29 organisations have had to stop operating
at least twice in the last 7 years, and then resumed their work again.
Similar findings can also be found in another recently published study, that demonstrates that funds for
LBQ groups are heavily concentrated in North America, where the median annual budget is $315,000. By
contrast, in no other region does the median budget even reach $20,000 annually. LBQ groups in
Europe and Central Asia have the smallest median budgets, at $5,000, and groups from across this
region are struggling to survive. Nearly half (43%) of LBQ groups in Eastern Europe and Central Asia
operate on less than $5,000 annually, and in Western Europe, over half (53%) work with less than
$5,000 per year, which is the lower median budget globally (among all world regions). Additionally, at
the global level, younger LBQ groups tend to work with zero or small annual budgets: 83% of groups
with zero budgets and 70% of groups with small budgets were formed since 2010.In addition, regional
analysis shows stark differences in funding received by LBQ groups in North America compared with
groups in all other regions. The two regions of Europe and Central Asia and Asia and the Pacific had the
lowest median external funding at $1,150 and $1,170, respectively, while a median external funding
amount of $244,202 was received by groups in North America.1

Saleh, L and Sood, N, (2020). Vibrant Yet Under- Resourced: The State of Lesbian, Bisexual, and Queer Movements. New York and Amsterdam:
Astraea Lesbian Foundation for Justice and Mama Cash.
1

Figure 1. Median external funding received by LBQ groups from Vibrant Yet Under- Resourced: The State of Lesbian, Bisexual,
and Queer Movements. Note: insufficient data from the Middle East/Southwest Asia region.

In addition, another global report which was published also this year, reveals that all over the world
(outside of USA) a total of $20.6 million goes towards funding projects specifically focused on lesbian,
bisexual, and queer women, which constitutes about 8 percent of all funding focused outside of the U.S.
for LGBTI issues in a two-year period (2017/2018). This highlights how this part of the LGBTI movement
is the least funded one. In Western Europe, the bi-annual funds fluctuated from 500.000 USD in
2013-2014, then 50.000 USD in 2015-2016 and finally 1.200.000 USD in 2017-2018, placing European
(Western and Eastern) LBQ organisations, among the least funded in the world, along with Central Asia,
the Middle East and North Africa. 2

Global Philanthropy Project (2020). 2017/2018 Global Resources Report: Government and Philanthropic Support for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual,
Transgender, and Intersex Communities.
2

Figure 2. Breakout by Region (2013–2018). 2017/2018 Global Resources Report: Government and Philanthropic Support for Lesbian, Gay,
Bisexual, Transgender, and Intersex Communities

Very few lesbian* organisations engage in fundraising activities regularly and strategically. Many of
them have very limited experience with fundraising, while more than half of organisations (15) gave
up, after numerous failed attempts. Those organisations that engage intensively in fundraising activities
(5) use a common approach, that includes mapping of the donors, learning about their strategies and
priorities, establishing relationships and applying with project proposals. Targeted donors are usually
international foundations or governments and national development agencies of the European
countries, and to some extent donors who are based in the United States of America, while national

entities are generally not targeted due to the general belief that high social and systematic lesbophobia
creates resistance from these actors to supporting the work of the lesbian* organisations.
Organisations that are well established, those with higher number of employees, more than 10 years of
operation, and experience with operational/core funding and larger projects, have developed
fundraising strategies following the development of a strategic plan. The rest of the organisations are
struggling with balancing between their own priorities and those of the donors, while mainly
approaching donors within particular project ideas. Additionally, the OCA has shown that organisations
in general lack capacity in project cycle management and particularly in project writing. The most
common situation amongst lesbian* organisations is that one to two persons have experience with
project writing and project implementation, while the others have experience only with implementing
parts of the activities, thus lacking the capacity of understanding the project as a whole. This is an
additional factor, together with the limited development of strategic planning, that contributes to the
fundraising being heavily donor driven and as such imposes a challenge for the organisation to
represent the needs of the community while struggling to remain operational and active. Another
challenge within fundraising is identified in the absence of other financial resources. Lesbian*
organisations do not have practice in developing their own services that could be offered in the market,
cooperation with the for-profit sector is almost non-existent, while personal donations from the
lesbian* communities in the sub-region remain very low.
For those organisations, which are better developed and that manage funds, their administration
systems are developed at various levels. These organisations conduct regular activities and practices
that support their efforts in documenting their operations and activities. In many cases, the laws require
some of the basic documentation, and organisations complying with that. The legislations are mainly
concerned with documenting the work of the governing bodies, donation contracts, employment
contracts, memorandums of cooperation and understanding, and financial records. Also, those
organisations that have grants have established a practice of regularly reviewing these documents at
least once a year, and in some cases twice a year. The practice of most organisations that manage funds
is to externally engage accounting agencies or experts that are tasked with accounting and synchronising
organisational practice and internal documents with changes within legal framework. Common practice
in reporting is to submit a yearly financial report to relevant government institutions and to the
Assembly of the organisation, quarterly reports to the Management board, and different reports to the
donors in accordance with the grant agreement.

6. Outreach and Visibility
The relevance of the communication capacities is reflected in the ability of the organisation to secure
support of the general and expert public for their work and their aims. The OCA has shown that the
socio-political context tends to impose barriers for the organisations to reach wider public with their
work, thus leaving their successes and challenges unseen and unheard by the majority of the population.
Considering the levels of lesbophobia coming from the general population and, in some cases, media,
governments and other public institutions, it is important to support lesbian* organisations in
developing their capacities to communicate their work and struggles to all relevant interest groups.

The OCA has assessed capacities and practices of organisations to some level in relation to their visual
identity and presence in the media area, and internal approaches and practices concerned with
organising communication activities. In relation to visual identity, some organisations, especially those
who are bigger and more developed, have developed their logos, have characteristic designs and graphic
identity, and have practice of continuously developing other visual material when possible, such as
roll-ups and banners, notebooks and pencils, and similar. Also, most organisations are present in the
online sphere, where most have developed websites, use Facebook, Twitter and/or Instagram, with only
a few not having websites and substantial information available on-line and on social media. Several
lesbian organisations also identified challenges that are concerned with the pressure to always be
present on social media platforms, a practice which drains resources of the organisations. Some
organisations tend to give this work to volunteers and interns, as it gives them opportunity to learn
more about the lesbian* activism itself, but it has also the consequences of creating an imbalance
between the quality and the quantity of the shared content, as well as the amount of information
shared through social platforms and at the organisational website. On many occasions, the website
tends to serve more for informing donors and partners, thus containing information of more formal
nature. The social platforms are mainly used to communicate with lesbian* and the general population
in order to inform them, increase awareness and gain public support.
The situation seems to be very different when it comes to a strategic and organised approach towards
communication activities. There is a small number of organisations that have developed communication
strategies, including targets, strategies for situations of risk and crisis, and distributed responsibilities
within their teams. These organisations develop communication strategy in line with their overall
strategic plan, supporting their efforts with adequate public messages, contributing to the overall
successful implementation of their strategic plan. Moreover, a strategic approach towards
communications gives opportunities to organisations to discuss values and messages, creating a unified
mode of communications that can transfer values alongside the information. However, the majority of
organisations do not have capacities to employ this strategic approach due to lack of people or finances.
Most of the organisations have an ad-hoc approach, and in best-case scenarios a project based
approach. This creates the impression that organisations work only through projects. Additionally, in this
way the organisations are missing out on building on previous activities, as with each new project comes
new messages, activities and topics, dispersing and weakening the voice of the organisation. The
organisations also have limited capacities in preparing for adequate response in situations of crisis. The
general approach is to treat these critical events as separate situations and approach them individually,
while missing the opportunity to connect them and build a stronger and more comprehensive message.

7. Monitoring and Evaluation
The capacity area of monitoring and evaluation may be considered as the least developed of all capacity
areas. Most organisations are applying monitoring and evaluation as a method to justify their expenses,
proving mainly to the donors that they have done what they have said they will deliver through projects,
and this is only a practice for those organisations that manage funds. This also means that monitoring
and evaluation is developed and organised usually within the limits of individual projects. However,

there are only few organisations (2) that have developed monitoring and evaluation at the
organisational level, that is at the level of a strategic plan, and are using it as a tool to understand the
impact of their work, to distinguish between activities that give results and those that do not, thus
helping them to improve their work and achieve greater results.
At the stage of planning activities, and in relation to defined expected results, the organisations envision
the tools that would help them monitor the implementation of the activities, taking into consideration
the available resources and level of complexity. Most of the organisations opt for simplest tools (such as
participant lists or immediate evaluation by participants), which consequently influences the
formulation of the expected results. The expected results are mainly defined at the level of outputs, that
is the immediate result of the implemented activity, while results defined at the level of outcome or
impact are present very rarely. The reasons behind this practice can be observed in the general lack of
knowledge and understanding of monitoring and evaluation in general, though also in limited financial
and human resources considering that comprehensive monitoring and evaluation tends to be costly and
needs experienced experts to implement it.
At the level of evaluation, the organisations have developed modest practices that observe the final
results of the implemented programmes and activities, highlighting the implemented activities and
those that have not been, while missing out on delivering deeper analysis on why that has occurred.
Also, the evaluation is mainly connected to projects and narrative reports, with the purpose of justifying
the funds to the donors, while the learning component is not recognised. The mid-term evaluation is
present only in cases when donors require these reports, while the organisations in general do have a
practice of discussing the experience of implementing programmes and activities, but it is conducted in
an ad-hoc way and irregularly.

8. Programmatic Areas of Work
With assessing 29 lesbian* organisations in EU member states and accession countries sub-region, we
can conclude that organisations have in the past, or are currently implementing programmes in 4 main
areas: community empowerment and services, advocacy and research, arts, culture and media, and
sports.
1. Community empowerment and services. All organisations have developed activities offering
psychological support through individual and group support provided by professional therapists,
help-lines or on-line chat spaces, and self-support groups targeting lesbian* or their families. In
addition, community empowerment is done through different educational activities tackling the
issues of communication, conflict resolution, self-empowerment, mental health, and general
personal development. A few organisations (11) are developing networks of public and other
civil organisations and institutions in order to provide information and products, in a safe and
secure atmosphere. This also means that organisations are conducting educational activities
targeting health workers who are in direct contact with lesbian* women in order to increase
their capacities to provide high quality service. Legal consultations are offered through in-kind
support or through projects when possible and are mainly focused on supporting victims of

domestic violence, hate crimes and discrimination. Three organisations have managed to
develop programmes of housing support in a form of drop-in centres or safe houses that would
be implemented from time to time depending on the available financial resources. Currently,
the only functional safe house for lesbian* women exists in Albania , it is a good practice and is
currently being transferred to North Macedonia.
2. Advocacy. The programmes in this field are the least developed, and very rarely present in the
work of lesbian* organisations. Only 3 assessed organisations engage in different advocacy
activities, but not in a strategic and planned way, but rather depending on immediate
opportunities, usually in a reactive way. It is important to note that it is those organisations that
have more capacities (staff, office, financial resources) that engage in advocacy activities. Other
organisations have highlighted several reasons for not being involved in advocacy, and those
are: lack of expertise, lack of financial resources and lack of time. In addition, more than half of
the organisations (15) state that advocacy activities are not their priority, and that other areas of
work have a bigger impact for the community
3. Art, culture and media. Such programmes are sporadic but present in most of the organisations.
The organisations mainly organise events such as movie and art festivals promoting lesbian*
culture and art, or by organising events with these topics they aim to empower lesbian* artists
and cultural activists. Few organisations are dealing with the media in a professional way.
Although many organisations have a practice of sending out newsletters and developing media
content for on-line platforms, only one organisation has developed a news portal that reports
on the topics relevant to the lesbian* movement and targets the general population. In addition,
several organisations (4) publish regular or occasional lesbian* magazines and books.
Occasionally, organisations have had experiences with lesbian* radio programmes. Another
development is seen in using the methodology of a “Living Library” that allows for direct and
personal contact between a person identified as lesbian* and the general population.
4. Sport. The field of lesbian* activism through sports has been recently emerging as an impactful
form of organised activism. Currently, sport is mostly only used as a social event, though several
groups are also becoming more active in organising events with the aim of promoting tolerance
and acceptance.
Although programmes and activities have been developed at different levels across the sub-region,
there are two different types of challenges relevant for all programmes: lack of expertise and
programmatic instability. It is difficult to keep high professionals within the programmes without stable
financial income, and consequently to provide much needed programmes in a continuous and
empowering way.

Data on Lived Lesbians in EU & Accession
countries
1. Aim
The aim of this review was to shed light on the lived experiences of lesbians* in the EU+ area. The
studies included in the literature review use different sampling frames. While some focus on lesbian
women specifically, others also include bisexual or other non-heterosexual women. In general,
experiences of transgender or non-binary lesbians* in particular are rendered invisible, as results for this
population are analysed and discussed with regard to their gender identity, but not their sexual
orientation3. For this reason, unless otherwise specified, we use the term ‘lesbian*’ whenever we refer
to ‘lesbian, bisexual, and other non-heterosexual women’. Similarly, we use the term ‘gay*’ to refer to
‘gay, bisexual, and other non-heterosexual men’.
The review consists of two parts: The first part is a content analysis of the representation of lesbian* in
health-related research on LGB+ populations in general and in European countries in particular4. We
decided to focus on health-related research for the content analysis, because the biggest portion of
studies on LGBTI people focuses on health, those studies, therefore, offered a large enough sample for
conducting a content analysis and providing some indication on the representation of lesbians* in
research and data collection. The second part is a literature review and meta-analysis5 on recent studies
(published from 2010 onwards) including lesbians* in the EU+ area, focusing on the following topics:
personal safety (including violence and harassment, hate crimes, hate speech, and intimate partner
violence), discrimination (in the legal, educational, and healthcare system, as well as in the labour
market), and the impact of violence, harassment and discrimination on health, especially mental health,
and on the level of visibility and outness in public spaces. We selected these topics in line with LGBTI
research priorities identified by the United Nations Development Programme and the World Bank6.

2. Methodology
Our content analysis of the representation of lesbians* consisted of several steps: In a first step, we
classified abstracts of health-related systematic reviews (i.e., collections of studies derived via a
For a notable exception see: James-Hawkins, L., Booker, C., & Bao, Y. (2019). National LGBT Survey 2017: Healthcare amongst
lesbian and bisexual women. London: Government Equalities Office. [UK]
3

We focused on health-related research because it is relatively well researched compared to other policy areas (e.g.,
Hudson-Sharp & Metcalfe, 2016), thereby ensuring a sufficiently large sample size of studies. These analyses are part of a
preregistered, in-depth review on health and healthcare experiences of lesbian and bisexual women in Europe (protocol:
https://osf.io/3g7nc/) and will be published in detail elsewhere. Results presented in this report constitute preliminary results, subject
to change in the final publication.
4

5

A meta-analysis is a statistical method that combines the results from several individual studies into a single, overall estimate.

Badgett, M. V. L., & Crehan, P. R. (2016). Investing in a research revolution for LGBTI inclusion. Washington, D.C.: World Bank
Group.
6

systematic search) on LGB+ populations (2015 – 2019; retrieved via systematic literature search)
according to their focus on (i) gay*, (ii) lesbian*, or (iii) mixed populations. In a second step, we counted
the number of European studies within each eligible systematic review that included lesbian*. In a third
step, we assessed the country of data collection of these studies included in step two to assess the
regional distribution of health-related research on lesbian* in Europe.
For the literature review, in order to have a fully representative sample, we employed a multi-tiered
search strategy to ensure inclusion of both grey (unofficial reports, theses, etc.) and published
peer-reviewed literature. Thus, the review includes (i) studies retrieved from relevant reviews included
in our content analysis, (ii) studies retrieved from additional targeted literature searches in the academic
database Web of Science, (iii) studies retrieved via manual search of the Journal of Lesbian Studies, (iv)
grey literature and reports retrieved via a systematic search of websites from relevant LGBTIQ*
organisations and institutions as well as a structured country-per-country Google search. For the section
on health, we also re-calculated existing meta-analyses using data from European lesbians* only. A more
detailed methodological description can be found in the full report.
The literature search and all analyses for this review were conducted between September 2019 and
January 2020 and include results of the first EU LGBT Survey on lived experiences of LGBT populations in
the EU conducted by the EU Fundamental Rights Agency (FRA) in 20127. However, in May 2020, results
from the second wave of the EU LGBT Survey (data collection: 2019) have been published8. Thus, we will
present selected and up-to-date results from the EU LGBT Survey II throughout this document.

3. Results of the content analysis of the representation of
lesbian women in health-related research
Compared to other populations, lesbians* are considerably underrepresented in recent health-related
research (specifically: systematic reviews) on LGB+ populations on a global level (Figure 1, top panel).
This is in line with previous studies9. Studies including lesbians* from European countries are particularly
rare: On average, only 10% of studies included in a systematic review stem from a European country and
include data on lesbians*.
Within the EU+ area, research including lesbians* is predominantly conducted in very few countries,
that are very progressive countries in terms of social acceptance and legal recognition of LGBTI people
(Figure 1, bottom panel). Evidence from other countries, most notably Eastern European Union and
accession countries, is scattered or lacking.

European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (2014). European Union lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender survey. Main
results. Luxembourg: Publications Office of the European Union.
7

European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (2020). A long way to go for LGBTI equality. Luxembourg: Publications Office of
the European Union.
8

Blondeel, K., Say, L., Chou, D., Toskin, I., Khosla, R., Scolaro, E., & Temmerman, M. (2016). Evidence and knowledge gaps on
the disease burden in sexual and gender minorities: a review of systematic reviews. International Journal for Equity in Health, 15, 16
oehmer, U. (2002). Twenty years of public health research: Inclusion of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender populations.
American Journal of Public Health, 92, 1125–1130. B.Lee, I. C., & Crawford, M. (2012). Lesbians in empirical psychological
research: A new perspective for the twenty-first century? Journal of Lesbian Studies, 16, 4–16.
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Figure 1. Top panel: Content analysis of investigated populations in systematic reviews on LGB+ health (2015–2019). Bottom
panel: Most frequent countries of data collection in health-related research including lesbian* women in the EU+ area
(2010-2019).

4. Results of the Literature Review on lesbian lived realities
A. Study Characteristics, Data Sources and Participant Characteristics
In systematic reviews and primary studies, data on lesbians* are most often collected, analysed, and
discussed as part of larger investigations in mixed LGB+ populations. This practice hampers in-depth
investigations into lesbian*’s intersectional experiences, such as those related to their gender and
gender expression, and even more so those related to their age, ethnicity/race/migration background,
ability, or socioeconomic status.
Our review relied on studies drawing on convenience samples, and to a lesser extent on
population-based samples. In terms of their regional coverage and range of topics, the EU LGBT Survey I
and II in combination with the World Bank Survey10 (both not population-representative and surveying
mixed populations) constitute the most comprehensive data sources on lesbian women in the EU+ area
(see Table 1). Comparable surveys that target lesbian* across the EU+ area specifically are currently
lacking.

World Bank (2018). Life on the margins: Survey results of the experiences of LGBTI people in Southeastern Europe (English).
Washington, D.C.: World Bank Group. [Kosovo, Macedonia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Albania, Montenegro, Croatia, Slovenia]
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Table 1. Recent large-scale, cross-national surveys on the lived experiences of LGBTI populations in the EU+ area that report
data on lesbians.

Population-based evidence on lesbians* is absent for most parts of the EU+ area, with the exception of
few and legally progressive countries that include measures of sexual orientation in national data
collection efforts (Denmark, Finland, France, Sweden, the Netherlands, UK). Consequently,while findings
from these studies may be generalizable within the country of data collection, they are most likely not
generalizable across t he EU+ area due to varying socio-legal conditions.
In convenience-based samples (and when this information was provided), lesbians* were typically
reported to be well-educated, relatively young, frequently residing in urban-dwelling areas, and (due to
the predominant surveying mode), had access to the internet as well as the LGBTIQ* community (either
online or offline). This is linked to the advantages offered by internet-based surveys offer, when studying
LGB+ populations (e.g., low costs, anonymity, reaching a more diverse sample than using offline,
venue-based approaches11), but risk to exclude regions or populations (e.g., elderly, institutionalized
settings) where access to the internet and/or the LGBTIQ* community might not be universal.

B. Thematic Findings12
The studies included in our review offer a glimpse into the lived realities of lesbians* in EU+ countries.
Under consideration of their regional origin and methodological quality, they document how lesbians*
are faced with inequalities, discrimination, and threats to their personal safety in many (some might
argue almost all) areas of their lives and what impact is the impact on the daily life and on the wellbeing
of lesbians*.
Guillory, J., Wiant, K. F., Farrelly, M., Fiacco, L., Alam, I., Hoffman, L., ... & Alexander, T. N. (2018). Recruiting hard-to-reach
populations for survey research: Using Facebook and Instagram advertisements and in-person intercept in LGBT bars and
11

nightclubs to recruit LGBT young adults. Journal of Medical Internet Research, 20, e197.  Meyer, I. H., & Wilson, P. A. (2009).
Sampling lesbian, gay, and bisexual populations. Journal of Counseling Psychology, 56, 23–31.

For illustrational purposes, we include key findings from the EU LGBT Survey II (FRA, 2020; EU averages do not include UK, MK,
RS) as well as the World Bank Survey (World Bank, 2018).
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i) Violence and Harassment
Lesbians* across the EU+ area are disproportionately affected by many forms of violence. In the EU-wide
Violence Against Women Survey13 lesbian* exhibited higher rates than heterosexual women in all
surveyed forms of violence (stalking, physical, sexual, and psychological violence), regardless of
perpetrator characteristics (partners and non-partners), and age (before and after the age of 15).
Population-based studies from Denmark14, Sweden15, and the Netherlands16, similarly find elevated risks
for victimization, physical and sexual violence, or threats of violence for lesbian*, both during their
lifetime as well as in the past twelve months.
3 in 5 lesbians have been harrassed and 1 in 5 lesbians have suffered a physical or sexual attack in
the last year (EU LGBTI Survey II and World Bank Survey)
Violence
Across the EU, 21% of lesbian respondents to the EU LGBT Survey II experienced a physical or sexual
attack for any reason in the five years prior to the survey. Of those, 47% reported being attacked
more than once. Similar rates (28%) are reported in the World Bank Survey
Reporting rates for hate-motivated violence are low: Only 17% of lesbian respondents reported their
last incident of hate-motivated violence to the police, or any other organisation or institution.
Harassment
In the five years prior to the survey, 57% of lesbian respondents were victims of in-person
harassment, and 12% were victims of cyber-harassment. In the year prior to the survey, 41% reported
having been victims of hate-motivated harassment. Similar rates (59%) are reported in the World
Bank Survey. In the EU LGBTI Survey II, lesbians and bisexual women indicated that they were
harassed because of their gender, in addition to or as part of the harassment linked to their sexual
orientation.
Reporting rates for harassment are similarly low: Only 8% of lesbian respondents reported the last
incident of hate-motivated harassment to any organisation or institution.

Heavy consequences of violence reported by lesbians (EU LGBTI Survey II)
Following the last incident of hate-motivated violence:
● 34% developed psychological problems (depression, anxiety),
● 29% were afraid to go out and visit places
● 4% needed medical assistance and
● 3% became unable to work or stopped working.

European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (2014). Violence against women: an EU-wide survey. Main results. Luxembourg:
Publications Office of the European Union. [EU]
13

Graugaard, C., Giraldi, A., Frisch, M., Falgaard Eplov, L., & Davidsen, M. (2015). Self-reported sexual and psychosocial health
among non-heterosexual Danes. Scandinavian Journal of Public Health, 43, 309–314. [Denmark]
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Bränström, R., Hatzenbuehler, M. L., & Pachankis, J. E. (2015). Sexual orientation disparities in physical health: Age and gender
effects in a population-based study. Social Psychiatry and Psychiatric Epidemiology, 51, 289–301. [Sweden]
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Dukers-Muijrers, N. H. T. M., Somers, C., de Graaf, H., Meijer, S., & Hoebe, C. J. P. A. (2015). Prevalence of non-volitional sex
types and associated factors: A national sample of young people. PLoS one, 10, e0132847. [Netherlands]
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ii) Discrimination
Across the EU, one in two to three lesbian respondents to the EU LGBT Survey II indicated that, in their
perception, prejudice and intolerance (39%), and violence (49%) against LGBTI people increased a little
or a lot during the past 5 years. Main reasons for this increase in prejudice, intolerance, and violence
mentioned are a negative stance and discourse by politicians and/or political parties (69%), lack of
support from the civil society (39%), lack of enforcement of existing laws and policies (36%), no visibility
and participation of LGBTI people in everyday life (34%), and negative changes in law and policy (22%).
The position of lesbians* in society is also complicated by structural gender inequalities. Therefore,
because of their sexual orientation, but also their gender, gender expression, and other social and
identity categories, lesbians* are at a heightened risk for experiencing unequal treatment at work or in
educational and healthcare settings.
Nearly half of lesbians have been discriminated against in the last year (EU LGBTI Survey II and
Word Bank Survey)
In the year prior to the EU LGBTI Survey II, 44% of lesbian respondents reported that they experienced
discrimination based on their sexual orientation:
● 21% felt discriminated against at work or when looking for a job.
● 16% felt discriminated against by healthcare or social service personnel.
● 24% felt discriminated against at a café, restaurant, bar or nightclub.
● 46% of lesbian respondents aged 15 to 17 report having been ridiculed, teased, insulted, or
threatened because of being lesbian.
51% of lesbian respondents to the World Bank Survey have experienced discrimination in the year
prior to the survey because of their sexual orientation. 23% experienced discrimination at work for
the same year

More than one third of lesbians have suffered discrimination in healthcare settings (World Bank
Survey)
● 38% of lesbian respondents have felt discriminated against when trying to access healthcare
services during their lives.
● 10% avoided treatment out of fear of negative reactions
● 5% changed their doctor due to their negative reaction
● 3% have been pressured into unnecessary medical or psychological tests
iii) Impact on lived realities of lesbians*
The lack of legal recognition and protection in many countries – coupled with prevailing social stigma
and hostile or prejudicial treatment from authorities – significantly and negatively impact lesbians* both
materially/financially as well as psychologically and emotionally (e.g., reduced life satisfaction,

heightened psychological distress, heightened rates of victimization and threats of violence17). This
context and the structural oppression has a strong impact on the mental health of lesbians and on their
degree of outness and visibility in the public spaces
iv) Mental health.
Lesbians* in the EU+ area face significant mental health inequalities experienced by LGB+ populations
globally18. Most notably, European lesbians* are at an increased risk for several forms of suicidality
compared to heterosexual women (Figure 2).

Figure 2. Prevalence of suicidal ideation and lifetime suicide attempts among heterosexual and lesbian* women in the EU+
area. Estimates based on meta-analytic re-calculations using data from European samples only. Error bars denote 95%
confidence intervals.

Hatzenbuehler, M. L., Bränström, R., & Pachankis, J. E. (2018). Societal-level explanations for reductions in sexual orientation
mental health disparities: Results from a ten-year, population-based study in Sweden. Stigma and Health, 3, 16–26. [Sweden],
Gusmano, B., & Motterle, T. (2019). The micropolitics of choice in Italy: How the law affects lesbian and bisexual women’s daily life.
Journal of Lesbian Studies, 23, 336–356. [Italy], Pachankis, J. E., & Bränström, R. (2018). Hidden from happiness: Structural
stigma, sexual orientation concealment, and life satisfaction across 28 countries. Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 86,
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27, 367–385. Lick, D. J., Durso, L. E., & Johnson, K. L. (2013). Minority stress and physical health among sexual minorities.
Perspectives on Psychological Science, 8, 521–548.
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In addition, lesbians* are at an increased risk for several adverse mental health outcomes. These include
a longstanding emotional or psychological condition19, or current emotional distress20; anxiety21,
depression22, and eating disorders23. Lesbians* also have more unfavorable healthcare experiences24,
benefit less from (psychological and therapeutic) treatment25 and face difficulties when using or trying
to access healthcare services due to their sexual orientation26.
v) Outness and participation in daily life
A cross-cutting finding from the research is that lesbians* are daily confronted with the choice between
being out about their sexual orientation and risking discrimination, harassment and violence or staying
closeted to the detriment of their personal authenticity and well-being. This has considerable impact on
the degree of outness and visibility in the public spaces.
More than half of lesbians are obliged to hide in public spaces or to avoid them for fear of being
assaulted, threatened, or harassed (EU LGBT Survey II)
● 51% of lesbian respondents always or often avoid holding hands in public with a same-sex
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partner for fear of being assaulted, threatened, or harassed
33% always or often avoid certain places or locations for fear of being assaulted, threatened,
or harassed
Most respondents (57%) avoid being open about their sexual orientation in the public sphere,
such as public transport and on the streets, followed by public premises or buildings (40%),
cafes, restaurants or pubs (36%). 22% avoid being open around their family or at home (8%).
At work, 14% hide their sexual orientation, whereas 58% are selectively open and 28% very
open about their sexual orientation.
At school, 21% of lesbian respondents aged 15 to 17 hide their sexual orientation, 66% are
selectively open, and 13% are very open.

Two third of lesbians avoid holding hands in public (World Bank Survey)
● 72% of lesbian respondents avoid holding hands in public with a same-sex partner for fear of
being assaulted, threatened, or harassed
● 63% avoid certain places or locations for fear of being assaulted, threatened, or harassed
● At work, 61% of lesbian respondents actively hide their sexual orientation
● At school (assessed retrospectively), 27% of lesbian respondents have at least rarely
experienced negative comments or conduct at school because of their sexual orientation.
However, 71% of lesbian respondents reported that they hid or disguised their sexual
orientation during school years.

5. Conclusions
Although this part of the research has focused on personal safety, discrimination and health we want to
stress that health inequalities, and economic inequalities faced by lesbians* impact each other in
complex and multi-layered ways. As noted by many scholars and institutions27 lesbians* are subject to
multiple and intersecting forms of discrimination and inequalities that differ from those of other LGBTI
groups. In the literature forming the evidence base of this review, this is particularly evident at the
intersection between sexual orientation, gender (identity), and gender expression. Lesbians* are
differentially impacted by diverse gendered phenomena, for example violence against women or gender
wage differentials (leading to an individual-level premium that translates into a penalty at the household
level). Their experiences in traditionally gendered settings (e.g., sexual and reproductive health care)
similarly differ due to their sexual orientation and the living conditions resulting from it. While there is
considerably less evidence on the differential impact of other social and identity categories on
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lesbians*’s lives, existing findings highlight their complex interactions with sexual orientation, as well as
the specific vulnerabilities and needs of lesbians* that result from them. In this respect, there is a need
for more interdisciplinary research using different methodologies to investigate these intersections
further, so as to fully understand lesbians* lived experiences.
Furthermore, several studies from the Netherlands, Sweden, and the UK found no health disparities
between lesbian* and heterosexual women28, comparable levels of victimization29 and negative
workplace experiences30, a positive impact of socio-legal progress on lesbians’* well-being31, as well as
respectful and inclusive treatment in healthcare settings or by other professionals32. These findings
deserve close attention. Their causes and drivers may serve as a blueprint for effective social change and
best-practice examples of inclusive care for lesbians* while at the same time further research is needed
to shed light on the experiences of lesbians* in different countries, taking into account the considerable
regional variation across the EU33.
Finally, apart from the data pointing to the disproportionate insecurity, discrimination and health issues,
the collected data also allows to highlight that lesbians* navigate these various barriers in highly
creative ways. Future research needs to further investigate lesbians* counteractions and their positive
impact on their own communities and the society at large in order to foster not only self-empowerment,
but also to bring about effective change.
Research Gaps - See: Annex I
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For example, cross-country variations of 40 to 50% are common in the EU LGBT Survey I and II in many domains

Recommendations
1. The missing history of the lesbian movement prior to the
early 2000’s
a. Incorporate lesbian history into general history classes in primary, secondary and university level
and encourage women’s study centres to teach lesbian history as part of history of feminism,
LGBTI and women’s movements.
b. Fund doctoral studies focusing on the lesbian movements in Europe and encourage historical
research, by research centres, archives and multimedia organisation, through the gathering of
materials and the collecting of interviews via oral history methods to enlighten people about the
experiences of those who paved the way for the recognition of lesbian rights and visibility.
c. Encourage museums, libraries and cultural institutions, both private and public, to showcase
exhibits retracing the history of the lesbian movements, to collect books and materials and to
focus their work on portraying historical lesbian characters.
d. Support and fund projects (artistic, documentaries, fictions) for the dissemination to the public of
the history of the lesbian movement on a national and international level.

2. Current State of Lesbian Organising in the EU and
Accession Countries
a. Strengthen and increase visibility, participation and representation of lesbian civil society
organisations in policies and policy making processes at national, regional and international
levels.
b. Ensure adequate opportunities for lesbian civil society organisations to access public financial
resources, in order to enable their equal participation in all policy areas.
c. Ensure that lesbian women are explicitly recognised as a target group in funding priorities.
d. Ensure that long-term operational and action funding is provided to both national lesbian
organisations and to European lesbian networks.

3. Data collection and research recommendations based on the
data analysis
a. In the design, implementation, and analysis of surveys on women and/or LGBTI+ people, ensure
the visibility of lesbians* (cisgender, transgender, non-binary, or intersex) and their lived

b.

c.

d.

e.

experiences by including tailored survey items and reporting disaggregated data for this
population.
Ensure that research and data collection efforts that focus specifically on lesbians* (as opposed
to investigations in mixed LGB+ populations) are implemented and funded by national and
international actors.
Develop and support the development of large-scale, cross-country surveys across EU+ tailored
to lesbians. Put additional efforts into reaching a wider scope of lesbians* beyond those who are
well-educated, relatively young, urban-dwelling, and with access to the internet and the LGBTIQ*
community.
Ensure the assessment of sexual orientation (and non-binary gender identities) in large scale,
population based, health-related and other surveys to ensure a broader and more accurate
representation of lesbians*’ health-related needs, experiences, and life conditions.
Promote and support research projects specifically aimed at understanding the effects of
intersectional discrimination on lesbians* in the workplace, healthcare, education, and access to
goods and services on their health, well-being, and participation in daily life.

4. Policy recommendations based on the data analysis
a. Explicitly recognise the disproportionate impact of hate crime, gender-based violence, sexual
violence and hate speech on lesbians, due to the intersection of gender and sexual orientation,
when designing and implementing public policies to address these issues.
b. Ensure that sexual orientation, gender identity, and gender expression are expressly recognised
as strands of hate crime and hate speech in law, allowing for biases against lesbians on multiple
grounds to be recorded, investigated and prosecuted.
c. Tackle the very low reporting rates of violence and harassment against lesbians to law
enforcement and service providers for victims of violence by ensuring capacity-building and
support services (incl. training and awareness raising) are provided to frontline professionals, and
include the experiences of domestic violence, intimate partner violence and gender-based
violence as lived by lesbians and non-heterosexual women.
d. Combat online hate crime and hate speech targeting lesbians or contributing to the
invisibilisation of the word lesbian, by collaborating with social media platforms and actors in the
digital industry, to notably to ensure that the word lesbian is not automatically associated with
harmful derogatory or hypersexualised content.
e. Address the gaps in anti-discrimination legislation,making sure that sexual orientation and
gender identity are included as protected characteristics when dealing with discrimination in the
workplace, access to healthcare, education and access to goods and services.
f. Ensure that awareness-raising of healthcare professionals on the specific needs and living
conditions of lesbians* (e.g., sexual health needs, heightened mental health vulnerability) is
included in the design and implementation of policies on health, taking into consideration the

impact of the intersection between gender and sexual orientation through targeted campaigns
and training led by experts on lesbian health and lesbian civil society.
g. Combat stigma, prejudice and hostility against lesbians to improve social acceptance, notably
through awareness-raising and information campaigns and improving and ensuring
representation and visibility of lesbians in the media, thereby enabling outness of lesbians in all
spheres of life.

Annex 1 : Research Gaps

