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Abstract
Background: The literature on sexual orientation disclosure is arguably one of the most developed in the field of
lesbian, gay and bisexual (LGB) people in healthcare in English speaking countries however, relatively little research
has been conducted into disclosure in cancer care. Studies have been mainly undertaken in primary care where
distinct circumstances pertain and where the benefits of disclosure include obtaining appropriate health
information, treatment advice and avoiding misdiagnosis.
Methods: We conducted an in-depth qualitative study primarily recruiting patients through oncology care in
hospital settings and through LGB community cancer support groups. Data were gathered through semi-structured
interviews with 30 LGB patients with different cancer types.
Results: Data were analysed using thematic analysis and interpreted and interrogated through salutogenesis theory
which offers a useful lens through which to consider the health promoting effects of sexual orientation disclosure
in cancer care. We present three themes as part of the analysis: Authenticity as a driver for disclosure in cancer care,
Partners as a (potential) salutogenic resource and Creating safe, healing environments conducive to disclosure. The
findings are reported and discussed in relation to three inter-related concepts from current salutogenesis theorising
including a sense of coherence, generalised resistance resources and healing environments which can facilitate
sexual orientation disclosure.
Conclusion: Our findings enable a more nuanced approach to understanding disclosure in this context. This study
contributes to the literature through its articulation of the salutogenic potential of disclosure (if responded to
appropriately) for LGB patients as individuals, in relationship to their partners or carers and the role of creating a
visible healing-oriented optimal environment to promote quality of life and recovery.
Keywords: Disclosure, Generalised resistance resources: healing environments, Salutogenesis, Sense of coherence,
Sexual orientation, Qualitative methods

Background
The literature on sexual orientation disclosure is arguably one of the most developed in the field of lesbian,
gay and bisexual (LGB) people in healthcare in English
speaking countries. Yet despite its salience, there has
been relatively little theorising of its potential benefits.
Disclosure involves the communication of one’s sexual
orientation to the clinician providing care. The
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significance of disclosure for the health and wellbeing of
LGB patients lies in its association with improved psychological well-being [1]; however, findings about better
physical health outcomes are more mixed [2]. Disclosure
to health professionals brings multiple benefits including
obtaining appropriate health information, treatment
advice and avoiding misdiagnosis. Those who are open
about their sexual orientation typically report greater
levels of comfort with their healthcare providers and
increased satisfaction with care [3].
Research in disclosure has been mainly conducted in
primary care where distinct circumstances pertain;
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disclosure is often facilitated by the longevity of the relationship, it is usually one to one, and the interaction is
typically patient initiated [4]. Moreover, LGB people
often engage in a number of proactive strategies to identify a General Practitioner (GP) known to provide LGB
affirmative care [5]. The timing of disclosure may also
differ; in primary care disclosure is said to most often
occur early in the relationship [6]. However, in cancer
care, the circumstances may not be so conducive: the
patient is in a potentially unknown environment, the
consultation is often a formal and hierarchical one with
the doctor leading the communication; moreover, at this
early consultation, a patient may receive a diagnosis of a
life-threatening condition.
Relatively little research about revealing a sexual minority identity has been undertaken in cancer care [7–9].
Recent research has used Meyer’s [10] concept of Minority Stress Theory (MST) as an explanatory framework to
understand how expectations of rejection, experiences of
discrimination and internalised homophobia may affect
the likelihood of disclosure in cancer care [11]. The
study highlighted both the effects of felt and enacted
stigma and some of the strategies that LGB individuals
use around the disclosure or performance of their sexual
identity to avoid or deflect actual and/or anticipated
conflict and hostility. In a systematic review, disclosure
was also considered through the lens of minority stress
theory: fear of discrimination, including receiving poor
or unequal care, feeling embarrassment or humiliation
after disclosure; concerns about confidentiality and the
recording of sexual orientation in medical records were
seen to constitute barriers to disclosure [4].
Taken together, these contextual factors suggest that
the nature of disclosure in cancer care has a number of
differing characteristics than in primary care and requires specific research enquiry. Findings may also go
some way in explaining the lower rates of disclosure in
hospital settings in comparison to those found in primary care [7]. In light of the above, the aim of this study
is to explore the conditions under which a sample of
British LGB cancer patients revealed their sexual orientation in hospital settings to enable a more nuanced
approach to understanding disclosure in this context.

Method
Theoretical framework: disclosure as salutogenesis in LGB
cancer care

Cancer has repercussions not only for people’s physical
and psychological health, but also their identity and
social well-being [12]. In approaches with a pathogenic
orientation, a range of (typically unpleasant) medical
treatments, including surgery, radiotherapy, hormone
treatments and chemotherapy, may be used to remove
signs of disease from the body. Quality of life and a
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resumption of activities that were the norm before illness,
however, go beyond the absence of disease. Moreover,
people’s health outcomes (including those specifically associated with cancer) are also affected by what Smith [13]
has labelled ‘social pathogens’. These include factors such
as health inequalities, stigma and prejudice, and poorly
resourced healthcare that may lead members of certain
social groups (such as the economically disadvantaged
and members of black and minority ethnic communities
as well as LGB individuals) to experience not only poorer
health and well-being but also poorer quality, culturally
insensitive care with its associated sequelae (lower satisfaction and participation in healthcare).
Whilst the current study sought to illustrate the vital
role of such social pathogens in understanding British
LGB people’s experiences of cancer care, our research
also set out to recognise the resources that many LGB
people utilise to improve their care pathway. It identifies
some structural changes that can serve to synergise with
these efforts, potentially leading to cancer care which is
genuinely LGB affirmative. A key theoretical component
here is ‘salutogenesis’, which as a health promoting
orientation, underpins holistic care by addressing an individual’s social, psychological and personal factors,
alongside the physical signs of illness [12], and identifies
what Antonovsky [14] labels ‘salutary factors’ which can
promote healing. At a simple level this may include
identifying and nurturing both personal resources (such
as resilience) and collective resources (such as social
support from LGB friends and peers) and how these are
employed and interact with the environment the individual is navigating.
Central to many understandings of salutogenesis is
understanding how improved health may be generated
by building on a person’s sense of coherence (SOC),
which refers to how people view their lives, alongside
their efficacy in utilising generalised resistance resources
(GRR), which include ‘self-esteem, preventive health
orientation, social support and cultural capital’ [15].
Movement towards the ‘health pole’ of the ‘ease/dis-ease
continuum’ [14] is promoted by the presence of GRR.
Prior research has shown how LGB patients sometimes compartmentalise, or fail to disclose, their identities in healthcare settings [11]. For LGB patients with
cancer, their SOC may include a holistic sense of self
where they are able to be authentic in clinical interactions. Essentially coming out as LGB in cancer care illustrates a person’s self-acceptance and sense of coherence.
In addition, taking pride or confidence in disclosure can
be seen as a resistance resource. Integrating these multiple functions and meanings of disclosure provide a
rationale for placing disclosure as a central process in
understanding salutogenesis for LGB people receiving
oncology (and potentially other forms of ) healthcare.
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Research in this field is flourishing with a growing literature on salutogenic approaches to health including
work on older people [16], cancer patients [17] and HIV
positive patients [18]. In addition, applied salutogenesis
theorists have written extensively on how the policies,
practices and structures of contemporary healthcare
provision have the potential to create ‘optimal healing
environments’ characterised by factors such as empathetic and compassionate care and cultural competence
and sensitivity [19]. Therefore, both drawing on and contributing to this literature, this study considers the role of
disclosure through the lens of salutogenesis theorising. In
particular we consider the possibilities for promoting a
sense of coherence, the potential role of partners in providing generalised resistance resources and salutogenic
healing environments in LGB cancer care. The research
questions which informed this study are:
What are the potential salutogenic factors that LGB
cancer patients can draw on and how can this be
enhanced in oncology care?
How is disclosure a potentially salutogenic resource
for better coping with cancer for LGB people?
Design

This qualitative study involved individual semi-structured
interviews to elicit in-depth accounts of LGB people’s experiences of disclosure and nondisclosure, their interactions
with professionals and their perceptions of good cancer
care. The reporting for this study is informed by the 32
item COREQ criteria for qualitative health research [20].

Page 3 of 12

cancer charity, LGB social media and local radio interviews. Three potential participants withdrew from the
study, due to a worsening of their condition, before data
collection commenced.

Procedure

Materials promoting the study were made available at
participating hospitals in waiting rooms and through the
websites of cancer charities and social media. Potentially
interested participants contacted the research assistant
and an initial discussion took place about the aims and
purpose of the study. Participants who confirmed that
they wished to take part were sent a participant information sheet, provided informed consent and gave brief
demographic information. Interviews were guided by a
semi-structured schedule which had been first piloted
and was used flexibly (see Additional file 2: Table S1).
Interviews lasted between 1 and 2 h and took place in a
location of participants’ choice, mainly their own homes
or in university or other private offices, and were conducted by one of four experienced interviewers, (three
women and one man) all of whom had received good
clinical practice training in 2017. No-one else was
present for the duration of the interview. The interviews
were audio- recorded and transcribed verbatim by a professional transcriber. Data were stored in a password
protected file on a secure server.

Ethics and research governance
Public and patient involvement in the design of this
study

Significant public and patient involvement (PPI) work
was undertaken in developing the present research and
to ensure it represents research with rather than on LGB
people affected by cancer. PPI events were held in 2
British cities and open-ended questionnaires were distributed to participants at a LGB cancer inclusion event
and at a structured discussion workshop at the research
team’s university. In total 26 LGB people who have experienced cancer contributed views, 13 in a written form
and 13 verbally, to the design and scope of the final
study (Please see Additional file 1 for details).
Participants

The inclusion criteria were that participants had been
diagnosed with any form of cancer within the past five
years and self-identified as a lesbian, gay man or bisexual
person. Participants were recruited through nonprobability methods, by displaying research posters
which included a contact mobile number, in the clinic
waiting rooms of five oncology departments in various
parts of England and also through the online forum of a

A three stage procedure of ethical approval and research
governance is required for research conducted in the
NHS. Ethical approval was first obtained from the
Principal Investigator’s academic institution, De Montfort University, Health and Life Sciences, Research
Ethics Committee. Secondly, approval was awarded
through the Integrated Research Application System to
enable a study to be conducted in UK hospitals. Thirdly,
NHS Research & Development, which monitors research
governance procedures and requires a comprehensive
audit trail for each hospital site was obtained. Ethical
approval was conditional upon NHS training of all members of the research team. All data were securely stored
and participants’ names and other details have been
appropriately anonymised.
The study was conducted in accordance with the
British Psychological Society (BPS), Code of Research
Ethics [21]. Participants were provided with full information to enable them to take part and we obtained written
informed consent. To ensure confidentiality and privacy,
participants were allocated a pseudonym; a distress
protocol was implemented and participants had the right
to pause, reconvene or terminate the interview.
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Method of analysis

Our analytical approach is informed by thematic
analysis [22]; this is a flexible method which is commonly used in health and psychological research. We
paid attention to the meaning-making of participants
in an iterative process. At phase one, at an early
stage in the data-collection, four of the research
team independently read a subset of transcripts. We
met together to discuss our individual interpretations
of the data and this immersive reading involved initial identification of patterns in the data. At phase
two, two of the authors (JF and IW) developed a
template to identify these recurring themes and produced an overarching framework. As the analysis
developed we recognised that the concept of salutogenesis, defined by Jonas et al. [19] as ‘the process
of healing and health creation’ provided a useful and
relevant lens with which to interrogate and interpret
the data at the latter stages of theme development
and refinement. In this paper we present three
themes: ‘Authenticity as a driver for disclosure in
cancer care’, ‘Partners as a (potential) salutogenic
resource’ and ‘Creating safe, salutogenic healing environments conducive to disclosure’. The sequencing of
our themes moves from individual through more
relational and systemic influences on disclosure.
Concepts from classic and current thinking around
salutogenesis are applied throughout.

Results
Thirty participants took part in the study (see Table 1).
All participants identified as cis-gender with 18 men and
12 women participating. Of the men, 15 identified as gay
and 3 as bisexual. Of the women 11 identified as lesbian
and 1 as queer. Twenty participants were partnered and
6 were single. All relationships were with a same-sex
partner apart from one man who was married to a
woman and identified as bisexual. Participants’ ages
ranged from 24 to 77 years. The cancers they had experienced were prostate [15], breast [9], lymphoma [2],
thyroid [1], ovarian [1], bowel [1] and skin [1].
Authenticity as a driver for disclosure in cancer care

Normative assumptions underpinning healthcare are
that the patient is heterosexual - their identity/ sexuality does not require articulation - in most interactions it is simply and implicitly presumed [23]. For
LGB patients, authenticity is achieved by a positive
response to the disclosure of sexual orientation and a
shared recognition by both patient and professional
that the whole self is relevant to health, rather than a
focus on merely treating the disease. However, a minority of participants chose not to disclose their
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sexual orientation to health professionals arguing that
it was not related to their care:
I didn’t feel any need to tell them that I am gay
because it was in my view irrelevant to treatment. But
they certainly didn’t ask me and why would they?
(Bob, gay man, prostate).
Here, Bob, employs a pathogenic orientation to his
cancer care. He implies that his non-disclosure is an
active choice that allows all parties to concentrate on the
biomedical ‘business’ of treatment and recovery without
‘irrelevant’ distractions. This construction is further reinforced by his rhetorical question.
However, other participants said that coming out to
health professionals early in the relationship enabled
them to decide how and when to disclose. By choosing
the timing or circumstances of disclosure, Noel said that
it took the stress away from a subsequent moment
where he may have felt more vulnerable. Moreover, for
him, disclosure enabled ordinary conversations which
facilitated everyday social interaction:
almost invariably…you talk just for filling time about
your family life, …And if you’re just holding that just
one bit of information back it gives a little bit of
stress. …. I made the decision at the outset, I’d said
that I was gay (Noel, gay man, prostate).
Relating to salutogenesis, taking control of disclosure
connects to the key concept of sense of coherence
wherein Noel uses voluntary and self-initiated disclosure
to manage both current and future potentially stressinducing situations (Eriksson, 2017). Others voiced more
empathetic motives for disclosure arguing that they facilitated authentic relationships with others:
It wasn’t a case of us being asked… we volunteered
the information because it makes other people feel at
ease (Davina, lesbian, ovarian).
Other participants said that disclosure facilitated holistic care; Rudy clearly identified the benefits of being
open with health professionals, saying that being gay is
the first thing that they should know about him:
As far as I’m concerned that unless you are open about
your sexuality you can’t expect to be treated
holistically… If I am on my own I make sure that
people know. I think it’s important for other people…
who might not be so confident (Rudy, gay man, breast).
In contrast to participants like Bob, Rudy articulates a
perspective that disclosure is fundamental to holistic or
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Table 1 Participants’ demographic characteristics
P#

Pseudonym

Identity

Relationship status

Age

Cancer site

1

Fiona

Lesbian

partnered

55–64

Breast

2

Julian

Gay man

partnered

55–64

Prostate

3

Rudy

Gay man

partnered

65+

Breast

4

Bob

Gay man

partnered

65+

Prostate

5

Nadia

Lesbian

partnered

35–44

Breast

6

Tom

Gay man

partnered

45–54

Prostate

7

Robert

Bisexual man

partnered (with a man)

45–54

Prostate

8

Daniel

Bisexual man

married (with a woman)

55–64

Prostate

9

Jeremy

Gay man

partnered

65+

Prostate

10

Steph

Queer

partnered

25–34

Thyroid

11

Corinne

Lesbian

partnered

55–64

Breast

12

Ellie

Lesbian

single

65+

Breast

13

Lou

Lesbian

partnered

24–34

Breast

14

Robin

Gay man

partnered

45–54

Prostate

15

Terry

Gay man

single

65+

Prostate

16

Quentin

Gay man

partnered

55–64

Prostate

17

Miranda

Lesbian

partnered

35–44

Breast

18

Linda

Lesbian

partnered

45–54

Breast

19

Tracy

Lesbian

partnered

45–54

Bowel

20

Davina

Lesbian

partnered

55–64

Ovarian

21

Karl

Gay man

partnered

55–64

Prostate

22

Tessa

Lesbian

single

45–64

Breast

23

Oliver

Gay man

partnered

35–44

Lymphoma
HIV+

24

Gertrude

Lesbian

Single

65+

Lymphoma

25

Noel

Gay man

Newly partnered

65+

Prostate

26

Tim

Bisexual man

Partnered (male)

65+

Prostate

27

Nigel

Gay man

Single

35–44

Prostate

28

Liam

Gay man

Partnered

35–44

Skin

29

Craig

Gay man

Partnered

65+

Prostate

30

Norman

Gay man

Single

55–64

Prostate

person centred care. Such an approach, in salutogenesis
theorising, might be understood as ‘facilitating healing’
rather than simply ‘being treated’ [19]. He also appears
to take pride as a role model for other less self-assured
LGB people.
Many participants addressed the potential presumption of heterosexuality in initial interactions with cancer
specialists, recognising that staying ‘closeted’ would both
engender feelings of anomie and deny them access to
full psychosocial care:
I did say very early on that I was gay and I didn’t want
people to assume that I was straight…because it
makes me feel alienated. They are not actually
engaging with the real me (Terry, gay man, prostate).

Because of the prevalence of prostate cancer amongst
our gay and bisexual participants, our male participants
were mostly over the age of 55. Tim reflected that gay and
bisexual men who came of age at the time of the 1967
Sexual Offences Act represented a generation that is ‘not
comfortable in own its skin’ and hold deeply ingrained attitudes ‘that you can’t be yourself’. However, in choosing
to disclose, he believes he has received superior care:
I have been able to have a smoother journey through
this because I didn’t keep anything hidden (Tim,
bisexual man, prostate).
Whilst taking active control of disclosure early in their
cancer pathway was the most common narrative, a small

Fish et al. BMC Cancer

(2019) 19:678

number of participants discussed how their cancer diagnosis represented a catalyst to a more open and ‘authentic’ way of managing their sexual identity. For Robert,
who identified as bisexual, a supportive new relationship
with a male partner, combined with therapeutic support
and led to a watershed moment:
I am completely open now about my sexuality which I
wasn’t before when you have only got a certain
amount of time…what is important is being honest
and authentic (Robert, bisexual man, prostate).
As acknowledged above, a minority of participants saw
their sexual orientation as irrelevant to their cancer care.
They talked of not wanting the ‘label’ of sexual orientation or of feeling that they have received or should receive the same quality of care as do other patients
without a need to voice being lesbian, gay or bisexual.
Other participants argued, however, that openness about
their sexual orientation meant that they received appropriate psychosexual advice for side-effects of prostate
cancer such as erectile dysfunction while others were
motivated to disclose because it creates a smoother or
more humane relationship. These participants said that
disclosure enabled professionals to engage with them in
an holistic and authentic fashion and gain the whole picture of their lives. Disclosure also provided a sense of
coherence and self-efficacy which facilitated their navigation of their cancer journeys.

Partners as a (potential) salutogenic resource

Having a partner or carer, and particularly one who attends medical appointments, makes it easier for participants to disclose (and thereby gain validation for the
relationship). In some cases explaining their presence
obliges the patient to disclose their sexual orientation.
Here, we explore how partners may comprise a salutogenic resource if their supporting role is recognised and
encouraged; conversely, their role may be invalidated if
overlooked, or dismissed by healthcare professionals.
Four-fifths of participants in our sample were in a relationship, and all (but one of them) were accompanied by
their partner to hospital consultations and treatment. Although Robin had not explicitly disclosed his sexual
orientation, the healthcare professionals involved in his
care implicitly validated their relationship:
we haven’t just come out and said we are gay, we are
married but …the way they talk, oh [you] are
together. And they don’t change their attitude, it does
make you feel at ease and it does help you with the
course of action. They appreciate he is here for me
(Robin, gay man, prostate).
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He draws attention to the benefit of his partner’s
involvement in making decisions about treatment options or ‘course of action’. In a similar vein, Steph recognises that disclosure enables health professionals to
‘treat me as a whole person’ within an ecological framework including ‘family, support network and partner’:
People don’t get the full picture of your life otherwise
and who is supporting you (Steph, queer, thyroid).
A partner’s presence also provides the opportunity to
disclose without having to make a direct statement
about oneself, when there is no other context in which
to place such a statement. This strategy of active disclosure links to the forthright approach adopted by many
participants in theme one and to the concepts of
authenticity and sense of coherence. A number of participants talked about staff being ‘fine with it’, ‘not uncomfortable or uneasy’. Others talked about interactions
with staff where they felt, rather than a fairly passive
acknowledgement, that the nurse had actively validated
their relationship, in this instance by a positive comparison with her own:
(she)…pushed me down to the theatre and she went
“have you been together long?” and I said oh 22 years…
and she went “good lord that’s longer than me and my
husband- you deserve a medal”. So, perfectly accepting
and perfectly friendly. (Liam, gay man, skin).
Nadia talked about an interaction which illustrates
(tacit) knowledge of generalised resistance resources [24]
wherein the breast care nurse actively extends her
(Nadia’s) coping resources, promoting her social support
and paying attention to what is working well:
My marvellous breast care nurse …said you get your
wife to make you an Ovaltine in the evening, get her
to bring it up to you in bed. And it was the way that
she so naturally said that, it was absolutely lovely, it
was moving because we never really had an explicit
conversation about that (Nadia, lesbian, breast).
Reflecting on the nurses’ involvement of his partner in
planning his care, Karl describes a proactive approach in
which his partner is recognised as a resource to promote
his health, in addition to showing concern for his partner’s own health as a carer:
they ask him how he is…they talk to him about him
as well (Karl, gay man, prostate).
In contrast to these salutary/health-promoting experiences, participants talked of interactions in which their
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significant relationship was invalidated (and the potential
was missed for a salutogenic approach): partners were
assumed to be siblings, parents or friends. In some
instances, the couple had attended appointments together sitting in a waiting room over several weeks and
were ignored, while they perceived that heterosexual
couples in a similar situation were engaged with. Sometimes a professional would make assumptions, or ignore
information rather than ask an open question for clarification. The partners of two female participants were
metaphorically shut out by a curtain during a biopsy
because the health professional told them they were just
‘good friends’, while a gay man’s partner was whispered
about as if he were a secret.
A number of participants talked about the legal recognition afforded to their relationship by the Civil Partnership Act 2004 and/or the Marriage (Same-Sex Couples)
Act 2013. They claimed legitimacy for their relationships
by introducing their partner as their husband or wife,
but this was disputed by some health professionals. For
example, one woman said:
I was admitted there was a form (and) the woman …
argued that we must be civil partners that we couldn’t
be married. (It) went on for slightly longer than was
comfortable. Presumably she hadn’t heard…it had
changed now ….. That somehow …we were mistaken
that we were married (Lou, lesbian, breast).
Often, reflecting on the interactions they had, they compared the treatment of their partner with what they saw
offered to others, where heterosexual couples did appear
to be involved. But at other times, they did not know
whether they were treated differently to other couples.
In cancer care, patients are commonly accompanied
by their spouse and can often help to process information and support them emotionally if they should receive
bad news. However, in the following instance, the doctor’s discomfort meant that she ignored Jeremy’s partner
in the consultation:
..the one consultant at Anycity hospital was
uncomfortable …I felt as though she didn’t know how
to deal with a gay couple. She was uncomfortable with
us …she wouldn’t talk to us, she would sort of talk to
me, but Barry …might as well not have been in the
room…her manner was cold, and I felt the way that
she delivered what was virtually a death sentence
(Jeremy, gay man, prostate).
In these latter experiences, participants were denied
complete access to the salutogenic resource embodied
by their partner or carer. If the partner’s role is not
acknowledged, they may be less likely to play a part in
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making sense of a diagnosis or comprehending treatment plans. By contrast, experiences of validation draw
on salutary factors in cancer care, most notably the
desired outcomes of ‘reassurance of worth’ (as an LGB
person with cancer), providing opportunities for ‘nurturing’ and laying the foundations for a ‘reliable alliance’
with their carer in promoting recovery and quality of life
[25]. There were, however, several instances where partners were validated by health professionals and the relationship was quietly accepted or openly acknowledged.
Creating safe, salutogenic healing environments
conducive to disclosure

Recent work on salutogenesis has considered how elements of both the interpersonal and material environment
of hospitals can profoundly shape the extent to which
cancer care is delivered in what have been described as
‘optimal healing environments’ (Jonas et al., 2014). Many
of our participants in the study scanned the environment
for visible clues about the hospital ethos, looking for signs
of its commitment to equality and diversity:
I want to recover and I don’t want the issues [of
homophobic prejudice]…Maybe I am the only one who
thinks that having a little rainbow flag matters, but it
does, and you think oh great, I am not going to have to
give a thought about this (Corinne, lesbian, breast).
The presence of a sign or symbol has the potential to
act as a visual reassurance of a salutogenic environment
for participants; Corinne, said she would be assured that
she would not encounter poor reactions from staff
meaning that she could then focus on her recovery.
However, the hospital appeared not to display any materials to indicate its policy on inclusivity, despite it being
a major cancer centre serving a city noted for its large
LGB community. For another participant, the lack of a
visible healing-oriented optimal environment meant that
he went back into the closet:
I was in this strange alien environment is how I
viewed it, there was nothing there to reassure me that
I would be OK being myself. I am out in every other
aspect of my life I went back in the closet for this
(Julian, gay man, prostate).
By contrast, another participant pointed to a symbol
worn by a member of staff as evidence of an optimal
healing environment:
Whilst I was in hospital there was a girl there who
had a rainbow tie…it would have been nice…to have
had more things around that were identifiably LGBT.
(Ellie, lesbian, breast).
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Ellie was reassured because one member of staff felt
sufficiently comfortable to wear the rainbow symbol.
Through this she inferred acceptance from the wider
team. Markers of an LGB presence and especially a visually identifiable commitment to rights, however small,
were very important on participants’ sense of ease. The
lack of such symbols, reported in almost all hospital
contexts, had the potential to make participants feel not
fully safe. For some it influenced their nondisclosure
thus denying them access to full psychosocial support.
Alongside a lack of visible signs of equality indicators,
some participants overheard casual conversations including homophobic discourse amongst staff which had
an impact on perceived levels of safety:
And I’d had a few… they weren’t directed at me but
throwaway remarks ….just generally about gay blah
blah blah (Julian, gay man, prostate).
Several participants experienced greater discomfort in
public environments, such as waiting rooms or hospital
wards, which involved contact with other patients. They
described the atmosphere as ‘a bit of awkwardness’ or
‘you don’t quite fit with the normal things that they say
and do’ or they often chose to close down conversations
about family relationships and children. In particular,
several of the gay and bisexual men in the study
described feeling vulnerable and threatened by the
atmosphere on all-male wards:
And so they put me in the orthopaedic ward and I felt
really, really threatened by being with a whole load of
extremely macho men… I didn’t like that at all and so I
went back into the closet straight away. And so it led to
things like, I said to Matthew, (his partner) don’t kiss
me. And …I even encouraged him…you needn’t bother
to come and visit (Rudy, gay man, breast).
Although Rudy’s concerns relate to an anticipated rather
than enacted prejudice, his sense of threat from other patients undermined his earlier strongly articulated commitment to disclosure. For him, the wider hospital
environment meant that he was not able to benefit from
visits by his partner. Thus, he elects to distance himself
from a key salutogenic resource (the social support provided by regular visits from his long-term partner) at a
time when he is both physically and psychologically at his
most vulnerable. Other participants also commented on
how visiting times on a hospital ward were occasions
where sexual orientation became visible. Ellie describes
her discomfort about being visited by lesbian couples:
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come in couples ...so I think anybody who was
looking after me would know that I was a lesbian
(Ellie, lesbian, breast).
Public displays of affection (such as hugging or
kissing) were constrained by the presence of other
patients; gestures of affection were typically minimised
(especially amongst male participants) while other participants noted that their affection was not expected by
other patients:
when you come into hospital and they (your partner)
give (s) you a peck on the lips, and I think that’s an
interesting thing for other people in the ward.
Because maybe they are not expecting it (Corinne,
lesbian, breast).
For Lou, being in a same-sex relationship meant that
her partner was able to have additional access to spending time with her on a single sex ward when male partners were not allowed. Nevertheless, she describes
constraining their behaviour ‘so we wouldn’t have caused
any noise or trouble’.
Whilst many participants discussed feeling uncomfortable under a heterosexist ‘gaze’ of fellow patients, some participants disclosed positive experiences where their partner
and their children were acknowledged by other patients.
Participants were unable to recall any visible LGBaffirmative symbols in the hospitals where they received
treatment although smaller markers of inclusivity were
occasionally signalled by individual health professionals.
For some participants, low key acceptance provided assurance that they would not encounter prejudicial attitudes,
while others preferred a brief, positive acknowledgement
of their identities. Although no participant expressed concern about their medical treatment, generally the environments described by participants could not be described as
‘optimal healing environments’.

Discussion
The study makes a contribution to the emerging body of
literature on sexual orientation disclosure in cancer care
[26, 27]. While the literature has focussed on the need
for disclosure in countering the presumption of heterosexuality [28], this study articulates the salutogenic potential of disclosure for LGB patients in enhancing
quality of life and recovery. Below we revisit each of our
themes and consider their relevance of our findings for a
nuanced approach to understanding disclosure in
secondary care.
Authenticity in cancer care

I don’t think I did (disclose) particularly. I think the
thing is the people that were visiting me …. they

Previous studies have suggested that many LGB patients
only disclose their sexual orientation if they perceive
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relevance for the treatment of their cancer; moreover,
this is more likely if their cancer is related to sexual or
gynaecological health [5]. Yet, a recent study in Scotland
found that 40% of men who have sex with men believed
that sexual orientation was not relevant in primary care
[29]. While sexual behaviour and health are significant
in the lives of LGB people, many construct their
identities in a multi-dimensional way including: identity
(perceptions of self ), desire (who one is attracted to and
preferred sexual behaviours) and community (social support and connectedness to others) [30]. The association
of disclosure with sexual health to the exclusion of other
dimensions of identity may result in a narrowly defined
conception of LGB people’s sense of self. Authenticity in
cancer care may only be possible if patients are supported in incorporating their multifaceted complexities
rather than a reductionist view that posits LGB identities
as solely located in sexual behaviours. Being authentic
then is a foundation for the giving and receiving of
holistic, inclusive, person-centred or comprehensive care
which enables the health professional to take account of
the physical, emotional, psychological and social needs
of the individual and the impact of cancer on their capacity for self-care to promote well-being and recovery
[31]. Our interpretation of the findings in this study are
that sexual orientation is always relevant and is fundamental to achieving authenticity, but only if disclosure is
responded to positively. The UK Department of Health’s
flagship assessment of LGB patient experience found
differences on 24 measures including disagreement with
the statement ‘I never felt treated like a set of symptoms
rather than a whole person’ [32]. If a patient feels that
their cancer is treated without regard for them as a whole
person, they may feel that the cancer professional is solely
concerned with treating their disease or has not considered that treatment options might affect them differently
[33]. These data are confirmed in a study of cancer patients’ priorities, wherein participants rated the management of practical, social and emotional issues as a higher
priority than biological and treatment aspects [34].
The partner as a potential salutogenic resource

In the wider literature, partners can play a key role in
gathering information and form part of the triad in the
consultation process [35]. This study, which evaluated
the degree to which opposite sex partners of prostate
cancer patients participated in shared decision-making,
showed that the doctor encouraged the spouse to participate and found, among several benefits, strong associations between satisfaction with treatment options and
the active participation of the partner or carer.
Our findings that the presence of a partner can act as
a prompt to sexual orientation disclosure to a professional confirms other findings in the literature [36] and
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can thus promote self-actualisation and authenticity. But
the distinctive contribution of the findings lies in participants’ recognition that validation of their relationship
helps them to feel at ease and accepted. Moreover, the
findings point to generalised resistance resources such
as helping to make treatment decisions and greater
awareness of the social support a partner may provide.
Creating safe, salutogenic healing environments
conducive to disclosure

The presence of visible symbols to signal that a hospital
is dedicated to providing comprehensive care was perceived to be lacking by participants in this study. There
were circumstances where individual health professionals wore a brooch or a tie, but there were no examples of a whole system approach to LGB inclusion.
Public areas within hospital settings appeared to present
some tensions such as in waiting rooms and on hospital
wards where participants were concerned about reactions from other patients. In these environments, they
were constrained by feeling unable to seek reassurance
by a hug or a kiss. These findings support prior research
which has shown a lack of culturally competent care
reflected in patient intake forms, provider-patient communication and confidentiality [37]. While several
participants were prepared to discuss the impact of
treatment for prostate cancer for their future sexual relationships, some participants felt that this was an
additional responsibility which they did not want to
undertake confirming findings elsewhere [38]. There
were few examples of homophobic remarks, but they
created an alien environment. LGB affirmative care symbols, then, represent more than a token gesture and
would indicate to LGB patients that staff were trained
and committed to providing an inclusive service [39]. It
would also mean that health professionals were aware of
current marriage legislation so that the status of a relationship is not contested. These issues problematise the
notion of comprehensive care; in common understandings, equality in care is taken to mean: ‘I provide the
same care for everyone’, the objective for quality healthcare is equity and not sameness [40, 41]. The findings
illustrate some of the complexities of facilitating disclosure. Some of our study participants expressed the preference for staff to be openly LGB affirmative, but they did
not always want other patients to know. This is something of a paradox in the creation of LGB clinical
friendly spaces.
Limitations

This study has a number of limitations which may be
reflected in the sample: there is some evidence to suggest the majority of LGB people live alone [42], but in
our sample four-fifths were partnered. We were unable
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to recruit LGB people from Black and Minority Ethnic
communities or bisexual women. Participants were recruited through hospital trusts which had already provided LGB equality and diversity training for staff and
who might be expected to be more likely to take inclusive approaches to care. Participants were also recruited
through cancer support groups and were therefore more
likely to be open about their sexual orientation and to
consider it relevant to their care. The study is not
intended to represent the experiences of all LGB patients
with cancer, but to present detailed first-hand accounts
about how participants manage disclosure to health
professionals, their perceptions about the relevance and
value of disclosure to their sense of self and their experience of care and their responses to the hospital as a
potentially healing environment.

Conclusion
In conclusion, this study illustrates three domains with
health generating potential for LGB patients with cancer:
promoting authenticity in healthcare interactions;
involving a partner or carer in the cancer care pathway
and the creation of healing environments. Taken
together, the three domains constitute a salutogenic
orientation for LGB cancer care. Such an orientation of
necessity asks: ‘how can this person be helped to move
toward greater health in all aspects of their humanity?’
Recognition of this principle would enable professionals
to facilitate disclosure or to create optimal healing environments which would benefit those patients who did
not see the need. Creating the conditions which signal
inclusivity and allow for the possibility of disclosure contribute to moving LGB people to greater health, whether
or not they are able to disclose. Further research which
asks professionals about strategies to achieve these outcomes is needed.
Recommendations

The study findings first highlight the need for training of
all staff where they are able to facilitate disclosure, make
a positive response and promote understanding of its
health benefits. Rather than the individual markers of inclusivity noted by participants, the study recommends a
whole system approach across secondary care in the
NHS. In the USA, the healthcare equality index confers
an award to healthcare organisations which acts a kitemark of quality assurance. In the UK, localised projects
have introduced similar initiatives in primary care, but
no England-wide initiative currently exists to support
this work in hospital settings. Second, the recognition of
partners or carers as a salutogenic resource in the care
pathway can contribute to promoting quality of life.
Third, the creation of LGB healing environments where
visible symbols of inclusion act as quality assurance
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mechanisms that staff are knowledgeable about LGB
cancer care and have the skills and confidence to support health promoting outcomes. In these environments,
health organisations will have worked to eradicate
homophobic discourse and develop settings where LGB
patients are fully comfortable in receiving visits from
family and friends. These are all key processes that need
to be developed in ensuring that LGB people feel fully
satisfied with their care.

Additional files
Additional file 1: Including PPI in study design of LGB cancer care
(DOCX 23 kb)
Additional file 2: Table S1. Promoting good outcomes in Lesbian, Gay
and Bisexual (LGB) cancer care: a qualitative study of patients’
experiences and interactions with health professionals in clinical
oncology (DOCX 105 kb)
Additional file 3: Supplementary Information relating to the Hospital
Sites (DOCX 12 kb)

Abbreviations
GRR: Generalised Resistance Resources; LGB: Lesbian, gay and bisexual;
MST: Minority Stress Theory; PPI: Public and patient involvement; SOC: Sense
of coherence
Acknowledgements
This study draws on substantial public and patient involvement work from
LGB cancer support groups in England including Out with Cancer, LGBT
Cancer Support, Metro Walnut, The LGBT Foundation Manchester, Macmillan
Cancer Voices, a Macmillan led research consultation group in Northern
England and a research priorities setting conference in London, a trans
people and cancer learning event and a specially convened LGB cancer
service user focus group. The project received in-kind support from Dr. Dan
Saunders, Lawrence Roberts and Ben Heyworth, Christie Hospital, Manchester; Sean Ralph, Clatterbridge Cancer Centre, The Wirral; and the Macmillan
Cancer Support Inclusion Team, Matt Lumsden and Fatima Valli. We thank
Wendy Padley, Katie Bell and Jacqui Long for research assistance and administrative support. Special thanks go to Martin Wells for his humour, enthusiasm and dedication to improving cancer support for LGB people.
Authors’ contributions
JF JB and IW designed, planned and conducted the study. JF and IW led the
analysis and interpretation of the data. JF drafted the manuscript with critical
revisions from IW and JB on conceptual and theoretical underpinnings. All
authors participated in subsequent revisions of the manuscript and
approved the final version.
Authors’ information
JF is Director for the Centre for LGBTQ Research and has conducted studies
in LGB cancer care for 10 years. She was a member of two government
advisory groups which recognised and funded research in LGB cancer
inequalities. IW is a critical health psychologist who has published in LGB
cancer care; and JB is Professor of Nursing and Older people.
Funding
This study was funded by Macmillan Cancer Support (MCS) and the School
of Nursing, De Montfort University (DMU). MCS contributed to the PPI work
detailed below, the research team provided weekly reporting to MCS, an
interim and final report [43]. The research team at DMU designed the study
and data-collection methods, the analytical approach and data interpretation
and was wholly involved in the writing of the manuscript. DMU provided
funding for the research assistants.

Fish et al. BMC Cancer

(2019) 19:678

Availability of data and materials
The datasets used during the current study are available from the
corresponding author on reasonable request.
Ethics approval and consent to participate
This study was approved by the Health & Life Sciences ethics committee of
De Montfort University (ref. 1538). In order to conduct the study in hospital
settings, we applied for National Health Service (NHS) Ethics through the
Integrated Research Application System (IRAS) and NHS Research &
Development for each hospital site which was approved before data
collection commenced (please see Additional file 3). Part of the approval
process included the requirement for all of the research team to undertake
Good Clinical Practice and Informed Consent training. Participants were
provided with information to enable them to make an informed decision to
participate and completed a six-item informed consent form. All data were
securely stored and participants’ names and other details are appropriately
anonymised.
Consent for publication
The informed consent form included an item which asked for agreement for
their anonymised data to be published.
Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.
Author details
1
Centre for LGBTQ Research, De Montfort University, The Gateway, Leicester
LE1 9BH, UK. 2Division of Psychology, De Montfort University, Leicester LE1
9BH, UK. 3Leicester Academy for the Study of Ageing (LASA) The Leicester
School of Nursing and Midwifery, De Montfort University, The Gateway,
Leicester LE1 9BH, UK.
Received: 30 November 2018 Accepted: 30 June 2019

References
1. Bejakovich T, Flett R. “Are you sure?”: relations between sexual identity,
certainty, disclosure, and psychological well-being. J Gay Lesb Ment Health.
2018. https://doi.org/10.1080/19359705.2018.1427647.
2. Durso LE, Meyer IH. Patterns and predictors of disclosure of sexual
orientation to healthcare providers among lesbians, gay men, and bisexuals.
Sex Res Soc Policy. 2013;10(1):35–42.
3. Mosack KE, Brouwer AM, Petroll AE. Sexual identity, identity disclosure, and
health care experiences: is there evidence for differential homophobia in
primary care practice? Womens Health Issues. 2013;23(6):e341–6.
4. Brooks H, Llewellyn CD, Nadarzynski T, Pelloso FC, De Souza Guilherme F,
Pollard A, et al. Sexual orientation disclosure in health care: a systematic
review. Br J Gen Pract. 2018;68(668):e187–96.
5. St. Pierre M. Under what conditions do lesbians disclose their sexual
orientation to primary healthcare providers? A review of the literature. J
Lesbian Stud. 2012;16(2):199–219.
6. Venetis MK, Meyerson BE, Friley LB, Gillespie A, Ohmit A, Shields CG.
Characterizing sexual orientation disclosure to health care providers: lesbian,
gay, and bisexual perspectives. Health Commun. 2017;32(5):578–86.
7. Kamen CS, Smith-Stoner M, Heckler CE, Flannery M, Margolies L. Social
support, self-rated health, and lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender
identity disclosure to cancer care providers. Oncol Nurs Forum. 2015;42(1):
44–51.
8. Hill G, Holborn C. Sexual minority experiences of cancer care: a systematic
review. J Cancer Policy. 2015;6:11–22.
9. Rose D, Ussher JM, Perz J. Let's talk about gay sex: gay and bisexual men's
sexual communication with healthcare professionals after prostate cancer.
Eur J Cancer Care. 2016. https://doi.org/10.1111/ecc.12469.
10. Meyer I. Prejudice, social stress, and mental health in lesbian, gay, and
bisexual populations: conceptual issues and research evidence. Psychol Bull.
2003;129:674–97.
11. Fish J, Williamson I. Exploring lesbian, gay and bisexual patients’ accounts of
their experiences of cancer care in the UK. Eur J Cancer Care. 2016. https://
doi.org/10.1111/ecc.12501.

Page 11 of 12

12. Alivia M, Guadagni P, Roberti di Sarsina P. Towards salutogenesis in the
development of personalised and preventive healthcare. EPMA J. 2011;2(4):
381–4.
13. Smith H. Social pathogenic sources of poor community health. Riga:
Omniscriptum Publishing; 2007.
14. Antonovsky A. The salutogenic model as a theory to guide health
promotion. Health Promot Int. 1996;11(1):11–8.
15. Eriksson M, Lindstrom B. Antonovsky’s sense of coherence scale and its
relation with quality of life: a systematic review. J Epidemiol Community
Health. 2007;61:938–44.
16. Tan K, Vehviläinen-Julkunen K, Chan SW. Integrative review: salutogenesis and
health in older people over 65 years old. J Adv Nurs. 2014;70(3):497–510.
17. Winger JG, Adams RN, Mosher CE. Relations of meaning in life and sense of
coherence to distress in cancer patients: a meta-analysis. Psycho-Oncology.
2016;25(1):2–10.
18. Golub S, Botsko M, Gamarel K, et al. Dimensions of psychological well-being
predict consistent condom use among older adults living with HIV. Ageing
Int. 2013;38:179. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12126-011-9126-z.
19. Jonas W, Chez R, Smith K, Sakallaris B. Salutogenesis: the defining concept
for a new healthcare system. Glob Adv Health Med. 2014;3(3):82–91.
20. Tong A, Sainsbury P, Craig J. Consolidated criteria for reporting qualitative
research (COREQ): a 32-item checklist for interviews and focus groups. Int J
Qual Health Care. 2007;19(6):349–57. https://doi.org/10.1093/intqhc/mzm042.
21. British Psychological Society (BPS). Code of human research ethics.
Retrieved 08/07/19 from: https://www.bps.org.uk/sites/bps.org.uk/files/
Policy%20-%20Files/BPS%20Code%20of%20Human%20Research%20Ethics.
pdf; 2014.
22. Braun V, Clarke V. Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qual Res Psychol.
2006;3:77–110.
23. Fish J, Brown J, Williamson I. Coming out in cancer care: is disclosure of
sexual orientation beneficial? Cancer Nurs Pract. 2019. https://doi.org/10.774
8/cnp.2019.e1583.
24. Eriksson M. The sense of coherence in the salutogenic model of health. In:
Mittelmark M, Sagy S, Eriksson M, Bauer G, Pelikan J, Lindstrom B, et al.,
editors. The handbook of Salutogenesis. Cham: Springer; 2017. p. 91–6.
25. Mittelmark M, Bull T, Bouwman L. Emerging ideas relevant to the
Salutogenic model of health. In: Mittelmark M, Sagy S, Eriksson M, Bauer G,
Pelikan J, Lindström B, et al., editors. The handbook of Salutogenesis; 2017.
p. 45–56.
26. Fish J. Co-producing knowledge about lesbian and bisexual women with
breast cancer: messages for nursing professionals from a knowledge
exchange project. J Res Nurs. 2016;21(3):225–39.
27. Banerjee SC, Walters CB, Staley JM, Alexander K, Parker PA. Knowledge,
beliefs, and communication behavior of oncology health-care providers
(HCPs) regarding lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) patient
health care. J Health Commun. 2018;23(4):329–39.
28. Marques AM, Nogueira C, de Oliveira JM. Lesbians on medical encounters:
Tales of heteronormativity, deception, and expectations. Health Care
Women Int. 2015;36:988–1006.
29. Metcalfe R, Laird G, Nandwani R. Don't ask, sometimes tell. A survey of men
who have sex with men sexual orientation disclosure in general practice. Int
J STD AIDS. 2015;26(14):1028–34.
30. Institute of Medicine. Lesbian health: current assessment and directions for
the future. Washington: National Academy Press; 1999.
31. Rose E, Lackie K. From me to we and back again: creating health system
transformation through authentic collaboration within and beyond nursing.
Nurs Leadersh. 2014;27(1):21–5.
32. Cancer Patient Experience Survey (CPES). Cancer Patient Experience Survey
Programme - 2014: National survey report. London: Department of Health.
2014; Retrieved 08/07/19 http://www.quality-health.co.uk/surveys/nationalcancer-patient-experience-survey.
33. Bjorkman M, Malterud K. Lesbian women coping with challenges of
minority stress: a qualitative study. Scand J Public Health. 2012;40(3):239–44.
34. Corner J, Wright D, Hopkinson J, Gunaratnam Y, McDonald JW, Foster
C. The research priorities of patients attending UK cancer treatment
centres: findings from a modified nominal group study. Br J Cancer.
2007;96(6):875–81.
35. Zeliadt SB, Penson DF, Moinpour CM, Blough DK, Fedorenko CR, Hall IJ,
et al. Provider and partner interactions in the treatment decisionmaking process for newly diagnosed localized prostate cancer. BJU Int.
2011;108(6):851–6.

Fish et al. BMC Cancer

(2019) 19:678

36. Lisy K, Peters M, Schofield P, Jefford M. Experiences and unmet needs of
lesbian, gay and bisexual people with cancer care: a systematic review and
meta-synthesis. Psycho-Oncology. 2018. https://doi.org/10.1002/pon.4674.
37. Lim F, Brown DV Jr, Kim S. Addressing health care disparities in the lesbian,
gay, bisexual, and transgender population: a review of best practices. Am J
Nurs. 2014;114(6):24–34.
38. McNair R, Hegarty K, Taft A. Disclosure for same-sex-attracted women
enhancing the quality of the patient-doctor relationship in general practice.
Aust Fam Physician. 2015;44(8):573–8.
39. Reygan FCG, D'Alton P. A pilot training programme for health and social
care professionals providing oncological and palliative care to lesbian, gay
and bisexual patients in Ireland. Psychooncology. 2013;22(5):1050–4.
40. Quinn GP, Schabath MB, Sanchez JA, Sutton SK, Green BL. The importance
of disclosure: lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender/transsexual, queer/
questioning, and intersex individuals and the cancer continuum. Cancer.
2015;121(8):1160–3.
41. Fish J. Heterosexism in Health & Social Care. Basingstoke: Palgrave; 2008.
42. Kim H, Fredriksen-Goldsen K. Living arrangement and loneliness among
lesbian, gay, and bisexual older adults. The Gerontologist. 2016;56(3):548–58.
43. Fish, J. Williamson, I, Brown, J. Padley, W, Bell, K. (2018) More than a
Diagnosis: Promoting good outcomes in Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual cancer
care: A qualitative study of patients’ experiences in clinical oncology.
Funded by Macmillan Cancer Support. ISBN: 9781857214383. https://www.
dora.dmu.ac.uk/handle/2086/16125.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affiliations.

Page 12 of 12

