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Abstract

A small but growing group of refugees and
asylum seekers are members of the LGBTQ+
community. This identity may be separate
from their identity as a refugee, or it might be
the reason for their refugee status. Many refu-
gees flee countries in which identifying as
LGBTQ+ is considered a crime, sometimes
punishable by death. The unique challenges of
this population concerning forced migration,
resettlement, and acculturation to host nations
are addressed in the present chapter.

While efforts have been made to increase human
rights protections and equality for LGBTQ+ indi-
viduals in certain parts of the world (Gartner,
2015), anti-LGBTQ+ agendas are still rampant
(e.g., State Equality Index, 2017). Human rights
are nonexistent in many nations, where LGBTQ+
individuals live under constant threat of violence.
Some members of this community seek protec-
tion in other countries, and many report arduous
and horrifying experiences in their journeys
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toward safety (Alessi, Kahn, & Van Der Horn,
2017; Gartner, 2015; Kahn & Alessi, 2017).
Compared to other groups of refugees, LGBTQ+
refugees are unique in that they not only face leg-
islative infrastructure criminalizing their sexual
orientations and gender identities but may also be
violated by their families and communities
(Alessi et al., 2017). Unfortunately, they may
also be discriminated against by fellow refugees
in their attempts to flee and seek safety (Witschel,
2018). These intersecting and doubly marginal-
ized identities create unique burdens and barriers.
The purpose of this chapter is to discuss the expe-
riences of LGBTQ+ refugees, address the rights
of refugees, and shed light on experiences in
resettlement.

Refugees and Asylum Seekers

As of 2019, there are approximately 26 million
refugees and 3.5 million asylum seekers around
the world (“UNHCR Figures at a Glance”, n.d.).
In comparison to refugees, the terms asylum and
asylum seekers refer to individuals seeking pro-
tection from the border or inside a chosen coun-
try where they would like to settle and whose
legal status as a refugee has not yet been deter-
mined (Cepla, 2019). The status of refugee is
granted once it is determined that the individual
is indeed fleeing violence or persecution. There
are no current estimates on what proportion of
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these individuals identify as LGBTQ+, but it is
clear that the number of LGBTQ+ refugees is
increasing. Some of these refugees flee war-torn
countries, such as South Sudan and Syria,
together with other natives, whereas others flee
alone from countries, such as Saudi Arabia, Iran,
and United Arab Emirates, where being LGBTQ+
is considered a crime. In about 77 countries,
same-sex relationships are considered a crime,
and in 7 of those it is punishable with death
(“LGBTI People”, n.d.).

The definition and rights of refugees were first
articulated in the aftermath of World War II in
Europe. In 1951, the Geneva Convention on
behalf of United Nations defined a refugee as an
individual who,

owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted for

reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership

of a particular social group, or political opinion, is

outside the country of his nationality and is unable

or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself

of the protection of that country or who, not having

a nationality and being outside the country of his

former habitual residence as a result of such events,

is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to

return to it (Convention and Protocol Relating to
the Status of Refugees; UNHCR, 2011).

Based on this definition, LGBTQ+ individuals
can seek protection under the clause of having
membership in a particular social group
(“LGBTI People”, n.d.). The Geneva Convention
also established a list of rights for refugees, such
as that they cannot be sent back to their country
of origin if there remains a threat to their lives.
Additionally, they have the right to the same civil,
economic, and social privileges as the citizens of
their new host country (UNHCR, 2011).

While some refugees are resettled in host
countries, a much larger proportion end up living
close to the border of their native country. Most
of these countries tend to be low- and middle-
income, developing countries, such as Turkey,
Uganda, Pakistan, and Lebanon. While the num-
ber of LGBTQ+ refugees in these nations is
unknown (Portman & Weyl, 2013), many of these
nations, which end up hosting the most refugees
worldwide, are also likely to be perpetuating the
same discrimination and violence that led to
these refugees fleeing their homelands in the first
place. Only a fraction of refugees resettle in

industrialized or high-income countries, and just
20% of the world’s nations have formally agreed
to resettle refugees at all (“UNHCR Information
on UNHCR resettlement”, n.d.). Resettlement, or
being permanently relocated in a new country, is
often the goal and sole existing long-term solu-
tion for refugees (UNHCR, 2017). The agency in
charge of resettlement decisions, UNHCR,
decides whether a refugee demonstrates a prior-
ity to be resettled. Reasons for priority can
include having unique medical, legal, or physical
protection needs, being a woman, or a child at
risk, among others.

The Global Response to LGBTQ+
Refugees

Nations differ widely in their views of LGBTQ+
individuals, and this is further shaped by the
country’s legislation and sociopolitical views on
refugees and asylum seekers. While Western
European and North American nations are often
seen as beacons of progress for LGBTQ+ rights
(Gartner, 2015), the legalization of same-sex mar-
riage, the ability to adopt children, and other anti-
discrimination protections vary widely. Even
though there is an increased number of LGBTQ+
refugees resettled in Western nations, rising anti-
refugee sentiment due to populist and nationalist
rhetoric has created hostility toward immigrant
communities (Dekeyser & Freedman, 2018) and a
reduction in the annual number of approved refu-
gees. For example, in 2017 the United States had
the sharpest decline in refugee resettlement of any
country in the world (Connor & Krogstadt, 2018).

Asia Pakistan and Turkey are currently hosting
the greatest number of the world’s refugees
(“United Nations Regional Information”, 2019)
but lack the political infrastructure to keep
LGBTQ+ refugees safe. Pakistan has criminal-
ized nonheterosexual relationships and is known
for its hostility, discrimination, and violence
against the LGBTQ+ community (European
Asylum Support Office, 2015; Itaborahy, 2012).
Turkey, while not criminalizing consensual same-
sex acts, offers no protections for LGBTQ+ indi-
viduals and has no legal recognition of same-sex
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marriage, unions, or adoptions (Itaborahy, 2012).
Non-European asylum seekers can live in Turkey
while awaiting their claims to be reviewed. It can
take several years to go through the application
and interview process before resettlement.
During this period of waiting, LGBTQ+ refugees
stay in “satellite cities” where they undergo vari-
ous interviews and medical and psychological
examinations. They are also required to pay for
their living expenses (e.g., healthcare, transporta-
tion, and accommodation), despite having fled
their country and a scarcity of resources, placing
them in a vulnerable social or financial situation
often exposed to discrimination from police and
local residents (Shakhsari, 2014).

Israel accepts refugees and asylum seekers,
the majority of which are from Sudan and Eritrea.
It has an LGBTQ+ task force, Aguda, that
actively partners with the government to expand
the rights of the LGBTQ+ community in Israel,
as well as for those that seek refuge. While Israel
does not recognize sexual orientation or gender
identity as protected identities, refugees in threat
of deportation can appeal the deportation by dis-
closing their orientation or identity; however,
Israel has rarely halted deportations for these rea-
sons (Yaron, 2018).

Europe LGBTQ+ individuals from the Middle
East, North Africa, and the Baltic and Slavic
regions are increasingly seeking refuge in the
European Union due to the threat of persecution
(Witschel, 2018). European nations often have
conflicting legislative and social stances on
LGBTQ+ rights. For example, the Czech
Republic has both public and legislative support
for gay marriage but until recently enforced the
sterilization of transgender individuals seeking to
change their gender identity on government doc-
uments (Transgender Europe and ILGA-Europe
v. The Czech Republic, 2018). In Germany, the
rights of LGBTQ+ individuals have developed
over the last few decades and are considered
some of the best in the world (Davidson-Schmich,
2017). While Germany has accepted a large num-
ber of refugees recently, refugees that identify as
LGBTQ+ are placed in holding facilities with

other refugees that are often hostile to them,
resulting in discrimination and violence against
them in areas that are supposed to be safe. While
deportation is not allowed by EU courts when
death, torture, or persecution is imminent, these
considerations are more often afforded to indi-
viduals fleeing wars than to individuals facing the
same threats due to their gender or sexual identi-
ties, as shown by several recent court cases
around Europe (Witschel, 2018).

North America In 1991 Canada became the
first country to accept refugee claims based on
persecution for sexual orientation or gender iden-
tity (LaViolette, 2009) and is one of the most pre-
eminent destinations for those applying for
asylum for persecution based on gender or sexual
orientation. While Canada’s system for meeting
refugee needs is not flawless, there are several
notable programs that offer assistance to both
refugee-serving agencies wanting to provide bet-
ter care and to refugees themselves (LGBTQ+
Immigration Info: Being LGBTQ+ in Canada
and Laws You Should Know, n.d.). The Ontario
Council of Agencies Serving Immigrants
(OCASI) has started a Positive Spaces Initiative
that provides training to area agencies, as well as
referrals and assistance to LGBTQ+ refugees
(OCASI, n.d.).

In the United States, the number of refugees
hosted varies significantly depending upon fluc-
tuating policies and the will of the sitting
President and Congress. In the 1990s, this num-
ber averaged around 100,000, but this has plum-
meted in the last 3 years to a record low ceiling of
18,000 admissions set for the year 2020. Prior to
1990, refugees who identified as gays were not
allowed to resettle in the United States. In 1994,
the United States began to allow LGBTQ+ indi-
viduals to apply for asylum on the basis of perse-
cution for their sexual and gender identity
(Sussman, 2013). There are currently a growing
number of asylum claims from LGBTQ+ indi-
viduals hoping to resettle in the United States
(Alessi, 2016). Approximately 300 LGBTQ+
refugees are resettled annually, and around 500
are granted asylum (Portman & Weyl, 2013).
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South America Brazil recently criminalized
homophobia and transphobia and is consequently
becoming a more popular destination for LGBTQ+
asylum seekers in Latin America. However, it
simultaneously continues to be considered highly
unsafe for LGBTQ+ individuals where attacks and
murders are routinely reported (Lopez, 2019).
Argentina is another country that offers protec-
tions for gender identity and sexual orientation.
FALGBT is an LGBTQ+ rights group in Argentina
that helps refugees fleeing discrimination due to
gender identity and sexual orientation. While no
official data are collected on LGBTQ+ refugees,
requests for asylum have increased fourfold in the
last couple of years. While there is still active vio-
lence against gay and trans people in Brazil,
Argentina has not had reported violence against
these groups. Brazil and Argentina are two coun-
tries, along with Mexico and Uruguay, offering
protection for those seeking asylum due to gender
identity and sexual orientation discrimination.
These are among the 28 nations in the region that
adopted the UNHCR’s 2014 Brazil Declaration,
which listed gay and trans migrants as vulnerable
populations (Lopez, 2018).

Finding Country-Specific Data

An annual report, State-Sponsored Homophobia
(ILGA, n.d.), can be used to locate information on
current sociopolitical and policy changes at the
international, regional, and national levels. This
report details legislation both criminalizing and
protecting sexual orientation and gender identity,
as well as cultural shifts toward or away from
LGBTQ+ rights. Rainbow Europe also has a
country-by-country index of safety for this com-
munity in European Nations and includes asylum
laws in its consideration (ILGA Europe, 2019).

LGBTQ+ Refugees’ Experiences

There is limited research on LGBTQ+ refugees
and their experiences seeking and claiming refu-
gee and asylum status, as well as about their
resettlement experiences. To provide a more

holistic picture of this dual identity, we will pro-
vide an overview of what is currently known
about LGBTQ+ refugees and asylum seekers
together with more general information about
refugees’ experiences.

Prior to Leaving Refugee status is often associ-
ated with traumatic experiences and posttrau-
matic stress. Traumatic events may include either
being the victim of or a witness to war, torture,
discrimination, starvation, rape, diseases, and
loss of family members among many other pos-
sible events (Schweitzer, Melville, Steel, &
Lacherez, 2006). Traumatic experiences like
these are associated with posttraumatic stress
symptoms, depression, and anxiety among refu-
gees (e.g., Anna et al., 2017; Fazel, Wheeler, &
Danesh, 2005; Steel et al., 2009).

Outcomes for LGBTQ+ refugees are com-
pounded by these doubly marginalized identities.
Internationally, LGBTQ+ children and adoles-
cents are at risk for social exclusion, HIV/AIDS,
abuse, and discrimination (Lesbian, gay, bisexual
and transgender youth in the global south, 2016).
In a study that specifically examined premigra-
tion experiences of LGBTQ+ refugees and
asylees, participants described hiding their sex-
ual and gender identity even from individuals
closest to them. The fear of their identity being
discovered kept them in a constant state of hyper-
vigilance (Alessi et al., 2017). Furthermore,
Cheney et al.’s (2017) study on transgender asy-
lum seekers reported high levels of pervasive ver-
bal and physical abuse by family and community
members.

Given the high risk of abuse and anticipation of
danger, LGBTQ+ refugees and asylees utilize
various strategies to minimize the risk of violence
and persecution. Many conceal their sexual orien-
tation or gender identity by pretending to be het-
eronormative (Alessi et al., 2017; Cheney et al.,
2017; Shidlo & Ahola, 2013). Sometimes these
strategies include limiting their day-to-day activi-
ties related to job choices and interpersonal com-
munication, such as minimizing their contact with
members of the community by working night
shifts (e.g., to hide effeminate traits; Alessi et al.,
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2017). Despite efforts to hide and remove them-
selves from dangerous spaces, including moving
to an entirely different city, the assaults contin-
ued; most participants in Alessi et al.’s (2017) and
Cheney et al.’s (2017) studies detailed continuous
assaults until they left their country or origin.

Seeking Refugee Status LGBTQ+ refugees
and asylees bear the burden of proving their sex-
ual or gender orientation when seeking refugee
or asylum protection. They need to provide proof
concerning their LGBTQ+ status and the risk of
persecution if they return home (Khan & Alessi,
2016; Gartner, 2015). It can be difficult and trau-
matic to not only reveal but also provide evidence
regarding one’s sexual orientation or gender
identity to immigration officials. Considering
this common history of victimization, hypervigi-
lance, and taking pains to conceal one’s identity,
disclosure to an immigration official may be ter-
rifying (Berg & Millbank, 2009). Not surpris-
ingly, some refugees choose not to readily share
this personal information. Kahn and Alessi’s
(2017) qualitative study of service providers and
LGBT refugees and asylees showed that many
refugees found it difficult and even retraumatiz-
ing to “out” themselves and disclose deeply pri-
vate and traumatic experiences to support their
claims to immigrations officials. In addition, oth-
ers reported fearing having their claims dismissed
and sent back to their countries of origin with
their LGBTQ+ identity now documented, while
others described fearing abuse and exploitation
by immigration officials (Alessi et al., 2017).

It is important to note that some individuals
may not be aware of their right to claim refugee
status as an LGBTQ+ individual. A lack of
knowledge among immigration staff regarding
LGBTQ+ concerns creates yet more barriers for
this population. For example, immigration and
UN officials may impose Western biases on what
behaviors or attributes constitute being gay; indi-
viduals from non-Western nations use of other
cultural terms to describe their identity and expe-
riences (Munro et al., 2013). For example, to pro-
tect themselves, some asylum seekers may have
engaged in heteronormativity by getting married

and having children (Mule & Gates-Gasse,
2012), which some immigrant officials may not
understand.

In Resettlement After being granted asylum,
the process of acculturation begins. It is impor-
tant to remember that only a small percentage of
refugees are given the opportunity to resettle. The
majority of asylum remain in refugee camps for
years. Some may migrate to other nations and
remain undocumented.

Legislation regarding resettlement varies
between countries. In the United States, refugee
assistance is divided between the federal and
state governments. Refugees granted asylum are
the responsibility of the State Department’s
Refugee Admissions Reception and Placement
Program (R&P). The R&P supports refugees
financially for their first 30-90 days to cover rent,
food, clothing, and other basic necessities. After
this time period, other federal agencies and pri-
vate organizations provide resettlement agencies
with additional albeit limited resources. Refugees
may apply for permanent residence after 1 year
of residing in the United States and may apply for
citizenship after 5 years (Felter & McBride,
2018; US Department of State, 2018).

For many refugees, resettling involves a turbu-
lent emotional adjustment combining relief,
gratefulness, and hope with grieving the loss of
ones’ culture, identity, and often family and
friends. While some refugees show remarkable
resilience during this adjustment (e.g., Hussain &
Bhushan, 2013; Schweitzer, Greenslade, &
Kagee, 2007), others find this transition more dif-
ficult. Both traumatic experiences prior to immi-
gration and post-migration stressors, such as
financial stress and cultural and language barri-
ers, are associated with mental health symptoms
and acculturation difficulties (e.g., Carswell,
Blackburn, & Barker, 2009; LeMaster et al.,
2018). In addition to these challenges, LGBTQ+
refugees and asylees often face unique challenges
due to their marginalized sexual and gender
minority identities.

Munro et al. (2013) interviewed LGBTQ+
refugee youth in Canada and found that many of
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their challenges stemmed from a lack of social
and financial support due to discrimination. The
youth reported experiences of racism, xenopho-
bia, and homophobia, and intersection of racism
and homophobia. This discrimination existed
even within entities previously thought to be safe:
social service providers, immigration authorities,
and within the LGBTQ+ community. Many par-
ticipants also described not feeling believed or
having a difficult time “proving” their LGBTQ+
identity. Some youth alleged that service provid-
ers did not acknowledge their identities because
they did not conform to stereotypical views of a
person of the LGBTQ+ community.

Discrimination is unquestionably a signifi-
cant stressor for some refugees. It interferes with
access to employment (Baranik, Hurst, & Eby,
2018), health care, and housing (Chung, Bemak,
Ortiz, & Sandoval-Perez, 2008). In Munro
et al.’s (2013) study, the participants described
sexual and gender discrimination in their work-
places, educational institutions, and ethnic com-
munities. Recommendations from the study
showed a need for training by refugee agencies
to the awareness of the differing needs and barri-
ers for LGBT refugees. Even in countries such
as United States, Canada, and Australia, newly
resettled LGBTQ+ refugees can experience
oppressive stigma toward heteronormative ide-
als, coupled with racist and nationalistic senti-
ments (Shakhsari, 2014). In the United States
alone, as of 2019, 22 transgender or gender-non-
conforming individuals were murdered (Human
Rights Campaign, 2019).

In addition, LGBT refugees and asylum seek-
ers are not excluded from the challenges faced by
the overall refugee population. Language barriers
and lack of formal education can make certain
aspects of acculturation especially challenging,
such as learning to drive, use computers, and use
different appliances (Cultural Orientation
Resource Center, 2014). There may also be diffi-
culties in finding employment and become finan-
cially independent. Studies on stressors and
barriers among Muslim Arabs refugees showed
that their greatest concern revolved around get-
ting access and opportunity for employment
(Baranik et al., 2018). Financial hardship and

poverty are not uncommon among refugees (e.g.,
Capps et al., 2015; Vang & Trieu, 2014).

Social, Educational, and Mental
Health Support

Many refugees are unfamiliar with the idea of
individual therapy and may feel uncomfortable
engaging in intimate conversations with a
stranger (Bemak & Chung, 2017). Particularly,
LGBTQ+ refugee and asylum seekers may find it
difficult to trust service providers given their his-
tory of trauma and discrimination, even in in
LGBTQ+-affirming spaces. Some LGBTQ+ ref-
ugees also come from countries that associate
gender and sexual minority identity as a form of
mental health disorder (Kahn, Alessi, Kim,
Woolner, & Olivieri, 2017). Not surprisingly, the
stigma and shame associated with seeking mental
health services may act as a barrier to receiving
traditionally Western forms of mental health ser-
vices. In addition, mental health providers may
not have the knowledge base to understand the
needs and experiences of the LGBTQ+ refugee
population (Kahn et al., 2017).

In light of this, providers need to understand
that building trust and safety is paramount for
LGBTQ+ refugees who have experienced dis-
crimination and this may be the first point of con-
tact they have with such services. A few clinics
have been noted for their success working with
LGBTQ+ refugees and asylum seekers. One
example is the Jewish Family and Community
Services East Bay (JECS). JECS’ case managers
trained to work with LGBTQ+ refugees and pro-
vide support, such as housing, benefits, health-
care, and education. Mental health services and
counseling are also offered, along with introduc-
tion to other LGBTQ+ individuals and those
within the same cultural group (“LGBT Refugee
Services”, n.d.).

Heartland Alliance is another organization
that helps individuals claiming marginalized
identities, including refugees. They provide
resources such as the Rainbow Welcome Initiative
and the Rainbow Response manual. The Rainbow
Response manual provides agencies with training
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material for case workers and counselors detail-
ing resources helpful for LGBTQ+ refugees
(“Rainbow Response”, n.d.). In their article on
emerging best practices, Portman and Weyl
(2013) reported that it may be beneficial to reset-
tle LGBTQ+ refugees in environments where
there are a greater population of other LGBTQ+
refugees or in communities where there are allies
and support. The manual reiterates that empha-
sizing tolerance and community support are best
practices for individuals who have previously
experienced persecution and trauma due to sex-
ual orientation and gender identity.

Conclusion

The current research demonstrates the vulnera-
bility of LGBTQ+ refugees and their risk for dis-
crimination, exploitation, and violence. Domestic
and international laws are painfully ambivalent
when it comes to protections for LGBTQ+ indi-
viduals and certainly toward refugees as a whole.
There is a growing need for agencies and service
providers, who work with the refugee and
asylum-seeker population to be trained and aware
of the differing needs and barriers for this popu-
lation. Additionally, agencies that have been suc-
cessful in working with LGBTQ+ refugees have
found that introducing LGBTQ+ refugees to
other individuals who share similar identities
(i.e., already settled LGBTQ+ refugees and indi-
viduals of the same cultural background) can
help provide them with a sense of support and
belonging so greatly needed during the resettle-
ment process.
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