
WHAT DO WE KNOW ABOUT THE  
IMPACTS OF RELIGION-BASED  
DISCRIMINATION OF LGBTIQ+ PEOPLE? 

Religion-based discrimination of LGBTIQ+ people can take many forms. 

It may involve conversion programs and religious ‘counselling’ practices (i.e. 
practices that try to change the sexuality or gender identity of LGBTIQ+ people). 
Unfortunately, these practices still exist in Australia despite extensive evidence 
about their life-threatening harms (Ryan, 2009). 

 
More common are less formal processes that may overtly or subtly direct religion-based 
pressures or discriminatory messages towards LGBTIQ+ people, including: 
•	 interactions with religious leaders or church or prayer groups where sexuality or gender 

identity is disapproved of or information about sexuality and gender is suppressed 

•	 school, education or workplace environments where religious discrimination of LGBTIQ+ 
people is enabled, or not confronted

•	 family/community using religious arguments as a basis for rejection of LGBTIQ+ people or 
their identities

•	 religious organisations using media forums to espouse their negative views of LGBTIQ+ people

•	 attempts by religious organisations to limit the rights of LGBTIQ+ people through legislation 
(such as the Draft 2021 Religious Discrimination Bill, which was believed by many to threaten 
the rights of LGBTIQ+ people) 

•	 public debates about the rights of LGBTIQ+ people in the context of religion.

The core message that these processes can convey to LGBTIQ+ people is that “they are 
‘broken’, ‘unacceptable’ to God, and need spiritual or psychological healing” (Jones et al., 
2021). These messages are a major cause of identity harm.  
 

Identity harm: Occurs when an individual/organisation/society has told you  there is 
something wrong with who you are and this impacts negatively on how you see yourself. 

 



  FACT:

Public debate on the rights of LGBTIQ+ people increases psychological distress

Public debates about the rights of LGBTIQ+ people are associated with an increase in stigma-
related stress, as shown around the world in the context of debates about same-sex marriage. 
This has been well researched. Stress directly associated with the marriage-equality debate in 
Australia in 2017 significantly increased psychological distress amongst LGBTIQ+ people and 
their allies.   

•	 More than 90% of LGBTIQ+ people said that debate had a negative impact on them. 
•	 Eight in ten (79%) of LGBTIQ+ people and six in ten (58%) allies said that they found the 

marriage equality debate considerably or extremely stressful. 
•	 70% of LGBTIQ+ people (30% allies) said they strategically avoided situations related to the 

debate that they thought would be harmful to them. 
•	 Seven in ten (67%) of LGBTIQ+ people and four in ten (40%) allies said the marriage equality 

debate made them feel considerably or extremely anxious.
(Ecker and Bennett, 2017)

Research assessing the impacts of debates on same-sex marriage around the world indicate 
that ongoing debate and discussions pertaining to LGBTIQ+ rights are likely to contribute to 
psychological distress. This can be assumed to also be true for public debates about religion 
and LGBTIQ+ people. 

As an example of the impact of public debates on LGBTIQ+ rights, QLife experienced a 19% 
increase in calls to its support service during the 2022 election, including a 53% spike on days 
when there was significant media coverage of unsupportive views on LGBTIQ+ issues.  
(Chrysanthos & Rabe, 2022).

 
Stress associated with debates on the rights of LGBTIQ+ people includes:  

•	 negative emotional responses (e.g. anxiety, depression, suicidal ideation)
•	 increased threats of danger and lack of safety (e.g. fear of disclosure, attack and abuse, risk 

to employment)
•	  conflict with family, work colleagues (e.g. actual or fear of judgement and rejection)
•	 sense of betrayal by religious organisations and government.
(Ecker et al., 2019) 

 
The Catholic Church and segments of the Anglican Church have been outspoken in 
attacking LGBTI people and attempt to entrench bigotry under the rubric of ‘religious 
freedom’.  
(Study participant describing impacts of the marriage equality debate in Ecker et al., 2019) 

 
My sister told my elderly mother it was her “Christian duty” to vote No. 
(Study participant describing impacts of the marriage equality debate in Ecker et al., 2019) 



  FACT: 

A significant amount of LGBTIQ+ people may be at risk to religion-based 
pressures

It is estimated that one in ten LGBTIQ+ Australians are vulnerable to religion-based pressures and 
may be at risk to attempts to change or suppress their sexuality and/or gender identity (Jones 
et al., 2021). Young people are more at risk to this pressure. Of the 700,000 people targeted for 
conversion therapy in the US, the majority were minors (Ryan, 2009).

  FACT: 

One of the most harmful practices is trying to change sexuality or gender identity

Religious-based pressures and discrimination on LGBTIQ+ people associated with the core 
message that they need to change or supress sexuality or gender identity have been shown to 
lead to increased: 

•	 risk of mental health disorders, particularly PTSD symptoms
•	 likelihood of attempting suicide
•	 likelihood of using illegal drugs
•	 likelihood of being at high risk for HIV and STDs
•	 religious and spiritual alienation.  
(Ryan, 2009)

  FACT: 

Anti-LGBTIQ+ messages are more common in religious schools

LGBTIQ+ young people attending religious schools are more likely to be exposed to change 
and suppression messages. According to an Australian study, 15% of same-sex attracted and 
gender questioning youth attending Christian schools reported they experienced messaging 
that  ‘gay people should become straight’, during sex education, compared to 4% in 
government public schools (Jones, 2015).  LGBTIQ+ students exposed to these messages during 
sex education classes were more likely to have negative educational impacts and mental 
health impacts, including increased risk to self-harm or suicidal ideation (Jones et al., 2021).

 
Being told to vote NO by my Catholic school was extremely disheartening to me. It 
changed my perception of my school and made me feel as if the sense of community I 
had always envisioned was shattered and torn apart as LGBTIQ+ members of the school 
community were having their rights voted against by the school. 
(School student describing impact of the marriage equality debate in Ecker et al., 2019) 

 
I am a teacher at a Catholic school so this was even more stressful for me, due to the fear 
of being “outed” and losing my job… It also came up in general school conversation and I 
was afraid to give my view in case that led to others finding out about my sexual orientation.   
(School teacher describing impact of the marriage equality debate in Ecker et al., 2019) 



Support needs

Support needs for LGBTIQ+ people in the context of religious pressure or discrimination include: 

•	 Affirmation: Addressing misconceptions and supporting integration of a healthy self-concept 
towards self-acceptance of sexuality and gender identity

•	 Proactive communications: Correcting misinformation about LGBTIQ+ people and 
communities – providing positive images, stories and perspectives 

•	  LGBTIQ+ competent mental health support 
•	  Building supportive communities: Support to develop and access affirming social support 

and community networks. 
•	  Widespread anti-homophobia/ transphobia policies
•	  Welcoming and affirmation of LGBTIQ+ people by religious and spiritual organisations 
•	  Peer led service support. 
(Adapted from Jones et al., 2021)
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