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ABSTRACT

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a profound negative impact on the mental health of the gen-
eral population. The COVID-19 pandemic and its related containment measures have increased
structural disadvantages faced by marginalized communities, such as LGBTQ+ people. LGBTQ+
is an acronym used to identify lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and queer people plus all
community members using different terms to describe their sexual orientation or gender iden-
tity. It is likely that the COVID-19 pandemic has exposed them to increased minority stress,
which can also affect their physical health. Since the beginning of the pandemic, the few avail-
able studies on the mental health of LGBTQ+ have reported frequent worries about the future,
negative emotions, and feelings of uncertainty. Moreover, they have faced further difficulties
such as undertaking hormone therapy, accessing to health facilities or living with family mem-
bers not accepting their condition. The COVID-19 pandemic has added a significant burden to
the well-being of LGBTQ+ people, and therefore there is the need to provide them with dedi-
cated supportive interventions in order to promote the early detection of mental health prob-
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lems or of full-blown mental disorders.

Background

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a profound nega-
tive impact on the mental health of the general popu-
lation (Kaufman et al., 2020; Marazziti & Stahl, 2020;
Twenge & Joiner, 2020; Unttzer et al., 2020). The
pandemic can be considered a new type of traumatic
event, being unexpected, causing a severe disruption
of daily routine life (Sanchez-Gomez et al., 2021) due
to the containment measures issued worldwide for
reducing the spread of the disease.

The pandemic has affected the mental and physical
health of the general population at any age and every-
where in the world (Ghebreyesus, 2020; Uniitzer
et al, 2020), in terms of high levels of distress (Li
et al., 2020; Tyrer, 2020) and of post-traumatic reac-
tions (Morina & Sterr, 2019), social isolation with sui-
cidal ideation (McIntyre & Lee, 2020; Rooksby et al.,
2020; Wasserman et al., 2020), depressive, anxiety and
sleep symptoms (Karatzias et al.,, 2020; Krystal et al.,
2019; McCracken et al, 2020; Solomou &

Constantinidou, 2020). In particular, traumatic stress
reactions, including intrusive re-experiencing and
heightened arousal, are frequent (Bridgland et al,
2021) and may be due to its direct threats to import-
ant life resources, such as safety, health, income
(Hodgkin et al., 2020), work, housing, and social sup-
port (Knapp & Wong, 2020). Furthermore, these trau-
matic reactions may be worsened by the indirect
exposure to the pandemic, e.g., via mass-media cover-
age and the phenomenon of infodemic (Rovetta &
Bhagavathula, 2020); by the psychosocial consequen-
ces of the pandemic, in terms of unemployment, iso-
lation (Kato et al., 2020), non-sudden illness/death
(Elbogen et al., 2021; Green et al., 2020; Wang et al,,
2021); and by the lack of clear and reliable thera-
peutic guidelines for the management of the COVID-
19 infection (Patrucco et al., 2021).

The consequences on mental health vary on the
basis of the different target population, such as
healthcare professionals, people infected by the
COVID-19, people living with disabilities or affected

CONTACT Gaia Sampogna @ gaia.sampogna@gmail.com @ Department of Psychiatry, University of Campania Luigi Vanvitelli, Largo Madonna delle

Grazie, Naples, Italy
© 2021 Institute of Psychiatry and Johns Hopkins University


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/09540261.2021.2019686&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-12-30
https://doi.org/10.1080/09540261.2021.2019686
http://www.tandfonline.com

2 (&) G.SAMPOGNA ET AL.

by chronic physical and mental disorders (Li et al,
2020), and special population, such as pregnant
women (Brown, 2020; Chandra & Nanjundaswamy,
2020; Glover, 2020; Kinser et al, 2021), elderly
(Miklitz et al., 2021), young people (Duarte et al.,
2020; Magson et al., 2021; Squeglia, 2020) or minority
groups, such as migrants and sexual and gender
minorities. The term ‘sexual minorities’ refers to indi-
viduals who identify themselves as lesbian, gay, bisex-
ual, or any other non-heterosexual identity, whereas
the term ‘gender minority’ refers to individuals who
have gender identities not associated with their birth
sex (Mayer et al, 2008). Self-identification of gender
can be nonbinary, with some individuals experiencing
a gender identity that is outside the categories of man
or woman. Sexual and gender minorities may include
LGBTQ+ people. LGBTQ+ is an acronym for les-
bian, gay, bisexual, transgender and queer people plus
community members who use different terms to
describe their sexual orientation or gender identity.
LGBTQ+ people have specific health, personal and
economic needs, which are expected to have been
severely impacted by the pandemic.

The health needs of the LGBTQ+ population differ
from those of heterosexual individuals due to consid-
erable higher levels of stress experienced by LGBTQ+
individuals for being exposed to the so-called
‘minority stress’. In fact, LGBTQ+ people experience
stress stemming from experiences of stigma and dis-
crimination, which in turn places them at risk for a
number of negative physical and mental health out-
comes. LGBTQ+ people experience forms of minority
stress in terms of discrimination, expectation of rejec-
tion and prejudice, internalized homophobia and
identity concealment (Frost et al., 2015; McConnell
et al., 2018). Compared to the general population,
LGBTQ+ people are significantly more likely to
report depression, anxiety, and substance use and a
reduced level of social and family support (Baams,
2018). The suicide risk in LGBTQ+ individuals is 6-
times higher than the general population. The levels
of minority stressors positively predict mental health
outcomes, therefore increased discriminating attitudes
may lead to increased minority stress, favouring the
incidence of mental health problems (Mattei et al.,
2021). Therefore, LGBTQ+ individuals, belonging to
a minority group with high levels of minority stress,
are exposed to a heightened risk of developing mental
disorders and may face disproportionate COVID-19-
related mental health issues.

The COVID-19 pandemic might cause mental
health problems and increasing discriminating

attitudes towards LGBT individuals. In fact, Mattei
et al. (2021) found that increased unemployment is
associated with increased discrimination towards both
homosexual and transgender individuals.

Compared to the high number of studies on the
effects of the pandemic on the mental health and
well-being of the general population, research on the
impact of the pandemic on LGBTQ+ population has
been relatively scarce (McGowan et al., 2021), despite
the well-known pre-existing health inequalities in this
group. Moreover, available data from LGBTQ+ popu-
lation has been mostly collected by sector charities. In
fact, McGowan et al. (2021) reported that in the UK
no research is available on incidence, symptom sever-
ity, hospitalization, or death rates in LGBTQ+ popu-
lation. The lack of research on this special population
is of significant concern, when considering pre-exist-
ing health inequalities between LGBT and heterosex-
ual/cisgender populations.

In this paper, we aim to review and describe the
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the mental
health of LGBTQ+ population, with a special focus
on adolescents and young LGBTQ+ people and on
elderly LGBTQ+ people, representing ultra-high-risk
populations for mental health problems. We will also
discuss the research and clinical practice implications
for LGBTQ+ people.

Impact of the pandemic on the mental health
of LGBTQ+ people

Compared to the general population, LGBTQ+ peo-
ple report a poorer general health (Westwood et al,
2021) due to the minority stress (Frost et al., 2015),
the cumulative effects of lifelong exposure to preju-
dice and discrimination, and the increased health risk
behaviours linked to stress adaptation. In Hong Kong
and India, LGBTQ+ individuals reported increased
levels of depression and anxiety related to both
COVID-19 and to specific LGBTQ+ -related stressors
(Sharma & Subramanyam, 2020; Suen et al., 2020).
Similarly, a global sample of men who have sex with
men demonstrated elevated depression and anxiety
symptoms related to COVID-19 impact on accessing
HIV care (Santos et al., 2020).

LGBTQ+ individuals report a worsening of their
own mental health, in terms of high levels of depres-
sive and anxiety symptoms, hostility, hopelessness and
negative changes in psychological well-being com-
pared to the general population (Mirabella et al,
2021). LGBTQ+ population is likely to suffer from
minority stress, including both distal stressors (i.e.,



prejudice or discrimination events or conditions) and
proximal stressors (i.e., concealment of sexual orienta-
tion, and internalization of societal stigma), generat-
ing high levels of personal burden. In particular, in
Brazil, Torres et al promoted a population-based
cross-sectional online study of LGBT + individuals,
aged 18years or older, living in one of the five geo-
graphical regions of Brazil, named °‘the Brazilian
LGBT + Health Survey’. The survey aimed to evaluate
health-related measures (i.e. diseases, behaviours,
health care access, and experiences with health care),
sexuality, perception of internal stigma and social
oppression, violence, perceived discrimination in
everyday life (e.g. being treated with less courtesy or
respect, receiving poorer service at restaurants or
stores, receiving poorer service from doctors or hospi-
tals, people acting as if you were not clever, people
acting as if they were afraid of you, and being threat-
ened or harassed), levels of loneliness and social net-
work (Torres et al, 2021). Authors found that
LGBTQ+ people faced a worsened discrimination in
accessing health services, which represents a signifi-
cant barrier to achieving better mental health and
health-related behaviours. A similar survey carried
out in Italy (Mirabella et al., 2021) found several diffi-
culties during the COVID-19 pandemic in terms of
mental, physical, and social well-being as well as cer-
tain difficulties related to access to health facilities in
LGBTQ+ .

During the first phase of the lockdown, the
national containment measures including physical dis-
tancing and stay-at-home orders caused loss of social
support and increased social media use, which has a
significant negative impact on the mental health of
LGBTQ+ people. The worsening of mental health sta-
tus has been confirmed by the increasing rate of alco-
hol consumption and tobacco use in this population
after the first three months of the pandemic (Torres
et al., 2021).

Contrary to the general population, LGBTQ+ indi-
viduals living with family members during the lock-
down reported higher levels of depressive and anxiety
symptoms, confirming the fact that inside the house-
holds, they experience body-shaming, misgendering,
and discrimination from parents and relatives. In fact,
households can represent an unsafe environment for
transgender individuals (Mirabella et al., 2021). These
findings confirm the need to promote peer-to-peer
initiatives for the LGBTQ+ communities in response
to the emergency, since the increased connectedness
among LGBT communities represents a predictor of
well-being (Stanton et al., 2017).
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Finally, LGBTQ+ individuals drastically reduced
the access to health service, probably due to the logis-
tic difficulties during the acute phase of the pandemic,
but also due to the poor inclusivity approach of
healthcare professionals. Therefore, healthcare profes-
sionals should be adequately trained and informed on
the specific health demands of the LGBT population
in order to increase their access to healthcare services.

Impact of the pandemic on the mental health
of young LGBTQ+ people

Although the detrimental effects of the pandemic are
affecting the general population at any age, it is
expected that the most severe and protracted conse-
quences will be observed in younger populations. In
fact, the pandemic is posing multiple challenges to
young people, through the disruption of daily educa-
tional, academic, professional, social and family life
(D’Onofrio & Emery, 2019). In particular, LGBTQ+
youth are simultaneously experiencing universal and
identity-specific stressors as a result of the COVID-19
pandemic. Due to the quarantine and containment
measures, young people have been confined at home,
usually with unsupportive family members and not
being able to access supportive resources (Fish et al.,
2020). Moreover, the home-based quarantine causes a
sudden interruption of the process of socialization
and peer-support, which represents an essential elem-
ent for the mental health of LGBTQ++ adolescents
and young people (Gonzales et al., 2020). Therefore,
it is critical to understand how the pandemic may be
contributing to mental health disparities for LGBTQ+
adolescents and emerging adults.

In a sample of US young LGBTQ+ people, Kamal
et al. (2021) found elevated levels of depression and
PTSD symptoms, and COVID-19-related worries and
grief, confirming previous studies carried out in Hong
Kong and India (Santos et al., 2020; Sharma &
Subramanyam, 2020; Suen et al., 2020). On the other
hand, Mitchell et al. (2021) found that cisgender sex-
ual minority females and gender minority youth were
more likely to report that they enjoyed not having the
social pressure of needing to be with people and liked
being at home. In fact, before the pandemic, everyday
life and social interactions may have included dealing
with peers who are judgmental, discriminating or not
accepting non-binary persons. Therefore, being con-
fined at home should have added a ‘protective’ role
on their mental health, alleviating the daily stress.
However, this finding warrants additional attention in
order to evaluate the long-term impact of the
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phenomenon, since it is likely that such ‘positive’
effect is not long-lasting.

Data collected so far on the mental health of young
LGBTQ+ people deserve to be carefully considered in
order to develop appropriate supportive strategies for
them. A possible alternative to provide support is rep-
resented by online platforms, which can be easily
accessed by young people and can serve as common
ground to share their experience during the pandemic
(Fish et al., 2020).

Impact of the pandemic on the mental health
of elderly LGBTQ+ people

There is limited research on the experience of older
LGBTQ+ people during the pandemic (Candrian &
Cloyes, 2021). In a qualitative study carried out in the UK,
Hafford-Letchfield. et al (2021) found that elderly
LGBTQ+ people presented a positive narrative of the pan-
demic and the lockdown period, describing an increased
social kindness and perceived a better social inclusion. In
this study, elderly LGBTQ+ individuals described signifi-
cant and varied practices of caregiving, rising to the chal-
lenge of COVID-19 with an explicit demonstration of
empathy, insight and reciprocity. One of the most critical
aspects for elderly LGBTQ+ people is the lack of social
contacts and social interactions during lockdown. In fact,
those who were doing well were most likely to be in couple
relationship and/or have strong social or personal net-
works. Being single and living alone is a potential source
of loneliness and isolation. It was not being single and liv-
ing along per se that was the issue, but the gap between
desired and actual social/personal connectedness, as
reflected in the concept of ‘loneliness’, which is particularly
relevant for older women. Moreover, Westwood et al.
(2021) found that being able to adapt to the ‘new’ situation
and to engage with online/virtual social networks and
activities appeared to be an essential feature for many older
lesbians/gay women. However, elderly people reported
that virtual contact could not be considered as a valid sub-
stitute for in-person contacts. This highlights the signifi-
cance of age differences within and among older
LGBTQ+ people, and in particular the need for policy-
makers and service providers to target oldest people for
greater help and support in developing and practicing
building connections online.

Practical clinical implications and the
way forward

Since March 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic has dis-
rupted the lives of people worldwide; schools and

universities have switched on at-distance learning,
non-essential businesses closed, and daily life has
been completely interrupted. Such sudden disconnec-
tion and isolation from family and friends has con-
tributed to higher rates of depression, anxiety, post-
traumatic symptoms, suicidal ideations, sleep disor-
ders and loneliness in the general population. Some
populations are more vulnerable to the COVID-19
pandemic and its social repercussions, notably racial,
ethnic and sexual minority communities (Laurencin
& McClinton, 2020). As highlighted in the present
paper, LGBTQ+ individuals have reported poorer
mental health compared to the general population, in
particular when considering adolescents and eld-
erly people.

Therefore, it is necessary to promote innovative
and multilevel strategies to adequately support these
at high-risk groups. Actions should be promoted at
the population level, aiming to reduce the stigma and
discrimination against minority communities (Jorm
et al., 2019; Sinha et al., 2019). This should be a col-
lective action, aiming to improve knowledge about
sexuality, gender diversity and gender fluidity as well
as to promote the integration and the inclusion of
LGBTQ+ people in the community. Another level of
action is that of healthcare system, which is frequently
difficult to access for LGBTQ+ people. As witnessed
during the first acute phase of the pandemic,
LGBTQ+ people have drastically reduced access to
healthcare services, with a consequent negative impact
on their long-term mental and physical health
(Candrian & Cloyes, 2021). The levels of knowledge,
and the types of attitudes and behaviours of health-
care professionals play a key role in the process of
referral to health services. Therefore, healthcare sys-
tems should include friendly settings for sexual
minorities, creating welcoming conditions inclusive of
LGBTQ+ patients, fostering an environment that sup-
ports and nurtures all patients and families, facilitat-
ing the disclosure of sexual orientation and gender
identity, advancing effective communication, and pro-
moting community involvement and
(Dahlen et al., 2021; Whitley et al., 2019).

A final level of action is represented by inter-
national scientific associations, such as the World

advocacy

Psychiatric Association and the European Psychiatric
Association, which should promote education,
research and clinical practice guidelines related to the
management of mental health problems of people
from sexual minorities (Stewart & Appelbaum, 2020;
Wasserman et al., 2020).



Conclusions

It is likely that the COVID-19 pandemic increases
discrimination towards LGBTQ+ individuals and
worsens mental health problems in this population
groups. Strict monitoring and specific policies are
needed to tackle this risk to occur. In addition, atten-
tion and advocacy exerted by all mental health profes-
sionals aware of their social responsibility are needed
to reduce inequalities and discriminating attitudes
within the society.
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