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I.Introduction  

According to demographic studies, Chinese LGBT+ population1 is diverse, 

sizeable, and widespread. Sexual and Gender Minorities (SGM) make up 

about three to five percent of the total population in China. 2  There are 

around seventy million LGBT+ people in China, however, due to conservative 

traditional culture and inadequate visibility in society, they are often 

overlooked in policy documents, laws, social support, and healthcare 

provision. Most Chinese LGBT+ people are unable to fully express their true 

selves in family, school, and workplace, which undoubtedly leads to a 

prevalence of mental wellness issues in various degrees. 

Over seventy percent of sexual and gender minority people have been 

emotionally troubled by their sexual orientation, gender identity, or gender 

expression. Twenty percent of people who identify themselves as lesbian, gay, 

bisexual, or transsexual face a "high risk of depression" with about thirty 

percent tending towards mental health problems. 3  This means that 

homosexual adults – both gays and lesbians – are four times more likely to 

become depressed than other groups, and the rate is three times higher 

among adolescent homosexuals.4 

According to an estimate by Sam Winter of Curtin University in Australia, 

there is more than 0.3 percent of the population in Asia and the Pacific are 

trans.5 Deduce from it, approximately three in one thousand citizens in China 

identify as transgender. Comparing to others from the LGBT+ community, the 

psychological state of transgender people, however, is overwhelmingly 

negative. Gender dysphoria causes great psychological distress in the 

transgender community, and further contributes to depression. According to 

National Survey of the Transgender and Gender Non-Conforming Population 

in China (2017), transgender people are statistically more likely to attempt 

suicide than cisgender people. Around 46.2% of transgender people have 

had suicidal thoughts because of their gender dysphoria, and 12.7% of them 

 

1LGBT+ generally stands for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, gender non-conforming, intersex, and 
asexual. In the scope of this report, LGBT+ mainly refers to lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer people. 
2Wang, Y., Hu, Z., Peng, K. et al. Mapping out a spectrum of the Chinese public’s discrimination toward the LGBT 
community: results from a national survey. BMC Public Health 20, 669 (2020). https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-
020-08834-y 
3Beijing LGBT Center, Chinese Academy of Sciences. Report on the Mental Health of LGBT People in China. 

(Beijing: 2019). 
4Ibid 
5Sam Winter, Lost in transition: transgender people, rights and HIV vulnerability in the Asia-Pacific region, 2012, 
p. 2,  
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have had suicidal behavior. 

Given the severity of the mental wellbeing struggles the Chinese LGBT+ 

community face, this report seeks to shed light on this issue. Specifically, 

Chapter II outlines the current mental wellbeing problems and their 

contributing factors. Chapter III explores the brief history of prompting the 

LGBT+ mental health agenda in China as well as the involvement of LGBT+ 

organizations in addressing LGBT+ people’s mental wellbeing needs. 

Chapter IV evaluates the inner working and effectiveness of LGBT+ 

organizations’ in-house counseling programs. Chapter V focuses on 

community development and public advocacy efforts of LGBT+ 

organizations and how such initiatives played an important role in elevating 

the mental wellbeing statues of the Chinese LGBT+ community. Chapter VI 

offers a few reflections and concluding remarks.  
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II.The Mental Wellbeing of LGBT+ People 

in China: A Rough Sketch 

This chapter serves as a background introduction to the mental wellbeing 

statues of the Chinese LGBT+ community. It first showcases the mental 

wellbeing issues faced by the LGBT+ community in China today in terms of 

psychotic disorder and developmental barriers. Then it illustrates different 

challenges that the Chinese LGBT+ community faces from macroscopic, 

mesoscopic, and microscopic levels.  

1. Major Mental Wellbeing Challenges Faced 

1.1 Psychotic Disorder 

Depression Disorder 

Depressive disorders are featured with the presence of sad, empty, or 

irritable moods accompanied by considerable impairment in functioning6 . 

Symptoms of depressive disorders are diverse, including but not limited to 

loss of interest or pleasure, significant weight loss or weight gain, insomnia 

or hypersomnia, low energy or fatigue, low self-esteem, poor concentration 

or difficulty making decisions, and feelings of hopelessness. 7  Depressive 

disorders are more prevalent among SGM community than in the 

heterosexual community. 8  Their development of depressive disorders is 

triggered by societal factors such as discrimination, stigma, lack of positive 

affirmation, and impaired social connectedness. The way SGM members are 

treated by relatives and friends, the access to social and governmental 

support can gradually result in depressive disorders.  

Anxiety Disorder 

Anxiety disorder is mostly characterized by restlessness, feeling keyed up, 

being easily fatigued, difficulty concentrating, irritability, muscle tension, and 

 

6Esther D. Rothblum. The Oxford Handbook of Sexual and Gender Minority Mental Health. New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2020, 35. 
7Piotrowski, Nancy A. Psychology and Mental Health. California: Salem Press, 2010, 567-568. 
8Beijing LGBT Center, Chinese Academy of Sciences. Report on the Mental Health of LGBT People in China. 
(Beijing: 2019), 18-19. 
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sleep disturbance. 9  Percentages of anxiety disorders are relatively 

higher than cisgender individuals among Chinese SGM individuals due to 

negative self-evaluation, concealed sexual orientation and 

discrimination. 10  While support and trans-community connectedness 

negatively correlate with reported anxiety symptoms, low self-esteem and 

interpersonal difficulties are identified as predictors of anxiety symptoms. 

Trauma 

SGM individuals are highly exposed to trauma, which refers to a subset of 

potentially traumatic events (PTEs) but not necessarily a cluster of mental 

health symptoms associated with exposure to these events. According to the 

dominating definition raised in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 
Mental Disorders, a traumatic event is defined as an incident where a person 

experiences death or threat of death, potential or actual serious injury, or 

sexual violence.11 Although SGM individuals may have lifetime PTE exposure, 

they mostly experience a natural recovery with dissipation of the symptoms 

of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) without medical intervention. A 

diagnosis of PTSD is considered warranted only for those individuals who do 

not recover fully on their own.12. 

Schizophrenia Spectrum Disorders  

The schizophrenia spectrum and other psychotic disorders (SSOPDs) 

comprise disorders that share impairments in the domains of delusions, 

hallucinations, disorganized speech, abnormal behavior, among 

which psychosis is the primary symptom. Other symptoms include 

schizophrenia, schizotypal personality, schizoaffective disorder, substance-

induced psychotic disorders, and so forth. 13  Though little research and 

literature have managed to explore SSOPDs in the Chinese SGM community, 

they are arguably important fragments of the mental wellbeing of LGBT+ 

members because they correlated with other mental health categories like 

trauma and substance use.  

 

9Piotrowski, Nancy A. Psychology and Mental Health. California: Salem Press, 2010, 167. 
10Beijing LGBT Center, Chinese Academy of Sciences. Report on the Mental Health of LGBT People in China. 
(Beijing: 2019), 20. 
11American Psychiatric Association. Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders. Arlington, 2013. 
12Esther D. Rothblum. The Oxford Handbook of Sexual and Gender Minority Mental Health. New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2020, 59-60. 
13Ibid, 125. 
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Other Mental Health Categories and The Minority Stress Model 

There are abnormal symptoms which are not independent of mental health 

categories but connect with many mental health disorders. Suicidal behavior 

consists of both the deaths and the attempts of suicide;14  eating disorder 

deprives from SGM individuals’ negative body image evaluation;15 alcohol 

use disorder, nicotine use disorder and drug abuse are substance misuse as 

a result of failing to cope with stigmatization and stressors.16 

Explanations of the prevalence of these issues are largely influenced by the 

minority stress framework developed by Meyer. It proposes that 

SGM individuals experience stressful events, stereotypes, and discrimination 

because of their inferior position in a hetero-normative society, which leads 

to concealment of sexual orientation, internalization of stigma, and heightens 

the likelihood of negative health outcomes, including the abovementioned 

symptoms.17 

1.2 Adaptive/Developmental Barrier 

In addition to psychotic disorders, mental health issues facing the LGBT+ 

community in China include developmental barriers such as identity crisis 

and social maladjustment. Developmental barriers refer to non-pathological 

issues that affect an individual's mental wellbeing. 

Identity Crisis 

The most prominent developmental barrier the LGBT+ community 

experience is identity crises, which indicates a person questioning their sense 

of self or their place in the world and having doubts about their identity.18 

According to Bilodeau and Kristen,19 identity formation is one of the most 

important conflicts people face, and the LGBT+ community is more likely to 

have an identity crisis than the sexual majority community. According to 
Being LGBT+ in China, 20  over 70% of sexual minorities experience 

 

14Ibid, 135. 
15Ibid, 73. 
16Ibid, 87. 
17Meyer, Ilan H. "Prejudice, Social Stress, and Mental Health in Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual Populations: Conceptual 
Issues and Research Evidence." Psychological Bulletin Vol. 129 (2003): 674–697. 
18Erik H. Erikson, “Identity and the Life Cycle,” in Identity and the Life Cycle (New York: Norton, 1994). 
19Brent L. Bilodeau and Kristen A. Renn, “Analysis of LGBT Identity Development Models and Implications for 
Practice,” New Directions for Student Services 2005, no. 111 (2005): pp. 25-39,  
20“Being LGBTI in China: UNDP in China,” UNDP, accessed May 27, 2021, 
http://www.cn.undp.org/content/china/en/home/library/democratic_governance/being-lgbt-in-china.html. 

http://www.cn.undp.org/content/china/en/home/library/democratic_governance/being-lgbt-in-china.html
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psychological distress because of their sexual orientation, gender identity, or 

gender expression. 

Social maladjustment 

Social maladjustment is the inability of individuals to accept the lifestyle, 

moral and behavioral norms, and social institutions of the existing society and 

to properly deal with the interrelationship between individuals and society.21 

In China, sexual minority individuals sometimes find it difficult to adapt to 

social and other social activities because of their identity. 22  This leads to 

interpersonal sensitivity, a state in which individuals treat others who do not 

need to be excluded as unacceptable foreign objects, by psychologically and 

operationally rejecting or attempting to exclude them. Also, this state leads 

to strong feelings of isolation and low self-esteem. 

2. Leading Causes of Mental Wellbeing Issues Faced by Chinese 

LGBT+ Community 

2.1 Macroscopic: Social Environment 

Public Ignorance and Underrepresentation  

On a socio-political level, though the younger generation tends to be more 

open-minded toward accepting LGBT+ identities, elder generations tend to 

hold more traditional and conservative views. Gender binary ideas and gay-

related HIV stigma still carry weight in public opinion when people express 

their views on related topics.23 Such social norms negatively influence the 

image and mental state of the LGBT+ community, especially for the 

transgender and gay community.24 

In addition, the low visibility for the LGBT+ community in the media, 

especially traditional mass media, further hinders their mental wellbeing 

issues. In other words, although studies show that LGBT+ individuals 

 

21Beverly A. Richard and Kenneth A. Dodge, “Social Maladjustment and Problem Solving in School-Aged 
Children.,” Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology 50, no. 2 (1982): pp. 226-233.  
22Dongdong Jiang et al., “Interpersonal Sensitivity and Loneliness among Chinese Gay Men: A Cross-Sectional 
Survey,” International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health 16, no. 11 (August 2019): p. 2039, 
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph16112039. 
23Wang, N., Huang, B., Ruan, Y. et al. Association between stigma towards HIV and MSM and intimate partner 

violence among newly HIV-diagnosed Chinese men who have sex with men. BMC Public Health 20, 204 (2020). 
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-020-8259-y 
24“Being LGBTI in China: UNDP in China.” UNDP 2016. Accessed May 20, 2021. 
https://www.cn.undp.org/content/china/en/home/library/democratic_governance/being-lgbt-in-china/. 

https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-020-8259-y
https://www.cn.undp.org/content/china/en/home/library/democratic_governance/being-lgbt-in-china/
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demonstrate far lower happiness level and higher stress level,25 the Chinese 

public knows little about the mental health issues that the SGM community is 

suffering from. Thus, mental problems cannot be adequately addressed and 

resolved without attention and awareness.  

Chinese Culture 

Besides public ignorance and underrepresentation, traditional Chinese 

culture also imposes rigid social norms and cultural values onto everyone. 

LGBT+ people have difficulty attaining good mental wellness when they find 

it hard to conform to traditions and customs.  

Chinese gay men are preferentially vulnerable to mental wellness problems 

because of deep-rooted, traditional social influence that overemphasizes 

heterosexual marriage, fertility, and filial piety.26 Traditional Chinese customs 

strongly recommend every man to form a family with a woman and to bear 

children. However, homosexual couples find it difficult and painful to betray 

either their sexuality or their parents' expectations. If they do not go into 

marriage in a traditional sense, they face prejudice and discrimination from 

their family members, relatives, and possibly the neighborhood. It is indeed 

a struggle for them trying to balance familial responsibility and true identity.27 

Since the May 4th Movement, the topic of sex has been seen as a social taboo 

in China, and people are told that others who talk about sex openly in public 

is shameless and vulgar. A hundred years of sexual repression has totally 

changed how LGBT+ people view themselves; as they were in the dark about 

the diverse, vibrant sexual and gender identities from their education, they 

have a higher tendency to question themselves and have identity crises. 

Sexual repression, sexual stigma, and inadequate sex education are 

hindering LGBT+ mental wellness and the progress of the LGBT+ movement, 

and they are waiting to be solved in China.  

 

25“Report on the Mental Health of LGBT People in China.” Beijing LGBT Center, Institute of Psychology, 
Chinese Academy of Sciences. 
https://bbs.pku.edu.cn/attach/8b/60/8b60006561d5ca48/%E4%B8%AD%E5%9B%BD%E5%90%8C%E5%BF%9
7%E4%B8%AD%E5%BF%83%E5%BF%83%E7%90%86%E5%81%A5%E5%BA%B7%E6%8A%A5%E5%91
%8A.pdf 
26Wen, G(文广居)., & Zheng, L (郑丽军). (2020). Relationship status and marital intention among Chinese gay 

men and lesbians: The influences of minority stress and culture-specific stress. Archives of Sexual Behavior, 
49, 681–692. https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10508-019-01528-6 
27Zheng, L (郑丽军)., Hart, T. A., Noor, S. W., & Wen, G (文广居). (2020). Stressors based on sexual orientation 

and mental health among lesbian, gay, and bisexual individuals in China: Minority stress and perceived pressure to 
get married. Archives of Sexual Behavior. https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10508-020-01693-z 

https://bbs.pku.edu.cn/attach/8b/60/8b60006561d5ca48/%E4%B8%AD%E5%9B%BD%E5%90%8C%E5%BF%97%E4%B8%AD%E5%BF%83%E5%BF%83%E7%90%86%E5%81%A5%E5%BA%B7%E6%8A%A5%E5%91%8A.pdf
https://bbs.pku.edu.cn/attach/8b/60/8b60006561d5ca48/%E4%B8%AD%E5%9B%BD%E5%90%8C%E5%BF%97%E4%B8%AD%E5%BF%83%E5%BF%83%E7%90%86%E5%81%A5%E5%BA%B7%E6%8A%A5%E5%91%8A.pdf
https://bbs.pku.edu.cn/attach/8b/60/8b60006561d5ca48/%E4%B8%AD%E5%9B%BD%E5%90%8C%E5%BF%97%E4%B8%AD%E5%BF%83%E5%BF%83%E7%90%86%E5%81%A5%E5%BA%B7%E6%8A%A5%E5%91%8A.pdf
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10508-019-01528-6
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10508-020-01693-z
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2.2 Mesoscopic: Family, Workplace and School 

Family 

Chinese LGBT+ youth usually experience strained relationships with parents 

and relatives because of stigma related to their sexual orientation 

and gender identity. Therefore, the family is a central component of social 

life, which is important for the investigation of their mental wellbeing.28  

Traditional Chinese family structure involves heterosexual marriage, 

childbearing, and parental roles. And this when combined with traditional 

Confucian elements which exceptionally value family honor, offspring rearing, 

and filial piety, makes Chinese LGBT+ people difficult to express their true 

sexual orientation even to their closest family members. Rather, most of them 

choose to enter a heterosexual marriage, resulting in the suffering of their 

spouses.29 

While those LGBT+ youth with perceived support from families are healthier 

both physically and mentally, family rejection associates closely with mental 

health problems, suicidal behavior, substance abuse, and risky sexual 

behavior. Youth with family acceptance issues tend to be forced to leave their 

home, thus exposing these youth to risky contexts. For instance, parental 

rejection sometimes means withdrew of financial/social support 

and increases HIV risk among young gay and bisexual men.  

Not unexpectedly, the same rationale applies to LGBT+ parents. However, 

the unpredictable point is that cisgender children with LGBT+ parents may 

be disturbed by external and internal stressors that are considered originally 

to be experienced only by SGM individuals, such as discrimination, prejudice, 

low self-esteem, and anxiety disorder. Any injustice and prejudice shown 

toward the parents, all laws that exclude LGBT+ persons from legal rights that 

other people have will have effects on the children.30 

School 

School is another place that is critical to the mental wellbeing of LGBT+ youth, 

in the sense that it is capable of both giving them mental support and 

 

28UNDP, USAID. Being LGBT in Asia: China Country Report. (Bangkok: 2014), 10. 
29Ibid 
30Apelqvist, Eva. LGBTQ Families: The Ultimate Teen Guide. Plymouth: Scarecrow Press, 2013, 8. 
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providing a place in which they can express their authentic selves and interact 

with other LGBT+ people safely. Unfortunately, school environments in China 

are hostile to LGBT+ students.31 Those who are identified as homosexual are 

sometimes or frequently being verbally harassed or physically assaulted. 

According to a survey conducted by Aibai Culture and Education Center in 

2012, 77 percent of respondents have encountered bullying based on sexual 

orientation or gender identity, and 59 percent reported negative impacts on 

their school performance because of bullying. 32  Even without being the 

direct target of homophobic bullying, they may feel isolated from friends and 

teachers and decide not to attend school because of the anti-gay remarks 

and behaviors present in school.33  

It is proposed that supportive teachers would be helpful in uplifting LGBT+ 

youth from trauma and oppression by affirming and appreciating them. 

However, in China, most teachers and principals who have the intention to 

do these often lack both capacity and knowledge of effective strategies to 

promote LGBT+ students' mental wellbeing. 34  The Chinese educational 

curriculum lacks information on sexual orientation and gender identity, 

because sexuality is a sensitive issue. When sex education is available, the 

lectures mostly focus on the hetero-normative framework.35 

Workplace 

Since large proportions of Chinese SGM individuals engage in the workplace, 

hostile workplace climate has implications for their physical and mental 

wellness and links to negative health outcomes. A survey of 2161 Chinese 

LGBT+ people conducted in 2013 showed that 47.62 percent chose to 

conceal their sexual orientation in the workplace because of the negative 

consequences it leads to.36 

Heterosexual workers usually express demeaning attitudes toward SGM 

employees, make derogatory comments and jokes. Some LGBT+ workers 

 

31UNDP, USAID. Being LGBT in Asia: China Country Report. (Bangkok: 2014), 9. 
32Ibid. 
33Joseph P. Robinson, Dorothy L. Espelage. “Inequities in Educational and Psychological Outcomes between 
LGBTQ and Straight Students in Middle and High School.” Educational Researcher Vol. 40, No. 7 (2011), 316-
317. 
34 Veronica E. Bloomfield, Marni E. Fisher. LGBTQ Voices in Education: Changing the Culture of Schooling. New 
York: Routledge, 2016, 14 
35 UNDP, USAID. Being LGBT in Asia: China Country Report. (Bangkok: 2014), 9. 
36Ibid. 
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are fired, denied a promotion, negatively evaluated, and insulted verbally 

because of their sexual orientation or gender identity.37 These leave LGBT+ 

individuals feeling victimized in the workplace. Moreover, exposure to 

hostility and prejudice at work is associated with higher rates of depression 

and anxiety and increased psychological distress among LGBT+ employees. 

LGBT+ employees in hostile work environments also report taking a greater 

number of sick days from work, lower job satisfaction, and a stronger 

intention to leave their position with a given employer.38 

2.3 Microscopic: Personal Internal Factors 

From a micro perspective, personal and internal factors such as internalized 

homophobia and identity repression also hinder the mental wellbeing of the 

Chinese LGBT+ community.  

First, internalized homophobia is a widespread phenomenon among the 

LGBT+ community everywhere. Internalized homophobia refers to the 

negative cultural and institutionalized heterosexist messages and 

stereotypes that LGBT+ people absorb from society and then internalize as 

part of the self-growing up, creating negative attitudes such as self-hatred 

and self-loathing about their sexual orientation.39 

Sexual minorities who have chronically internalized homophobia face 

pressures from within themselves that can lead to a range of serious mental 

wellness problems.40 For example, poorer integration of self-identity, lower 

intensity of wellbeing, and increased probability of psychological anxiety and 

depression. More severely, sexual minorities with high levels of internalized 

homophobia tend to lack motivation, have poor interpersonal relationships, 

self-determination, and control over their environment, leading to more 

negative mental health conditions.41 

Furthermore, due to the external pressures mentioned in the macro and 

meso perspectives, LGBT+ groups tend to avoid potential discrimination and 

 

37Elizabeth Grace Holman, Jessica N. Fish, Ramona Faith Oswald, Abbie Goldberg. “Reconsidering the LGBT 
Climate Inventory: Understanding Support and Hostility for LGBTQ Employees in the Workplace.” J Career 
Assess 27(3) (2019): 544–546. 
38Ibid. 
39Ilan H. Meyer, “Prejudice, Social Stress, and Mental Health in Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual Populations: 
Conceptual Issues and Research Evidence.,” Psychological Bulletin 129, no. 5 (2003): pp. 674-697.  
40David M. Frost, Keren Lehavot, and Ilan H. Meyer, “Minority Stress and Physical Health among Sexual 
Minority Individuals,” Journal of Behavioral Medicine 38, no. 1 (2013): pp. 1-8. 
41Stephan Kappler, Kristin A. Hancock, and Thomas G. Plante, “Roman Catholic Gay Priests: Internalized 
Homophobia, Sexual Identity, and Psychological Well-Being,” Pastoral Psychology 62, no. 6 (2012): pp. 805-826. 
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prejudice by hiding their identities, which is an especially serious issue 

among Chinese LGBT+ People. In China, internalized homophobia is 

widespread, and only 5% of LGBT+ community members come out of the 

closet.42 While hiding sexual identity may avoid some harm, it also places 

new pressures on sexual minority individuals, which can also harm mental 

wellbeing.43 At the same time, LGBT+ individuals who conceal their sexual 

identity are likely not to receive any formal or informal resource support 

within the group, which can lead to the pain of losing in-group support and 

exacerbate anxiety and social impairment due to sexual identity (Postmes & 

Branscombe, 2002).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

42Zhengjia Ren and Ralph W. Hood, “Chinese Internalized Homophobia Scale,” PsycTESTS Dataset, 2018, 
https://doi.org/10.1037/t70048-000. 
43David Sylva et al., “Concealment of Sexual Orientation,” Archives of Sexual Behavior 39, no. 1 (2009): pp. 141-
152, https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-008-9466-2. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/t70048-000
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-008-9466-2


 

12 

 

III.Promoting Mental Wellness of Chinese 

LGBT+ Community 

This section investigates the history of promoting the LGBT+ mental health 

agenda in China from the perspective of legal progress, the development of 

LGBT+ organizations, and the major shift in media and public opinions. The 

later part of this section analyses the work scope of Chinese LGBT+ 

organizations in improving the mental wellbeing situation for the LGBT+ 

community. 

1. History of Promoting LGBT+ Mental Health Agenda in China 

The first profound legal progress in promoting LGBT+ mental wellness in 

China is the depathologization of homosexuality. In 2001, eleven years after 

WHO removed homosexuality from the list of mental illnesses in 1990, the 

Chinese Society of Psychiatry declassified homosexuality as a mental 

disorder. 44  In WHO’s latest manual ICD-11, gender incongruence is no 

longer a mental disease/disorder and is instead defined as “a marked and 

persistent incongruence between a person's experienced gender and 

assigned sex.45 ” ICD-11 will take effect on Jan 1. 2022, and hopefully China 

will follow WHO’s voice in reducing social stigma toward transgender people 

in the near future.46 

Since the begging of the 21st century, along with the legal progress, NGOs, 

non-profits and unregistered social groups working with the SGM community 

blossomed and flourished all over the country, many of which are actively 

promoting the mental wellbeing of the LGBT+ people. In 2008, organizations 

such as the Beijing LGBT Centre47 and PFLAG China48 are established to 

provide hotlines, professional psychological counseling services, social 

 

44Talha, Burki (2017-04-01). "Health and rights challenges for China's LGBT community". World Report. 389: 
1286 
45“Transgender No Longer Recognised as 'Disorder' by WHO.” BBC News, BBC, 29 May 2019, 
www.bbc.com/news/health-48448804.  
46“Being Transgender Not a Mental Disorder, WHO Says.” WebMD, WebMD, 29 May 2019, 
www.webmd.com/sex/news/20190529/being-transgender-not-a-mental-disorder-who-says. 
47The Beijing LGBT Center is a comprehensive non-profit organization dedicated to changing the living 
environment of Chinese gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender rights in China.  
48PFLAG refers to the Parents, Families, and Friends of Lesbians and Gays Association China, it was founded in 
Guangzhou on June 28, 2008, is an NGO formed by LGBT+ individuals, their parents, friends, and supporters to 
serve and support LGBT+ people. PFLAG China is an independent organization, named after the American 
organization PFLAG. It now has changed its name to True Self. 
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services, and legal aid to the LGBT+ communities all over the country.  

These grassroots organizations' efforts have successfully brought access to 

mental health counseling and education to the LGBT+ community as well as 

raised awareness for SGM mental wellbeing to become a public agenda.  

In addition to the progress happening on a legislative level and grassroots 

organizations' efforts, increasing public awareness and media representation 

also contributes to the increased visibility of LGBT+ mental health issues in 

recent years. In memory of transgender youth Yongzhi Ye,49 artists Jolin Tsai 

and May Day release an award-winning song called “Womxnly”5051 in 2018. 

Yongzhi Ye suffered from severe mental health problems because he was 

repeatedly bullied at school and consequently, he committed suicide in 2000. 

Jolin Tsai’s song brought the topic of LGBT+ mental wellness to the public 

again, criticizing the binaries ideals that people imposed on others and 

illustrates the struggle of LGBT+ people.  

Another major incident that brought LGBT+ mental wellness challenges into 

the public eye was the death of Yushu Xu. As a transgender youth, he 

commits suicide in 2019 because of school bullying, sexual assault, social 

disapproval, and pushbacks from his parents.52 The Chinese media reports 

the familial and educational issues leading to Yushu's death, triggering 

extensive discussion about trans' mental state in China. Baidu shows 121,000 

articles and discussions about his tragic death and what leads up to trans' 

overall poor mental wellbeing.    

Although the history of prompting the LGBT+ mental health agenda in China 

is still less than three decades old, there are many noteworthy signs of 

progress on both legal and social fronts. LGBT+ organizations are 

undeniably crucial agents of change in the process. The following section will 

further explore Chinese LGBTQ+ organizations’ work scope in promoting the 

mental wellbeing statues of the Chinese LGBT+ community.      

 

49You, Meihui. Anti-Bullying and Gender Equality Education. Institute of Gender Studies, National Kaohsiung 
Normal University, 20 Apr. 2019, 
web.archive.org/web/20190420033502/163.21.249.63/joomla/upload/cht/article/5-4-d-3.pdf.  
50“【不一样又怎样】感谢你，让他们勇敢做自己_认同.”认同, 4 Sept. 2018, 

www.sohu.com/a/251922511_702810.  
51Chu. “心碎故事搭配純舞蹈 MV，《玫瑰少年》被譽為蔡依林出道最美的音樂影像 ‧ A Day Magazine.” A 

Day Magazine, 8 Mar. 2019, www.adaymag.com/2019/03/07/love-your-body-womxnly.html.  
52Yan, Xingyue, and Jian Wang. “The Death of Yushu Xu, a Womxnly Youth.” @GI_weltweit, 
www.goethe.de/ins/cn/zh/kul/mag/22029425.html. 
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2. Organizations’ Efforts in Availing Chinese LGBT+ People’s Mental 

Wellbeing Statues  

According to a recent national estimate, there are around 100 established 

LGBT+ organizations, active in different files and areas to empower the local 

LGBT+ community.53 In a nutshell, the organizational effort to advance the 

LGBT+ agenda span three broad categories—direct aids on a person-to-

person basis, formation and empowerment of local LGBT+ communities, and 

the propagation of sexual and gender diversity.  

Direct Aids on a Person-to-Person Basis 

To start with, direct aids on a person-to-person basis to the community is the 

most basic form of benevolent activities. Operated by qualified counselors 

and lawyers, social groups offer psychological guidance and legal assistance 

to the visitors through one-on-one activities (helplines and individual 

counseling services) and group events (group psychological salons, lectures, 

and seminars, just to name a few) to assist LGBT+ people in dealing with 

problems that they are mentally suffering from.  

Formation and Empowerment of Local LGBT+ Communities 

Secondly, many LGBT+ organizations are committed to form and empower 

local LGBT+ communities throughout the nation. A survey of suicidal 

tendencies and attempts by transgender teens conducted by Trans 

Wellbeing Team in 2020 shows that support from friends and community is 

more accessible.54 Communities can provide, to a certain extent, emotional 

and practical support to LGBT+ people, equipping them with community 

cohesion, individual and collective self-esteem, resilience, and mental 

wellbeing in every sense of the word.  

The rapid development of social networking sites and dating apps has not 

changed the fundamental needs for physical interaction. No longer limited 

to concealed shelters—bars, clubs, inconspicuous corners of parks—most 

interaction and social relations between LGBT+ individuals are still 

nevertheless unravelling and ephemeral. To correspond with the need for 

 

53“中国 LGBT 社会组织不完全名录及地域分布.” Beijing LGBT Centre, 16 Jan, 2015 

http://www.feizan.com/space-659-do-blog-id-169373.html 
54“自杀预防 | 什么让跨儿想死，什么让跨儿想活,” 跨儿心理, 27 Apr, 2021,  

https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/ZZzqdhjKhbyo90dX4vJS9w 
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cohesive and sustainable communities, LGBT+ organizations perform the 

function of incubator and accelerator.  

The Propagation of Sexual and Gender Diversity Ideas  

Last but not the least, LGBT+ organizations work to propagate the idea of 

sexual and gender diversity via raising public awareness of SGM-health 

issues and scientific knowledge along with policy advocacy. LGBT+ 

organizations put great efforts in bringing in legislation, striving for positive 

press coverage and creating a stronger social media presence.  

The most prominent advocacy work would be a series of nationwide 

investigations and academic research on the Chinese LGBT+ population. In 

collaboration with academics and institutes, such as Peking University's 

Department of Sociology and Peking University Third Hospital, Beijing LGBT 

Centre has conducted several studies on sexual and gender minorities in 

China, with the goal of better understanding the living situations of this group 

of people. Back in 2017, Beijing LGBT Centre released the National Survey 

of the Transgender and Gender Non-Conforming Population in China. 

Rather than merely a ground-breaking academic research of guidance 

significance, it is a collective "coming out" by hundreds of transgenders and 

gender nonconforming (TGNC) individuals from various circles as the 

concretization of their real appearance and situation.  

Moreover, many organizations are organizing LGBT-friendly professional 

workshops, providing vocational training for psychotherapists, practicing 

physicians, and lawyers. For those who have espoused the idea of sexual and 

gender diversity, yet in a quandary about how to receive their LGBT+ visitors 

and clients, these methodological instructions will undoubtfully be of 

assistance in their career.  

Revolving around the mental wellbeing issues LGBT+ people have been 

confronted with, the following chapters aims to uncover the work scope of 

organizations that directly and indirectly benefit and advance the mental 

wellbeing of the LGBT+ community in China.  
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IV.Organizational Efforts: Individual and 

Group Counseling Programs  

1. Introduction 

As mentioned in the previous section, LGBT+ people in China are 

experiencing major mental wellness struggles. At the same time, many 

psychological counseling practitioners lack basic knowledge of LGBT+ issues 

to provide proper services that meet the counseling needs of the LGBT+ 

community. In several studies, negative counselor attitudes predicted lower 

patient satisfaction. A study shows that 261 out of 329 LGB clients reported 

difficulties with counselors who were not LGB themselves, they felt the 

session to be ineffective due to counselors' lack of contextual understanding, 

tendency to pathologize homosexuality, or prejudice against SGM.55  

Homophobic or Transphobic prejudice can hinder the therapist-client 

relationship and seriously damage the outcome of psychotherapy.56 Thus, to 

address the mental wellbeing needs of the LGBT+ community in China, 

various organizations have stepped in and started to provide in-house 

individual and group counseling programs, as well as a LGBT friendly training 

program for counselors to enhance the mental wellbeing care quality. This 

section will further discuss how such counseling programs work, what 

activities do they offer, and the challenges they face. 

2. How LGBT+ Organizations Enhance the Mental Wellbeing of 

LGBT+ Community Through Individual Counseling?  

2.1 How it Operates? 

Individual Counseling is a process through which client works one-on-one 

with a qualified counselor, in a safe and caring setting, to explore their 

feelings, beliefs, or behaviors to better understand themselves and others.57 

In China, LGBT+ Organizations have begun to offer mental wellbeing 

 

55King, Michael. 2007. Review of A Systematic Review of Research on Counselling and Psychotherapy for 
Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual & Transgender People. y the British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy, 
BACP House, 15 St John’s Business Park, Lutterworth, Leicestershire, LE17 4HB. https://www.bacp.co.uk/. 
56King, Michael. 2015. “Attitudes of Therapists and Other Health Professionals towards Their LGB 
Patients.” International Review of Psychiatry 27 (5): 396–404. https://doi.org/10.3109/09540261.2015.1094033. 
57“What Is Individual Counseling?” 2019. Healing Hearts. Transforming Lives. September 27, 2019. 
https://winchestercmhc.com/individual-counseling/ 
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counseling programs since the early 2010s. Below are a few prominent 

organizations that offer individual counseling program to address different 

needs of the LGBT+ community.  

One of the most prominent organizations that offer individual counseling 

services specifically for LGBT+ individuals is the Beijing LGBT Centre. It began 

to organize psychological counseling in 2010, and now it has more than 20 

in-house professional counselors. All of them have been through a rigorous 

interview selection and were assessed by a supervisor of the organization for 

six months before becoming an official in-house counselor. All counselors 

from Beijing LGBT Center have National Second-Grade Psychological 

Counselor Certificates and their consultation time practiced has generally 

exceeded 1000 hours on average. At the center, a personal consultation costs 

roughly about 200RMB and lasts around 50 minutes per session. They also 

offer discounted charitable sessions for students and low-income individuals 

who are unable to afford the normal rate but are in great need of counseling. 

The discounted price goes as low as 50RMB.  

True Self is another LGBT+ organization that prioritizes their counseling 

initiatives. What set True Self and the rest of the organizations apart is that 

they not only provide psychological counseling to LGBT+ individual who 

seeks mental wellbeing support, True Self also provide counseling services 

for parents and family members of the LGBT+ people. They have professional 

counselors to provide counseling services every week. True Self's 

consultation sessions cost around 100 RMB per hour per session. Additionally, 

True Self has a free mental wellbeing hotline service every day from eight-

thirty to ten-thirty in the evening. Parents and volunteer counselors are on 

duty from Monday to Saturday, and professional psychological counselors 

are on duty on Sunday. 

Another high-quality counseling program provider is Trans wellbeing team. 

They mainly provide service for the transgender individual as well as their 

relatives and friends. Their mental health hotline is available from nine in the 

morning to nine fifty at night. Counselors provide free counseling service 

over the phone or via online QQ live chat for a maximum of 50 minutes. 

During the session, the counselors would listen to the caller’s issues, answer 

their questions, evaluate their mental health status, and provide resources 

and clinical referrals. If the first hotline call cannot solve the problem, the team 

will provide another follow up call, or help arrange an official counseling 
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session.58  

Although different organizations often operate differently when it comes to 

individual counseling programs, the general procedure of operation are alike, 

it is as followed. General applicants need to fill out an online application form 

to share their personal information including name, telephone, email, and 

WeChat contact information. They also must specify the categories of 

psychological counseling they need with detailed descriptions of their 

current struggles. Applicants with severe mental illness are required to 

disclose relevant information on the online application. For example, in the 

application notes of Beijing LGBT Center, it is said that: "If you have a history 

of self-injury-suicide, injury, or mental illness, please let the assistant know, 

and we will arrange a more experienced counselor for you." 

In addition to filling out online forms, some organizations offer other ways for 

applicants to make appointments. For example, the LGBT Community Service 

Center offers appointments through WeChat or over the phone. The Voice of 

Trans, Beijing LGBT Center, and Trans Wellbeing Team have also set up the 

telephone hotline where staff from the organization will record the questions 

from the caller and then refer them to appropriate counselors.59  

2.2 What Activities and Services Does It Offer?  

In addition to the more conventional treatments such as talk therapy, some 

organizations also provide creative treatment activities that yield surprisingly 

good results. Counselors from West Coast Common Heart League provide 

expressive art therapy. During which counselors can learn about the patient's 

mood, personality, and characteristics by asking the patient to express 

themselves through artistic media such as painting, crafting, music, and 

dancing.60  

On March 2, 2020, the team of Hero Pets Program introduced LGBT+ people 

with depression to Animal Assisted Therapy (AAT). The core of AAT is the 

 

58 跨儿心理. n.d. “心理咨询！心理热线！跨儿心理小组为您提供.” Wechat. 

https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/CYf_JXbiWyP59gUy2548iw. 
59Psychology team in Beijing LGBT Center. 2019. Review of 心理咨询报名入口. Beijing LGBT Center. March 

21, 2019. 
http://mp.weixin.qq.com/s?__biz=MzI4MTY1NzEyMg==&mid=2247483838&idx=2&sn=cde7b421fc00066bb59
a8d11bb150b1e&chksm=eba4abf3dcd322e50f88f4f75d6e423bf7c73171867e8a5fbe33b394bf0512971c339f11d43
2&mpshare=1&scene=23&srcid=0604RjZJVxLTW 
60 用身体说话—海西艺术表达团体工作坊 开团招募” n.d. Wechat. Accessed, Mar.9, 2021. 

https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/mZjOVmz_NzPPRA7v5zwqNg 
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emotional and physical interaction between human and emotional support 

animals. Animals such as dogs and cats are integrated into the process of 

therapy.61 There are two specific ways that animals can help patients. On the 

one hand, the warm experience brought by interacting with animals can 

alleviate negative emotions. In the process of caring for and accompanying 

animals, pet owners are able to experience senses of external validations and 

affections from their pets through physical contact, eye contact, and 

interaction. On the other hand, by adopting a pet, owners can also 

experience strong companionship, goal-oriented cooperation, and 

developmental interaction.62 As a result, the mental and physical health of 

patients can be improved in such ways.  

2.3 Challenges Faced 

Despite the progress, LGBT+ organizations still face many problems when 

conducting individual counseling programs. There are a few concerns that 

prevent individuals to attend counseling sessions provided by LGBT+ 

organizations. Firstly, A 50-minute 1v1 counseling service usually costs 

between 200 to 400 RMB on average. The price level could be expensive for 

those from low-income backgrounds. Even though many organizations such 

as Beijing LGBT center offers discounted sessions. One can only sign up for 

a limited number of such discounted sessions, for instance Beijing LGBT 

Center has a limit of 10 sessions.  

Secondly, many LGBT+ people may face difficulties in building trust with 

counselors due to previous unpleasant experiences or fear of the lack of 

empathy from the counselor. Several studies found that LGB people would 

prefer to be seen by LGB therapists. In one study, 156 out of 600 LGB people 

believed that only LGB therapists would be competent to provide 

‘gay/lesbian-affirmative therapy’. 63  Although all inhouse therapists from 

different LGBT+ organizations have received LGBT+ friendly training, the 

therapists themselves aren't necessarily a part of the LGBT+ community. Thus, 

it is difficult to build trust between SGM patients and cisgender/heterosexual 

therapists.  

 

61 Hero Pets Program, “Animal Assistant Treatment 动物辅助疗法社会工作机制,” Hero Pets Program, January 

23, 2020, https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/46aEWxvSrb0bt40B8cPtOQ?scene=25#wechat_redirect. 
62 Ibid  
63 King, Michael. 2007. Review of A Systematic Review of Research on Counselling and Psychotherapy for 
Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual & Transgender People. y the British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy, 
BACP House, 15 St John’s Business Park, Lutterworth, Leicestershire, LE17 4HB. https://www.bacp.co.uk/. 
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Thirdly, many organizations clearly stated that underage minors are unable to 

seek counseling help without parental permission. In many instances, LGBT+ 

teenagers might want to go to counseling because they are confused about 

their sexuality or gender identity, but they do not wish to or don't know how 

to discuss such matters with their parents. Asking for permission would thus 

entail coming out to their parents. This legal requirement made it extremely 

difficult for underage LGBT+ teens to access counseling services.64 

There are also concerns for organizations in organizing counseling programs. 

Firstly, because the conversation between the counselor and their patients is 

completely confidential, organizations cannot effectively monitor and 

evaluate the quality of the therapy and judge if the counselor is being LGBT+ 

friendly to their patients. Secondly, because LGBT+ friendly counseling has 

been a recent development in China, it is often difficult to find qualified 

LGBT+ friendly counselor who is highly specialized in special psychotherapy 

programs to treat unique and special needs patients with suicidal tendency 

and severe mental disorder.   

3.  How LGBT+ Organizations Enhance the Mental Wellbeing of 

LGBT+ Community Through Group Counseling Activities?  

 3.1 How it Operates? 

In addition to individual counseling, group counseling is another important 

form of psychotherapy. It aims to help people manage mental health 

conditions or cope with negative experiences and behaviors in group 

settings. 65  A counseling group is usually comprised of two or more 

individuals guided by one or two trained group therapists to work on shared 

mental wellbeing issues that concern them.66  

In group counseling, members listen to each other and openly express 

thoughts and feelings about what other members do or say. These 

interactions give members an opportunity to increase understanding of 

themselves and others, try out new ways of being with others, and learn 

more effective ways of human interaction. Group therapy helps people 

 

64Ardi, Zadrian, Frischa Meivilona Yendi, and Ifdil. “Students Attitude Towards LGBTQ; the Future Counselor 
Challenges.” Jurnal Konseling Dan Pendidikan 5, no. 2 (2017): 74-79. 
65“Group Therapy: Definition, Benefits, What to Expect, and More.” 2020. December 10, 2020. Medical News 
Today. https://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/group-therapy. 
66“Group Counseling | Counseling and Consultation.” n.d. Nmu.edu. 
https://nmu.edu/counselingandconsultation/group-counseling. 
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learn about themselves and improve their interpersonal relationships. It 

addresses feelings, depression, or anxiety.67 Compared to individual 

counseling, group counseling offers a more social and practical solution 

that highlights problem-solving skills and mutual support.68 

Many LGBT+ organization are offering group counseling sessions, for 

instance Beijing Johnny Center, a renowned mental health clinic in China 

known for its LGBT+ friendly practice, offer both Individual and group 

counseling programs. Their group consultation cost around 200RMB per 

person. Patients can register to be placed in a therapy group through their 

website or by making a phone appointment one or two days in advance.69 

The group usually consist of 8 to 10 people, depending on the topics. The 

group counseling session attendants meet once a week, sessions can range 

from 12 weeks to continuous rolling. Group counseling activities offered by 

Johnny Center focus on solving emotional problems in relationships, provide 

emotional support for gay men living with HIV, and assist with social relations 

building. The time length for each session lasts around one and a half hours.70  

Trans Wellbeing Team also holds a series of online and offline group 

counseling programs for LGBT+ people. Their topics of group counseling are 

usually under three mental wellbeing-related topics 1) coming out of the 

closet, 2) medical and social transition and 3) intimate relationship. All the 

counselors who provide psychological counseling services have the state-

authorized qualification certificate of "psychological counselors". All the 

counselors who provide psychological hotline service have the national 

"psychological counselors" or "social workers" qualification certificates or 

have a professional background and master's degree in psychology. All 

counselors have received trans-friendly and have been assessed and 

supervised by Trans Wellbeing Team.71 

 

67Conyne, Robert K. 2010. The Oxford Handbook of Group Counseling. Google Books. Oxford University Press, 

USA.https://books.google.com/books?hl=zhCN&lr=&id=UaVcOpP_SoC&oi=fnd&pg=PA36&dq=definition+of+
group+counseling+&ots=a-
VjHZh2vT&sig=q0pbyFAQQBv40InwyZZ90RQSd94#v=onepage&q=definition%20of%20group%20counseling
&f=false. 
68“LGBT 心理咨询公益支持计划.” n.d. Wechat. Accessed June 5, 2021. https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/qylIB-4-

M4d2yZVE2d8f4w. 
69“中心介绍.” n.d. Www.johnnycenter.com. Accessed June 5, 2021. 

http://www.johnnycenter.com/html_info/qiyewenhua-14.html. 
70“公益小组咨询.”n.d. www.johnnycenter.com. Accessed Dec, 22, 2013. 

http://www.johnnycenter.com/html_article/article-151.html 
71跨儿心理. n.d. “跨儿心理小组服务团队简介.” Wechat. Accessed June 10, 2021.  

https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/zvX7tQDHsmGV10hhMSh8kQ. 

http://www.johnnycenter.com/
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Some of the group counseling activities organized by Trans Wellbeing Team 

are open exclusively to the transgender community. These group counseling 

activities usually serve the following purposes. First, their aims are to teach 

transgender people how to deal with the problems of intimate relationships 

and find ways to be happy. Also, such group counseling aims to help 

transgender people find the best way to come out and reduce the friction 

with their families. Moreover, group counseling encourages attendants to 

share their own stories and distress for peer-to-peer emotional support and 

suggestions. The program also offers various activities such as board games 

and offline tea parties for people to join. The price for one activity is 39 RMB, 

and the activity usually lasts for three hours.72 

Rainbow Academy is another organization that frequently organizes group 

counseling activities for LGBT+ people. They recruit participants by 

publishing a group counseling notice on their website or social media page 

where people can sign up to be a part of it. Relevant information and content 

of the courses are included in the notice to attract sign-ups. All applicants 

who signed up will be interviewed by staff, and then the event manager 

screen the selected applicants to put them into small groups based on their 

displayed mental wellbeing symptoms. A group is usually made of six people, 

all of whom sign a non-disclosure agreement before joining the official 

WeChat counseling group. Rainbow Academy offers both online and offline 

group counseling sessions, however, due to the pandemic, most group 

counseling activities had been conducted online.73 

3.2 What Activities Does it Offers? 

Compared to individual counseling, group counseling sometime offers more 

interactive activities. For instance, Beijing Johnny Center has a "Love and 

Relationship Psychology Group" for gay men, led by a professional counselor. 

Healthy relationships not only improve the quality of an individual's life but 

are also very important for an individual's physical and mental health. Thus, 

the relationship group focuses on and solves relationship problems among 

gay men (such as the inability to establish a long-term relationship, the 

inability to face the breakup, and other emotional problems). In such sessions, 

counselors lead the group members to understand the issue and help them 

 

72“跨儿快乐闪现桌游线下活动“,n.d. WeChat, accessed May 12, 2021, 

https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/gO_R1GSKk_mj3kMvFKkt0A 
73萱萱. n.d. “温暖上线：心理那些事儿.” Wechat. Accessed June 12, 2021. 

https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/g0fg5rz1V_ByfWjPFvrRew. 
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face their emotions, and deal with the problem.74 

In China, majority of the LGBT+ people choose to hide their sexual and 

gender identity. To help LGBT+ people feel more comfortable with their 

identity, Namyi Psychological Space offers psychodrama activities in group 

counseling session. Psychodrama is a mode of action therapy under the 

broad category of expressive art therapy. It helps participants to express 

themselves under a different identity and it also allow group members to give 

feedback to others.75 Usually counselor gathers a group of people troubled 

by similar issues and provides them with an appropriate situation for 

participants to act out. Group members can communicate and give feedback 

to one another in an interactive situation. In this process, participants acquire 

a sense of identity and achieve self-development.  

3.3 Challenge Faced  

Much like individual counseling programs, organizations face many 

challenges when conducting group counseling activities. In addition to 

similar challenges of hard to establish trust, high price range, and lack of 

highly specialized counselors. Group counseling also has a few unique 

challenges. For instance, group activity can make people, especially 

introverted people feel uncomfortable. Group therapy sessions can be very 

intense and relay on the interaction between members, which could result in 

individuals feeling too uncomfortable to continue with attending group 

sessions.76  

Also, group therapy requires individuals to overcome common social 

phobias such as public speaking. This fear of interacting intimately with other 

unfamiliar individuals may be too overwhelming for some people. Also 

opening up and sharing intimate details with strangers is difficult for 

everyone. Moreover, building trust in the group is interact and time-

consuming process, trust established can be easily hindered by a few small 

undesirable actions of the group members. It can also be difficult for 

newcomers to adjust to an already well-bonded group. Sometimes, members 

may exhibit aggressive behaviors or make hostile comments to each other. 

 

74“恋爱与情感心理小组招募成员中.” n.d. Beijing LGBT Mental Health Center. Accessed June 5, 2021. 

http://www.johnnycenter.com/html_article/article-151.html. 
75“心理沙龙—心理剧 LGBT 成长小组.” n.d. Wechat. Accessed June 5, 2021. 

https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/0YxH_bYskckC9KiKv9-BnQ. 
76Instituteofcounsellingblog, Author. 2019. “Benefits and Limitations of Group Therapy.” Institute of Counselling 
Blog. April 6, 2019. https://instituteofcounsellingblog.org/2019/04/06/benefits-and-limitations-of-group-therapy/ 
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Fragile patients may not be able to endure such practices without further 

emotional damage.77  

4. Conclusion 

When working with counselor who is uninformed on SGM issues, their 

unfriendly attitude towards LGBT+ people could have a negative impact on 

the identity development and personal growth of sexual minorities. 78  To 

address such challenge, many LGBT+ organizations have put a lot of effort 

into developing in-house LGBT+ friendly individual and group counseling 

programs. Through individual and group counseling programs, counselors 

help LGBT+ people by giving identity affirmation and providing professional 

advice that helps them cope with their pressure in daily life.  

The development of LGBT+ friendly counseling practice is not without 

challenges. Despite the challenges faced, organizations are taking 

continuous action to address the mental wellbeing needs of LGBT+ people. 

In addition, to provide inhouse counseling programs, LGBT+ organizations 

such as Beijing LGBT Center and the Johnny Center have also taken the 

initiative to co-operate with psychological counseling services to popularize 

LGBT+ knowledge through lectures, seminar, discussion meetings, training 

program so that more and more counselors will be able to provide non-

prejudice psychological counseling services for SGM individuals. 79  All of 

these allow the counselors to have an accurate scientific understanding of 

the sexual minority group and thus ensure a better experience for LGBT+ 

patients. 

Through the LGBT+ organization's efforts of establishing both in-house 

counseling programs and advocating LGBT+ friendly counseling practice to 

other mental wellbeing practitioners and clinics, the mental health and 

wellbeing fields have shown true progress toward LGBT+ inclusion.  

  

 

77Simmerman, Jamie. 2018. “Weighing the Pros and Cons of Group Therapy.” EverydayHealth.com. August 29, 
2018. https://www.everydayhealth.com/emotional-health/weighing-pros-cons-group-therapy/. 
78Johnny Center, “LGBT 心理咨询公益支持计划“, 2019. https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/qylIB-4-

M4d2yZVE2d8f4w 
79Beijing LGBT Center, “Training of friendly counselors for sexual minorities,” Sina, June 21, 2014, 
http://blog.sina.cn/dpool/blog/s/blog_597dcc040102f0h4.html 

http://blog.sina.cn/dpool/blog/s/blog_597dcc040102f0h4.html
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V.Organizational Efforts: Advocacy and 

Community Development Programs 

1. Introduction 

World Health Organization defines mental health as “not just the absence of 

mental disorder, but a state of wellbeing in which every individual realizes his 

or her own potential can cope with the normal stresses of life can work 

productively and fruitfully and is able to make a contribution to their 

community." Mental health and wellbeing thus have a significant influence on 

the development of individuals and the improvement of society. However, as 

illustrated in the previous chapters the unfriendly attitude towards LGBT+ 

people in contemporary Chinese society have a negative impact on the 

mental wellbeing of this community.80  

In addition to provide counseling programs, LGBT+ organizations in China 

have been working on improving the mental wellbeing status of the Chinese 

LGBT+ community through many other means. Among these two of the most 

important avenues are:  1) raising public awareness to change public 

attitudes towards LGBT+ people through advocacy, 2) building internal 

resilience to provide an environment free from discrimination and 

stigmatization for LGBT+ people through community development. This 

chapter further analyzes these two initiatives in regard to their settings and 

forms of manifestation as well as discusses their effectiveness with detailed 

examples.  

2. Raising Public Awareness Through Advocacy  

The definition of advocacy generally refers to the act of an individual or a 

group that can influence a cause or policy which helps the mission of an 

organization or a community of people. For the LGBT+ community, public 

advocacy stands for the actions of raising awareness and educating the 

public on the basic facts about the LGBT+ community, hoping to improve the 

visibility and acceptance of the LGBT+ community. The experience of 

stigmatized discrimination has a negative impact on the mental health of 

LGBT+ people.81  As the general public becomes more accepting of the 

 

80Lijuan Wu, “Being LGBTI in China: A National Survey on Social Attitudes towards SOGIE” (New York: United 
Nations Development Programme, 2016), 16-23. 
81Ilan Meyer. “Prejudice, Social Stress, and Mental Health in Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual Populations: Conceptual 
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members of the LGBT+ community, it improves the living condition of LGBT+ 

people which would directly impact their mental wellbeing. 

2.1 Advocacy in Different Environments 

This section aims to illustrate difficulties and various degrees of 

discrimination than LGBT+ people encountered in family, workplace, and 

school,5 and how LGBT+ organizations help to enhance the mental wellbeing 

of SGM with different public advocacy activities in various settings. 

Family 

Under the cultural background of the Chinese society, family acceptance is 

one of the greatest obstacles that prevent LGBT+ members from coming out 

about their sexual orientation and gender identity (SOGI). Therefore, family 

is the first and foremost common environment that causes mental wellbeing 

issues among LGBT+ members. Many LGBT+ organizations have been 

carrying out specific advocacy efforts, aiming to help parents of LGBT+ 

people to understand their children’s SOGI issues and thus become more 

accepting of their children for who they are. 

Trueself, a prominent LGBT+ organization that targets family acceptances, 

has made outstanding achievements in its advocacy works. By popularizing 

the scientific knowledge about sexual minorities to family members, as well 

as hosting theme discussions and lectures, it has solved many parents' 

concerns and incomprehension about SOGI issues. Advocacy activities such 

as “parent to parent” experience exchange meetings and interparental 

persuasion have helped turn many parents’ attitudes from rejecting into 

supporting their LGBT+ children.  

Xuan, a mother who had great psychological stress about her son’s sexuality 

after he came out to her, was persuaded to attend a “parent to parent” 

experience exchange meeting at Trueself ‘s Shanghai Branch. She said, “At 

first, I felt confused about why and how these parents (whose children were 

LGBT+) gathered. And I had no idea why homosexuality existed, so I decided 

to figure it out.” 82 

 

Issues and Research Evidence,” Psychological Bulletin 129, no.5 (Sep 2003): 674–697.  
82Phoenix Satellite Television, “公益中国,” interview by Gehui Xu, April 23, 2017, video, 12:52-15:25, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lDqHO2_ICDs&t=927s. 
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After the meeting, Xuan was deeply touched, “During the meeting, a mother 

with a lesbian daughter from Anhui province shared her story. Her daughter 

committed suicide because the family did not accept her sexual orientation. 

She said with great regret ‘It doesn't matter whether my daughter is lesbian 

or not, the only thing I want is to bring her back to life.’ This life exchanged 

revelation came a bit too late, as she has already lost too much.”  

Xuan's son indicated that his mom's attitude about his sexual orientation 

turned around after this sharing session. "She listened carefully about things 

like parents undergoing child adoption on behalf of their LGBT+ children 

and SGM individuals' pension problem in the future. Apparently, she began 

to accept the fact (that I'm gay) and consider my future (as a gay man).”  

Under the impact of targeted family advocacy, many parents became more 

accepting of their LGBT+ children. Such honest and accepting familial 

relationships mean LGBT+ children no longer get forced into heterosexual 

dating and marriage under parental pressure; they have a safe place to 

confine and gain support about things that bothers them in daily life; and 

they can be their true self at home. When families truly become accepting of 

SGM people, they are a powerful ally in fighting against discrimination, 

stigma, and violence. A supportive family environment would directly 

improve the mental wellbeing of SGM people. 

Workplace 

According to a 2016 UNDP report, only 5% of SGM respondents chose to 

come out at work as they deem workplace to the least safe environment for 

them to come out. They believe that it is necessary to hide their gender 

identity and sexual orientation in order to protect themselves in the 

workplace.83 Such concern over workplace discrimination would reflect on 

the poor mental wellbeing status of LGBT+ people in the workplace.  

LGBT+ organizations in China have taken many advocacy measures to create 

a more diverse and inclusive working environment for them. 

LGTB+ organizations such as D&I, a corporate advisory and training 

consultancy, provide onsite diversity and inclusion training programs for 

company key opinion leaders to speak out against discrimination and 

microaggression in the workplace. In addition, organizations also get in 

 

83Lijuan Wu, “Being LGBTI in China: A National Survey on Social Attitudes towards SOGIE” (New York: United 
Nations Development Programme, 2016), 25-26. 
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touch with companies who lack diversity and inclusion policies, urging them 

to provide a more friendly environment for LGBT+ employees. Another non-

profit LGBT+ organization called WorkForLGBT, which has been fighting for 

SGM workers' rights, holds LGBT+ Job Fair every year since 2013. So far 

more than 500 companies have joined recruitment fairs. 

Shanghai Pride, an LGBT+ organization which aims to enhance LGBT+ 

members' self-affirmation and to promote social visibility through various 

social activities, held Pride Workplace Diversity and Inclusion Forums in June 

2020. 15+ speakers from top global and local firms with inclusive policies 

and the best practices in China were invited to share their stories and 

perspectives. This event “brought employers and job seekers together 

learning the value of an inclusive workplace for all.”84 

Thanks to the advocacy efforts of LGBT+ organizations in promoting a non-

discriminatory workplace, work environment has become more accepting of 

LGBT+ individuals, they were also offered tools to fight against workplace 

harassment, discriminatory dress code policies, and unjust layoffs in 

professional settings. All of which help reduces their stress and improves 

their mental wellbeing status in the workplace. 

Educational Setting 

LGBT+ youths are highly discriminated against in school due to the lack of 

sex education and LGBT+ knowledge. Forty percent of Chinese LGBT+ 

students reported having been bullied at school.85 The experiences with 

bullying and discrimination at school seriously impair their mental wellbeing. 

Compared with the national sample, LGBT youths face a higher risk of 

depression.86 

Many LGBT+ clubs have been founded on campus to promote LGBT+ 

students’ rights and visibility. For example, Purple, a student society of 

Tsinghua University, has organized plenty of advocacy activities. In 2016 on 

the International Day against Homophobia, Transphobia and Biphobia, 

Purple organized a “Drawing a rainbow together” initiative which invited 

 

84“ShPRIDE Workplace D&I Forums.” ShPRIDE, modified on May 27th, 2020, 
http://www.shpride.com/2020/05/27/fp/?lang=en. 
85Mingren, Gezi, and Xinyi Wang, “Investigation Report of the Campus Environment of Sexual Minority 
Students.” (Beijing: Common Language, 2016), 47-48. 
86Institute of Psychology of Beijing LGBT Center and Chinese Academy of Sciences, “Report on the Mental 
Health of LGBT People in China.” (Beijing: Beijing LGBT Center, 2017), 9-10.  
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students to paint pictures with the gate of university rainbow colors to raise 

awareness and express their support for the LGBT+ community on campus.  

Companion Department, an affiliate of the Red Cross Society of Tsinghua 

University Students' Branch, focuses on building a platform for open 

discussion about sexual and reproductive health topics, LGBT+ issues, and 

mental health issues on campus. It carries out “peer class” every semester on 

sex education, discussion of intimate relationships, and gender equality 

topics.  

In addition, various LGBT+ organizations also conduct activities on campus. 

Motss.info, a partner of Hangzhou LGBT center, established in 2002 made 

long-term efforts to publicize AIDS prevention and advance mental health for 

LGBT+ people. In December 2020, it gave a series of lectures in the Zhejiang 

University of Technology, educating students about gender, sexual 

orientation, and AIDS awareness. Trueself has also made connections with 

more than 50 higher education institutions in China and presented over 80 

lectures on LGBT+ issues in schools.  

These LGBT+ student clubs and LGBT+ organizations' presence on campus 

has made college a more open inclusive place for LGBT+ people where they 

can live as normally and peacefully as they deserve. Although there are many 

exciting positive developments on major college campuses, there are still 

significant challenges ahead. Advocacy efforts on inclusive sex education 

and LGBT+ visibility promoting still have a long way to go in reaching primary 

and secondary educational institutions as well as colleges with more 

conservative stands on LGBT+ issues.  

3. Internal Resilience Building via Community Development  

3.1 Definition 

“Contemporary community is essentially a communication community based 

on belonging and sharing, also can be a powerful voice of political 

opposition.” 87  Due to the prejudice, unacceptance, and even violence 

LGBT+ people face from society, and inclusive "safe environment" with a 

close group of SGMs helps LGBT+ individuals find belonging, affiliation, and 

 

87Gerard Delanty, Community (New York: Routledge, 2018), 17. 
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comradery. Being in such communities can relieve their mental stress then 

improve their mental health state. 88 

Chinese LGBT+ organizations play an important role in incubating, building, 

and managing different SGM communities. Differentiating from 

spontaneously formed communities such as Dong Dan Park 89  in Beijing, 

organizational communities have a clearer organizational structure, are 

directly managed by organizations, and serves to actively promote the 

agenda of the organization.  

In addition to building and managing their own organizational communities, 

LGBT+ organizations also sometimes incubate small grassroots communities 

by providing trainings for individuals who have a desire to participant in 

LGBT+ community building, enabling them to better serve their local LGBT+ 

communities. For instance, Common Language, a non-profit LGBT+ 

organization, aims to nurture community ambassadors who can supply local 

LGBT+ communities with better service. Mr.C, the head of Guizhou 

Qiancheng Workshop90, participated in this project in 2016 said, “I've learned 

about leadership understanding emotions of others and how to better serve 

LGBT+ people in Guizhou.” he said.  

3.2 Ways to Build Community: Online and Offline 

Nowadays, LGBT+ organizations conduct community-building activities both 

virtually and in person. This section shows how LGBT+ organizations build 

community online and offline, as well as explores the difference between the 

two kinds of community building and how community development help 

improve LGBT+ members' mental wellbeing status. 

Online 

The development of the internet has changed the mode of community 

interaction from the traditional “physical presence” interaction to “virtual 

presence” interaction. Because of anonymity and virtuality, being in an online 

community is a relatively safer sanctuary for LGBT+ people to take off the 

 

88Donelson R. Forsyth, “The psychology of groups”, University of Richmond, accessed 2021, 
https://nobaproject.com/modules/the-psychology-of-groups#content. 
89Dong Dan Park is a traditional dating place for homosexuality since the last century, a LGBT+ community is set 
up by word of mouth. Most LGBT+ people from the older generations have been there to make friends and find 
dating matches. 
90Guizhou Qiancheng Workshop is an LGBT+ organization in Guizhou province. 

https://nobaproject.com/modules/the-psychology-of-groups#content
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shackles they have from in their daily lives.91 In the real world, LGBT+ people 

have to face many issues that undermine their mental wellbeing. Thus, many 

of them find online communities as an important platform to vent repressed 

expressions and emotions.  

Douban is one of the most popular social community forums. As of May 2021, 

there are 204 LGBT social groups with active users above 1000 on Douban. 

The largest community is a lesbian discussion group with 358,478 users. This 

scale of the LGBT+ community could not appear in past decades without any 

help from the internet.  

Psychologically speaking, catharsis92  and expression helps people in the 

adjustment of psychological states and the recovery of resilience.93 In real 

life, many LGBT+ people had limited opportunity to meet and socialize with 

one another, but the online platform allows them to connect and 

communicate across time zones, regions, and cultures. 94  Thus, LGBT+ 

organizations built official accounts in social media platforms such as WeChat, 

Weibo, and their websites to publish articles, post contact information, offer 

services, announce offline activities to inform people to participate.  

Moreover, LGBT+ communities empathize on improving access to LGBT+ 

related information, which is not necessarily easy for SGM individuals to gain 

from their day-to-day social relationships. Rainbow Academy, an online 

LGBT+ education platform, offers mental wellbeing support through online 

classes. They have established 7 LGBT+ related themes with over 100 

lectures. Since founded in 2010, they have built 30 plus active communities, 

each community has above 200 participants. LGBT+ members there have 

convenient access to knowledge and information about SGM issues, which 

enhances their self-identity and self-expression. 

Offline/in-person 

Offline community development efforts include more physical interaction, 

which allows people to subconsciously build trust for the community and thus 

 

91Zhang Wenhong, “Organizational Characteristics and Social Impact of Network Social Groups”, Journal of 
Jiangsu Administration Institute 58, no. 4 (2011): 68-72. 
92A catharsis is an emotional release. According to psychoanalytic theory, this emotional release is linked to a need 
to relieve unconscious conflicts. 
93Kendra Cherry, “What Is Catharsis?”, verywellmind, modified on May 24, 2021, 
https://www.verywellmind.com/what-is-catharsis-2794968. 
94Zhang Wenhong, “Organizational Characteristics and Social Impact of Network Social Groups”, Journal of 
Jiangsu Administration Institute 58, no. 4 (2011): 69. 

https://www.verywellmind.com/what-is-catharsis-2794968
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enhancing people's willingness to participating in community activities 

continuously.95 LGBT+ organizations build community offline by organizing 

different kinds of activities for members. Generally speaking, there are 

functional and recreational events organized by LGBT+ organizations to 

build and reinforce their communities’ spirits. 

Functional events aim to serve and inform community members, which 

involve supportive companionship, knowledge publicity activities, 

experience sharing activities and offline seminars. LGBT+ organizations 

would invite professionals to share their knowledge and experience related 

to psychology for community members to help them better improve their 

mental health status (self-awareness, self-exploration and self-growth). 

Close relationships among members are the foundation of the LGBT+ 

community, making the community more powerful and harmonious, which 

will in turn have a positive impact on members' mental health. Organizations 

like Shoreline Shanghai provides recreational events, such as film screening, 

sports activities and nature exploration to bring people together, promoting 

communication and familiarity among community members, expanding their 

friendship circle, also providing them with a sense of security and belonging.  

3.3 Community's Influence on the Mental Wellbeing of LGBT+ 

People 

Social stigma, discrimination, and social marginalization all have a negative 

impact on the mental wellbeing of SGM.96 Naturally, LGBT+ people join in 

groups to find belonging. Psychologically speaking identify oneself as a 

member of a certain group which gives people the feeling of being 

supported and in turn enhances their self-identity. Group identification can 

protect LGBT+ individuals against unhealthy mental states such as anxiety 

and depression. Strong group identification leads to reduce stress and 

increase perceived ability to cope with stress, whereas the absence of group 

identification tends to elicit the opposite response. 97  LGBT+ community 

provides a non-stigmatized and inclusive social environment where LGBT+ 

people are not outcasts there. Such feelings of support and belonging 

 

95Alicea Lieberman and Juliana Schroeder, “Two social lives: How differences between online and offline 
interaction influence social outcomes” Current Opinion in Psychology 31, (Feb 2020): 16–21. 
96Jones EE, Farina A, Hastorf AH, Markus H, and Miller DT, Social stigma: The psychology of marked 

relationships (New York: W H Freeman & Co, 1984). 
97Greenaway, K. H., Haslam, S. A., Cruwys, T., Branscombe, N. R., Ysseldyk, R., & Heldreth, C, “From ‘we’ to 
‘me’: Group identification enhances perceived personal control with consequences for health and well-being.” 
Journal of personality and social psychology 109, no. 1 (Jan 2015): 53–74.  
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decrease their feelings of loneliness and eases their trauma from social 

exclusion.  

4. Conclusion 

Although most LGBT+ organizations' advocacy and community-building 

efforts are not necessarily designed to solely enhance the mental wellbeing 

of LGBT+ people, they can, however, change the living environment and 

societal attitude towards the LGBT+ community, which subsequently reduces 

difficulties and stressors highly relating to their mental wellbeing. In the 

public sphere, LGBT+ organizations are committed to eliminate public 

misunderstanding and change public attitude towards SGM by popularizing 

LGBT+ issues, positively promoting LGBT+ images. Therefore, reduce 

discrimination and stigmatization, protect their rights and interests, help 

them in better integrating into the society, and overall improve their mental 

wellbeing. LGBT+ organizations also build up communities to provide an 

inclusive environment for LGBT+ people and thus help them become more 

resilient to face mental wellbeing problems. 
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VI.Discussion and Conclusion  

Revolved around cultural and social factors, this report discussed the 

composition and the underlying causes of the current mental wellbeing 

situation the LGBT+ community face in China. The study put emphasis on the 

narrowness of popular binary opinions on sex and gender, and the deficiency 

of proper mental health care for SGM in China. By tracking down the two 

critical contributors to the poor mental status of the LGBT+ community, this 

report illustrates LGBT+ organizations’ two main efforts in promoting the 

mental wellness of LGBT+ individuals in China.  

The first is the direct enhancements of the mental wellbeing assistance by 

providing both high quality and quantity of LGBT-friendly counseling 

programs and counselor training programs. The second is to create a better 

living environment for LGBT+ people through advocacy and build internal 

resilience via community development, all of which subsequently enhance 

the mental wellbeing of LGBT+ individuals.  

Although LGBT+ organizations had made astonishing progress in alleviating 

the mental wellbeing conditions of SGM people in China, the path to 

progress has not always been smooth sailing. Since 2020, the COVID-19 

pandemic and its mandatory social distancing measures have posed a few 

serious setbacks concerning the power and capacity of LGBT+ organizations. 

During the lockdown, offline activities have fallen significantly in scale and 

frequency all over the country, which has inevitably undermined the work 

scope of LGBT+ organizations and local communities.   

In addition, the pandemic also had noticeable impacts on the mental 

wellbeing condition of LGBT+ individuals. Since the lockdown began during 

Chinese New Year, a time where most people were home celebrating with 

family, many closeted SGM as well as the those came out but face 

unsupportive attitude were stranded in a hostile familial environment without 

their usual means of avoidance. On top of that, a distinct lack of access to 

hormone replacement therapy drugs and treatments makes the situation far 

worse for transgender and non-binary groups in need. Superimposed over 

one another, these challenges are more acute than ever, exacerbating the 

already challenging living and mental wellbeing conditions the Chinese 

LGBT+ community face.  

Despite the adversities caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, many LGBT+ 

organizations were able to rise to the occasion and adapt to the special 
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circumstance with agility. For instance, Rainbow Academy98 offered a special 

“addressing the mental wellbeing challenges brought out by the COVID-19 

pandemic” online counseling course free of charge. During the early 

lockdown days of the pandemic, Wuhan LGBT Center also offered free 

psychological counseling to SGM individuals who were infected with COVID. 

The center also offered free delivery of HIV, hormone replacement therapy, 

and depression medications to LGBT+ people in need. Many LGBT+ 

organizations have shifted their focus from offline activities to online events 

to accommodate the new norm.  

Through continuous efforts, LGBT+ organizations and social groups all over 

China are thriving to pitch in with building and advancing local communities; 

making sexual and gender diversity knowledge and idea widespread, 

normalizing LGBT+ issues in the mainstream societal discourse; offering 

LGBT+ friendly counseling and counselor training services. All of which 

means a more LGBT-friendly environment where all can live with dignity and 

equality is emerging gradually on this land. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

98 萱萱. n.d. “温暖上线：心理那些事儿.” Wechat. Accessed June 12, 2021. 

https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/g0fg5rz1V_ByfWjPFvrRew. 
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