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This leaflet has been written especially for people of all 
ages who are lesbian, gay, bisexual or questioning their 
sexuality. There is a separate leaflet for people who are 
transgender (also known as trans), or who are questioning 
their gender identity which we will refer to later on.

It can be difficult for some people to come to terms with 
their sexuality, whatever their age. It can be hard to be 
different from your friends, or to make different choices. 
But what your friends choose to do may not be what you 
want. Whether you call yourself gay, bisexual, straight or 
lesbian, your sexuality is unique and important.

This leaflet does not 
claim to have all the 
answers; it aims to help 
you think about your 
sexuality, to help you 
make the right choices 
for you and to give 
information about 
organisations that can 
help and support you.

Stepping out
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WHAT DOES BEING LESBIAN, GAY OR BISEXUAL MEAN?

Simply put, being gay or lesbian means being emotionally and/ 
or physically attracted to members of your own sex. Being 
bisexual means you feel those attractions to members of both 
sexes.

We often hear being gay, lesbian, bisexual or straight referred 
to as someone’s ‘sexuality’. However, sexual orientation is only 
one part of a person’s sexuality. Sexuality includes many aspects 
of our experiences – with ourselves and with other people 
-whether we are gay, lesbian, bisexual or heterosexual. The sex 
you choose to have or not have, and who you choose to have it 
with, is only one part of our sexual experiences.

WHY ME?

Nobody knows for sure why some people are lesbian, gay or 
bisexual and some are heterosexual. Scientific evidence so far 
suggests that sexual orientation may be determined by random 
genetic factors, in a similar way to being right or left handed.

One thing we do know for sure is that few people choose their 
sexuality. Many lesbians, gay men and bisexual people have 
reported feeling ‘different’ from as early as five or six years old, 

although some do not act on these feelings until 
they are in their 30s, 40s, 50s, 60s and beyond. 
Some people never come to terms with their sexual 
orientation and live a double-life of secrecy, denial 
and subterfuge. This is not good for your mental 
wellbeing or the wellbeing of those people close to 
you.

It’s important to know that you are not alone, 
although it may feel that way sometimes. It is 
estimated, according to Stonewall, that between 
4–10% of the population are lesbian, gay or 
bisexual. 3



DECIDING WHETHER OR NOT TO ‘COME OUT’

Deciding whether or not to ‘come out’ or tell other people 
about feelings towards members of the same sex can be very 
hard. You are the only person who can make this decision – and 
that can be pretty scary! If you are thinking about coming out 
there are a few questions you might want to ask yourself first:

WHY DO I WANT TO COME OUT?

It is important to think about your reasons for wanting to 
tell people about your feelings. Good reasons might include 
“because my sexuality is an important part of who I am” or 
“because I am proud of who I am” or “because I want to meet 
other gay/lesbian/bisexual people”.

You should think very 
carefully if your reasons 
include wanting to shock 
other people.
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WHO SHOULD I TELL?

Many lesbian, gay and bisexual people say that it has helped 
them to discuss their feelings with somebody outside of their 
family first. Try to make sure you choose somebody that you 
trust and who you think will react well. If you would like to talk 
to someone who you don’t know, or who knows what it is like, 
you can contact one of the organisations listed at the end of this 
leaflet.

HOW MIGHT PEOPLE REACT?

If you do decide to talk to other people about your feelings you 
may be worried about their reactions. Unfortunately people 
don’t always react in the way we want them to. It is a good 
idea to think about possible responses and how you might deal 
with them, especially if you decide to come out to your family. 
You may be able to predict other people’s reactions by thinking 
about their attitudes in general. For example, how they react 
when they see a story-line about lesbian/gay/bisexual people on 
the television.
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HOW SHOULD I TELL THEM?

Once you have decided that you are going to ‘come out’ to 
somebody else you may be worried about exactly how to do it.

There are no rules that say you have to sit down and talk to 
people. You may decide to write a letter explaining how you 
feel. This can be especially useful if you are expecting a very 
hostile or negative response.

If you do decide to talk face to face, try to pick a time when 
you are both relaxed and have plenty of time available to talk. 
Try not to follow a script – you can almost guarantee that some 
people will react differently from how you expected.

It’s not a good idea to try 
to talk to other people 
about such a potentially 
sensitive issue if you are 
feeling particularly angry 
or emotional, or if you 
or they are drunk. Dutch 
courage might seem like a 
good idea at the time, but 
you may end up saying 
something you will regret 
later.
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Remember that people may be shocked or upset at first and 
might need a little time to think about what you have told 
them.

One young gay man said that his mum burst into tears when he 
first told her. Later, she said, “You’ve had 16 years to get used to 
it, at least let me have a few days”. They still enjoy a very close 
and loving relationship.

You may find that your family or friends will be really pleased 
that you have confided in them and happy you have included 
them in that aspect of your life right from the start.

Most importantly, don’t forget that this is about you and your 
life.
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SO WHAT NOW?

So you’ve told someone. You’re either balancing on a knife-edge 
or jumping for joy, or most likely a bit of both. Some people 
describe feeling very relieved, like a weight has been lifted from 
their shoulders.

Try to keep in control of your feelings. You may feel very 
excited, which is great, but family and friends may be worried 
that you have changed beyond recognition. Try to explain how 
you are feeling to them and that any changes are for the better.

Most people will experience many positive reactions, for 
example, ”I’m really glad you felt you could talk to me” or “I 
guessed a while ago and was waiting for you to say something” 

and occasionally people 
have also been met with 
”me too!”
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If things haven’t quite gone the way you planned them – don’t 
give in. Give people close to you time to take in and digest the 
information you have given them. Think about how long it took 
you to be at ease with your feelings. Family and close friends 
might need a similar amount of time.

If things go so badly that you feel like completely giving up on 
coming out, it’s important that you find some support. There are 
contact details for a number of organisations that can help you 
at the end of this leaflet.

COMING OUT STORIES

It can sometimes be helpful to hear about other people’s 
experiences when you are weighing up the pros and cons of 
coming out. Here are some coming out stories written by young 
people including the good, the bad and the downright strange!

”I was about 16 when I started to have feelings for one of 
my best friends – Sarah. After a few weeks I built up enough 
courage to tell her how I felt, and to my surprise she told me she 
felt the same! We kept our relationship a secret for about six 
months because we were still at school and were afraid of being 
bullied, until one day I told a boy in our class and he told the 

rest of the year!

All of our friends were fine about it apart from 
being upset that we hadn’t told them before. 
Nobody gave us any hassle, and we are still very 
happy together.” Rachel 18
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“Somehow I plucked up the courage to tell my mum. She was 
a bit shocked at first, but she soon came round and is really 
supportive now. My dad found out by accident when he found 
some gay magazines in my room and he went mad. He still 
won’t talk to me about it and pretends he never found out.” 
John 16

“I went with my mum to a gay club and she asked me if I had 
something to tell her. I said “Yes, I’m bisexual and I’ve got a 
girlfriend” I didn’t really know how she would react, but I 
definitely wasn’t prepared for “Yeah, I guessed a while ago, but 
I wouldn’t worry about it, I’m bisexual myself.” Vicky 20
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“I was in the middle of an argument with my parents when I 
came out, which was probably a mistake. I looked at them and 
out of blind frustration and rage said “I am gay, I didn’t choose 
to be, it’s just the way it is”. After a pause my mum hugged me 
and thanked me for finally being honest with them. My parents 
are very religious and still think it is a sin to be gay. We don’t 
have a great relationship, but at least everything is out in the 
open and I can get on with just being me.” Seb 17

WE DON’T JUST ‘COME OUT’ ONCE

The term ‘coming out’ sounds as though it is a one-off act, 
but in fact most people who are lesbian, gay or bisexual have 
to ‘come out’ again and again as they meet new people, take 
up new jobs and so on. However the good news is it gets a 
lot easier and less scary with practice, and by doing this the 
world changes as more and more people know someone who is 
lesbian, gay or bisexual.
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PEOPLE WHO ARE TRANS OR QUESTIONING THEIR GENDER 
IDENTITY

This leaflet cannot adequately cover these issues but we do have 
other leaflets which can and do. Many of the issues which affect 
lesbian, gay or bisexual people also affect transgender people, 
so please feel free to read on…

Whilst lesbian, gay and bi-sexual people are all terms which 
describe people’s sexual orientation, transgender or trans is 
a term describing the difficulties people may have with their 
gender identity (a feeling of not fitting properly the gender 
you were born into). Transgendered people might be lesbian, 
gay, bi-sexual or heterosexual in their sexual orientation. The 

Department of Health has 
produced several leaflets 
on transgender subjects 
which can be accessed via 
their website or via www.
gires.org.uk
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These NHS Publications include “Transgender experiences – 
Information and support for trans people, their families and 
healthcare staff” and “Medical care for gender variant children 
and young people: answering families’ questions” Please ask for 
a copy at the same place you picked up this booklet.

COPING WITH HETEROSEXISM AND HOMOPHOBIA/
TRANSPHOBIA

Unfortunately heterosexism and homophobia are still very real 
issues for lesbian, gay and bisexual people.

Heterosexism is the system of beliefs and behaviour based on 
the assumption that everybody is, or wants to be, heterosexual 
and that heterosexuality is superior to gay sexuality. For 
example, a worker who teases a young man he hasn’t got a 
girlfriend is displaying heterosexism, by assuming that the 
young man is heterosexual.

Homophobia is discrimination or prejudice against lesbian, gay 
and bisexual people solely because of their sexual orientation. 
The word homophobia comes from the word fear; often fear 
is at the root of people’s strong reactions. Homophobia can 

sometimes be expressed in ways that can be 
extremely abusive or unpleasant. For example, a 
woman being bullied and called names because 
she is a lesbian is experiencing homophobia.

It is not only individuals who can be homophobic. 
Companies and organisations sometimes have 
policies which discriminate against lesbian, gay and 
bisexual people. When this happens it is known as 
“institutionalized homophobia”.
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Transphobia is the intense dislike of or prejudice against 
transsexual or transgender people.

It can be extremely difficult to deal with heterosexism, 
homophobia and transphobia. Some people have described it as 
feeling like they are constantly ‘coming out’ or trying to justify 
or make excuses for themselves and their feelings.

It is important to remember that you are not to blame for 
other people’s reactions and that you do not need to feel guilty 
or make excuses. Some lesbian, gay and bisexual people cope 
with heterosexism and homophobia by getting involved with 
organisations, which campaign against discrimination on the 
grounds of sexual orientation. This can be a good way to meet 
other like minded people and to feel like you are making a 

difference to the lives of 
other lesbians, gay men 
and bisexual people. This 
can, however, make your 
own sexuality much more 
visible to others and can 
sometimes increase the 
amount of homophobic 
abuse you experience.

14



Some people also join non-political support groups where they 
can meet up with other gay, lesbian and bisexual people to 
share their experiences and help each other out. However you 
decide to come to terms with your sexuality, it’s important that 
you find support if you need it. This may come from family and 
friends, work colleagues, teachers, from an outside organisation. 
Most importantly, remember that you are an individual and you 
deserve respect, friendship – and love.
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GAY PEOPLE AND THE LAW

Here is a round-up of how the law has changed over the last 
four decades or so…

In the later nineteenth century and up until the 1960s, the UK 
adopted much more severe and moralistic laws than had existed 
here before, which criminalized all homosexual activity and 
could result in prison sentences for offenders like Oscar Wilde. 
This meant that blackmail was a real and present danger for gay 
people. Lesbianism did not exist in law because Queen Victoria 
did not believe that women did such things! Therefore, it was 
not illegal to be a lesbian.

In 1967, following the publication of the Wolfenden Report 
nearly ten years before 
which recommended 
decriminalizing gay sex, 
the Sexual Offences 
Bill was passed which 
legalised sexual activity 
between consenting 
males over 21 years of 
age and in private (this 
meant behind locked 
doors).
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In 1994 the age of consent for gay men was reduced to 18 years 
of age, down from 21 years.

In 1997 the Government introduced a Sex Offenders Bill that 
required the courts to place certain convicted sex offenders 
on a register. The 1997 Act was subsequently amended and 
then re-enacted by the Sexual Offenders Act 2003. The original 
proposals would have included all men convicted of gross 
indecency. After fierce protests from many lesbian and gay 
groups this was withdrawn, but men convicted of ‘age of 
consent’ offences, including younger persons, were included.

In 2001, the age of consent for gay men was further reduced to 
16 – making it the same for everyone regardless of their gender 
or sexual orientation.

Sexual Offences Act 2003 came into force 1 May 2004. 
The Act made it a criminal offence for non-consensual sexual 
behaviour between two people where person (A) knew or 
ought to have known this was likely to cause distress, alarm to 
person (B), or offence to others in a public place. This includes 
sexual activity in public cruising and ‘dogging’ areas. The Act 
repealed the offences of buggery and gross indecency, but it 
introduced a new offence of ‘sexual activity in a public lavatory’. 
This applies equally to gay or straight sexual activity.

In 2003 section 28 of the Local Government Act was 
repealed. Up until that point, the law prohibited local 
authorities from “promoting” homosexuality, homosexual 
lifestyles or from condoning people living in “pretended family 
units”.
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Even though the law never applied to schools, it was often cited 
as the reason why many schools did not discuss lesbian, gay or 
bisexual issues with pupils. Many schools now play an active part 
in raising awareness of LGB&T people and addressing issues like 
homophobic and transphobic bullying.

In 2003 the Employment (sexual orientation) Regulations 
became law making it illegal for people to be harassed, 
victimized or discriminated against at work on the basis of their 
sexuality.

This gives people legal protection from being sacked because 
they are lesbian, gay or bisexual, and confirms the equal right of 
everyone to pursue their chosen career.

The Gender Recognition Act 2004 allowed transsexual 
people to change their legal gender and to receive a new birth 
certificate. This is important as it allows people to get married 
or civilly partnered and to have a passport in their new identity. 
The law came into effect in April 2005.

In 2005 the Civil Partnership Act became law, enabling 
lesbian and gay couples to register their partnerships giving 
them the same legal rights and responsibilities as married 
couples.

18



The Criminal Justice Act 2005 introduced the concept of 
“Hate Crime” in relation to homophobia and homophobic 
attacks. This allows courts to impose stronger sentences if the 
crime was motivated by anti-gay prejudices and brings the law 
into line with racial and religious “Hate Crime” provision.

The Equality Act 2010 made it unlawful for people to be 
discriminated against in the provision of goods, facilities and 
services. This means that organisations including schools, 
colleges and workplaces are now required by law to be open 
and accepting of people’s sexuality.

Marriage (Same Sex Couples) Act 2013 permits same-sex 
couples to marry and the first gay marriages took place from 
29th March 2014.
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Useful organisations 
and links on the Isle of 
Wight
Sexual Health Services 
St Mary’s Hospital, Newport 01983 534202

Police Lesbian & Gay Liaison Officers (LAGLO) 
Can be contacted by phone 01983 538707 or 101. They support 
people who have been victims of crimes because of their sexual 
orientation: 
http://www.hampshire.police.uk/internet/advice-and-
information/general/lesbian-and-gay-liaison-officers

Youth Pride is a LGBT youth group for people aged between 14 
years and 21 years. This group meets in Newport. 
Phone 07976009118 or email youth.pride@iow.gov.uk

OLGA is a LGBT over 50s friendship circle. 
For meeting details contact Jim on 07795 126756 
or jim.edwards@iow.nhs.uk
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Isle of Wight College 
Student Services website is: 
http://www.iwcollege.ac.uk/information/student-services/
student-support. 
You can contact their support worker by phoning 01983 550581

NHS LGBT/Sexual Health Outreach Worker 
Jim Edwards 07795 126756 or jim.edwards@iow.nhs.uk

The Isle of Wight Integrated Sexual Health Service 
www.wish-net.co.uk

Isle of Wight NHS Trust Equality and Diversity website 
and Twitter feed contains information about the work of the 
NHS LGBT Patient and Staff Network. 

21



Useful national 
organisations and links
Childline 
Free and confidential counselling of anyone up to the age of 18 
0800 1111 www.childline.org.uk

Albert Kennedy Trust 
Offers advice /support for gay and bi teenagers made homeless 
because of their sexuality. 
020 7831 6562

Stonewall 
Lobby group working for lesbian and gay rights. Provides 
educational materials for schools and runs the Workplace 
Equality Index and the Healthcare Equality Index. 
Helpline 0207 5931850 
info@stonewall.org.uk 
www.stonewall.org.uk
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Terrence Higgins Trust 
Leading HIV voluntary organization in the UK. 
Also now runs many sexual health services around the country. 
Phone 0845 1221 200 e-mail info@tht.org.uk 
website www.tht.org.uk

Broken Rainbow 
LGBT domestic violence national helpline 
0845 26004460 or 0300 999 5428 – www.broken-rainbow.org.uk

Advice for people with HIV 
www.myhiv.org.uk

General info on HIV 
www.HIVaware.org.uk

NHS Choices 
Everyone has the right to access healthcare, regardless of their 
sexuality or gender identity. 
http://www.nhs.uk/carersdirect/guide/rights/pages/lgbt-rights.
aspx

Mindout is a mental health service run by and for lesbians, gay 
men, bisexual and transgender people. Based in Brighton and 
Hove, they provide local services as well as a number of national 
initiatives. They provide advice, information, advocacy, a peer 
support group programme, wellbeing activities and events. 
Their website is http://www.mindout.org.uk
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