What are the barriers and solutions to young LGBTQ people participating in consultations?

By Mike Barron Co-ordinator of Belong To LGBT youth services Dublin.
The young people identified the main barriers to consulting effectively with young LGBTQ people. They then went on to identify the possible solutions they thought would overcome them. They are listed below and should be used as a good practice checklist for planning a consultation with young LGBTQ people. This will help you avoid the pitfalls others have fallen into.

DIFFICULTIES & SOLUTIONS

All consultation processes with LGBTQ young people should begin with a group Working Agreement. This agreement should document what behaviours are both acceptable and unacceptable to the group and it is an agreement to work within the parameters of respect for all, so that each individual is allowed to safely participate. This agreement should be displayed and referred to throughout the process.

This agreement will not however solve all blockages to consultation with LGBTQ young people. Here are some difficulties which may arise and some actions which can be taken to overcoming them.   

Young People may be worried about confidentiality.

Make sure that there is an agreement of confidentiality. This agreement should be upheld and referred to by the facilitators throughout the process.  Young people should be reassured that they are not there to be ‘outed’ or have their lives discussed with people outside of the consultation.

Young People may be unwilling or afraid to contribute or disclose.

Young people will need to feel safe before they will share. They should be reassured that everything they say is valid. They should also be encouraged to talk/share and to take the opportunity to have their say. The process should always begin with safe questions that allow young people to build their confidence i.e. about music.

Consultation may not be inclusive of young people of different ages/ sexes.

A wide variety of ages and genders need to be targeted, which will mean you have to choose your activities/ approaches carefully. Also, you may need to be prepared to carry out different consultations for different target groups.

Younger LGBTQ people aren’t included.

This may be because younger LGBTQ people may not be ‘out’. Consultants should consult with a number of youth groups so that they are more likely to access a number of younger LGBTQ people. They should use age appropriate language and activities. ‘E – consultation’ may be another good way of consulting with younger people who are not ‘out’. Chose activities that allow the issue to be discussed but also allow young people to not have to own it for themselves.

Inappropriate phrasing/wording and questions may be used.

Young people and consultants in the working agreement should agree upon a list of inappropriate words. 

This also needs to considered in the consultation tools you chose, and to ask: ‘Are they appropriate? ‘If I use this tool will I find out what I need to?’

Young People may be uninterested

This may be because questions are heterosexist and demonstrate little knowledge of LGBTQ issues.  Planning is very important here – research needs to be undertaken on the specific issues before consultation is brought to LGBTQ young people. Thorough training may be needed for those devising questions and facilitating the consultation, particularly if they are heterosexual. Advice could be sought from LGBTQ young people on devising relevant questions. The consultation should be fun and fitting to young people’s ages.

Lack of participation because of personal issues

The researcher should find out a little about the dynamic of the group before they enter into it and should work to keep the atmosphere relaxed and fairly jolly. They should make it clear that if people don’t want to participate in parts of the process they can take some ‘time out’. The consultation should happen when young people who are not out can come, e.g. on a Saturday.

The physical environment may feel unsafe for LGBTQ young people

The consultation should happen in an LGBTQ friendly environment, (e.g. an LGBTQ community centre) rather than in a place which may be threatening, (e.g. a football ground). Consultants should also ensure that the space where the consultation takes place is comfortable, warm and young person friendly. 

Consultants come across as being insincere

Consultants need to be open with the young people they are consulting. The consultant should tell the young people why they are asking what they asking, who has asked them to do it and what will happen with the information.  

The consultation process may intimidate Young People

Using the wrong consultation methods may cause intimidation. Consultants should use a variety of methods and games so that no one feels ‘on the spot’ or that their intelligence is being challenged. Positive and affirming activities should be used.

LGBTQ young people might be scared to discuss their sexuality in front of heterosexual researchers

It may be best to use LGBTQ researchers. Where this does not happen, LGBTQ youth workers should be present so as to put young people at their ease. Heterosexual researchers must be knowledgeable about LGBTQ issues.  

Recently ‘out’ people may not have thought about LGBTQ issues or have the confidence to discuss them

The consultation process needs to be informative for young people. If it is carried out in an LGBTQ centre then young people can access other relevant information and learning resources. The process needs to be age and stage appropriate.

Young People may not get on with youth worker or consultant involved

A number of people should be involved so that young people can choose who they work with. There may be a particular issue where there is a pre-existing negative relationship between a young person and a worker/consultant. Where young people have the right to request a different worker/consultant the problem is easily overcome. It is also a good idea to have a complaints policy and make sure young people are given this information. 

Young persons comment: 

“I was really nervous at first but we did loads of games n stuff and I just felt comfortable saying what I thought”

