AKT Research Report: Executive Summary
Investigating mainstream housing and support providers’ approaches to meeting the needs of lesbian, gay, bisexual and trans service users

The Albert Kennedy Trust is a unique and nationally significant LGBT* charity working with young people (16-25) who are homeless or living in hostile environments after rejection or ejection from home by their care givers. Many of our young people have experienced verbal, emotional, or in some cases physically, abuse both at home and from their peers and school just for being brave enough to come out and be who they are.

Over our 20 years of providing services AKT has received varying responses from young people accessing mainstream housing and homelessness provision; from examples of supportive and caring practice through to lack of knowledge and sensitive provision to clearly homophobic attitudes and behaviour from staff and other service user. AKT recognise that whilst specialist provision is crucial; in order to meet the needs of all LGBT young people we need to ensure mainstream provision is fit for the purpose of meeting diverse needs.

In order to help mainstream providers improve service to young LGBT we carried out a telephone survey of 12 housing providers; who were a mix of national, regional and locally based agencies. From projects with 5,000 to 2000,000 services users; we identified a diverse range of providers.
The report had input throughout from young (16-25) service users, who helped shape the project, participated in it’s development and shared their experiences of accessing services.

Policies

While it was encouraging to see that the majority of equal opportunities policies and harassment policies are LGBT-inclusive, organisations should bear in mind that LGBT people are now legally protected from discrimination in the provision of goods and services under the Equality Act (Sexual Orientation) Regulations 2007 and the Sex Discrimination (Amendment of Legislation) Regulations 2008. This covers all housing and support services. The prevention of anti-LGBT bullying and harassment when accessing those services will aid compliance with the law.  For example in more general policies LGBT young people were often omitted (e.g. only one organisation reffered to it’s LGB-inclusive Supporting People policy) 

Staff Training

While policies can say the right things, they are unlikely to do the right things in practice unless staff are trained to understand and implement them.

It is encouraging that 9 of the 12 organisations had had generic training in sexual orientation as a workplace issues. However more comprehensive focused based learning was much more scant: with only 7 out of 11 respondents offering sexual orientation as a housing issue within training.

In terms of trans issue based training this seems to be given less focus with only 6 of the 11 who responded having delivered staff training on gender identity as a housing issue. 

Consulting with LGBT service users

Without doubt consultation with service users offers an organization an inavualble opportunity to identify good and bad practice within their service. In extreme cases this can make the difference between homophobic bullying going unchecked to a zero tolerance approach which keeps young people safe.

Housing providers with race, disability and gender equality schemes are expected to have mechanisms in place for consulting with different community groups. However, since there is no statutory compulsion to consult specifically with LGBT communities, many housing providers miss an opportunity to investigate local need and to ensure their services are responsive and inclusive. 

The survey revealed that seven of the 12 mainstream housing and support providers had consulted in some way with LGBT service users. Those who did not consult cited: lacks of resources, inability to identify LGBT service user or little awareness of  a need to identify LGBT issues. 
LGBT specific service provision

Still specialist provision for LGBT people within mainstream services remains the exception to the rule. With only 2 oragnisations in the survey delivering any LGBT specific services; although some projects were looking towards developing programmes.

The increased demand for AKT’s services over the past 20 years (despite positive legislation); the comments of services users; and the pressure on us to expand across the UK: comprises a clear message for mainstream providers to consider either providing specialist services or collaborating with organisations such as AKT not out of choice but as a matter of urgency.

Monitoring

LGBT monitoring can be a contentious issue. There is ongoing debate as to whether or not it will be included in the 2011 Census, with a strong indication from the Office for National Statistics that it will not. 

Whilst all 12 organisations monitored disability only 9 included LGB monitoring and 7 trans (gender) monitoring.  This is both positive but shows some room for improvement to enable organizations to clearly identify the specific needs of LGBT people which often fall out of asking this key question.
Young People’s experiences

See case studies (attached)

Examples of best Practice

All the featured projects and organisations where already providing some level of appropriate and sensitive provision.  See attached for  some models of lgbt affirmative work we identified.

In summary

Research shows that young LGBT people are at risk of discrimination which directly impacts on their life chances. Negative reactions to a young person’s sexual orientation or gender identity may result in homelessness or housing vulnerability, or may exacerbate an existing housing crisis.

Mainstream housing and support providers need to be equipped to work sensitively and effectively with those young LGBT people. More importantly, they should also be creating a welcoming environment where young LGBT people are willing to present themselves, express their needs and access support and advice in the first place. This is about ensuring services are accessible and fair, but also legally compliant. 

It is evident that a number of mainstream housing and support providers are showing an awareness of LGBT equality and the need for inclusive services. The majority of organisations polled for this research had inclusive policies, included sexual orientation and, to a lesser extent, gender identity equality in their training and in some cases had even consulted with LGBT service users and staff. There are clearly pockets of good practice within the housing sector which should be celebrated and shared. 

However, AKT’s experience suggests that this type of good practice is the exception rather than the rule. LGBT-specific services and projects are still needed. The number of young LGBT people accessing AKT’s services is increasing, yet across the UK such specialist services are rare. This is in part due to the lack of statistical evidence of the problem, and the failure to monitor LGBT issues at a national level. 

The report has prompted AKT to develop in partnership with young people a quality mark ‘Making a Difference’ which comprises training, audit and the provision of resources which is now available to mainstream providers. 
For more information contact tim@akt.org.uk
