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Reducing Unfair Treatment and Improving the Health of 
Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender Older Adults. 

WHAT’S THE PROBLEM? 

There are 10 million lesbian, gay, bisexual, and 

transgender (LGBT) adults in the United States.1 

This includes 2.7 million adults that are 50+ years 

old. LGBT people have to deal with 

discrimination, violence, and are denied their right 

to fair and equal treatment. Allowing 

discrimination creates an “Us vs Them” thinking 

pattern that is harmful to society. Research has 

shown discrimination or unfair treatment is 

connected to more harmful health problems. This 

includes poorer mental health. 2,3 This brief 

provides information on LGBT health.  It also 

suggests that a national law is necessary to reshape 

society so LGBT people are fully and equally 

included in our communities.  

 

 

 

 

WHAT’S THE BACKGROUND? 

LGBT people are 2.5 times more likely to be 

depressed, anxious, and to abuse drugs than people 

who are not LGBT.4 They are also more likely to 

have serious health problems like a heart attack or 

stroke.5  Older LGBT adults are two times more 

likely to live alone than older adults who are not 

LGBT, and this increases the risk of depression.6  

In a 2011 national survey, only 22% of LGBT older 

adults said they could talk about their sexual 

orientation with staff of long-term care (LTC) 

facility, like nursing homes and assisted living 

facilities. 7  In another survey from 2017, 1,762 

LGBT adults had similar concerns.8  
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WHAT’S IN THE LAW? 

A just society treats all of its members as equals, 

but right now, no federal laws protect people 

based on sexual orientation and gender identity. 

This means LGBT people can’t do anything about 

the unfair treatment they face in LTC and other 

health settings. The Equality Act of 2019 would 

add sexual orientation and gender identity to a list 

of protected traits like race and religion that are 

already protected under the Civil Rights Act of 

1964.  

Only 24 states and Washington D.C. have laws 

that ban unfair treatment based on sexual 

orientation and/or gender identity.   

WHAT’S THE DEBATE? 

The main debate over laws that ban unfair 

treatment based on sexual orientation or gender 

identity is based on religious beliefs. Some people 

believe they should have the right to refuse service 

to LGBT people based on freedom of religion.   

Others believe that unfair treatment based on 

sexual orientation or gender identity violates basic 

human rights. This side of the debate argues that 

sexual orientation and gender identity should be 

included in the traits protected under a national 

law.  

 

 

WHAT’S NEEDED? 

The Equality Act is necessary for improving the 

health of 10 million Americans. Our country is 

made up of disagreeing laws in states that protect 

LGBT rights or allow unfair treatment to continue. 

Here are some ways the Equality Act will improve 

the lives of LGBT people:   

• There will be a clear and consistent law 

against LGBT discrimination in every 

state. LGBT people won’t have to worry 

about being fired, denied housing, or 

refused service because of their sexual 

orientation or gender identity when 

traveling or moving to other states.  

• It is likely that less discrimination will lead 

to better health for LGBT people and will 

reduced health care costs for everyone.  

• LGBT older adults will be protected under 

the guaranteed rights and protections as a 

person with Medicare.  These rights and 

protections include being free from 

discrimination, abuse and neglect. LGBT 

older adults will also have the right to be 

treated with respect and get proper medical 

care. LGBT older adults in nursing homes 

or other LTC facilities will be able to make 

complaints about discrimination. 9 
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