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LGBTQQ-AFFIRMATIVE COUNSELING: MULTICULTURAL AND  
SOCIAL JUSTICE CONSIDERATIONS 

Professional counselors should be aware of the immense multicultural diversity that is embedded within the 
LGBTQQ community. For instance, a queer youth of color may have very different presenting issues and counseling 
needs from a White, transgendered, older adult. It is important, therefore, to use an intersectional approach in 
counseling with LGBTQQ people in order to understand how their racial/ethnic, class, gender, religion/spiritual 
affiliation, and disability status, along with many other considerations, influences their mental health, coping, and 
overall well-being (Singh, 2012). LGBTQQ-affirmative counselors assess and support clients’ identity development 
as these developmental processes influence barriers and support clients’ resilience. Effective LGBTQQ-affirmative 
counseling requires multicultural competence across identity groups (Singh, 2010), particularly because the vast 
majority of professional counselors are White, middle class, heterosexual, and cisgender (Chen-Hayes, 2001;  
Reynolds & Pope, 1991). Professional counselors should engage in critical self-reflection to assess their biases,  
recognize their privileged identities and more comprehensively understand the structural and sociocultural 
inequities with which their clients must contend (Rock et al., 2010). Professional counselors can attend 
professional development trainings and workshops aimed at enhancing LGBTQQ competence, and stay current 
with LGBTQQ counseling research. More information related to the intersections of race, class, and immigration 

http://www.hrc.org
http://www.thetaskforce.org
http://www.soulforce.org
http://www.glsen.org
http://www.sageusa.org
http://www.sageusa.org
http://www.ncte.org
http://www.ityaf.org


LGBTQQ-Affirmative Counseling  |  3

material in the waiting room or school counseling office, ensuring that additional LGBTQQ-related resources are 
readily available, and making visible one’s support for LGBTQQ issues through LGBTQQ-affirming posters,  
stickers and other displays (Singh, 2010). 

Affirming and inclusive language should be included on all paperwork and assessments (ACA, 2010). For instance, 
intake forms that ask about relationship status should have an option for domestic partnerships. Additionally, questions 
regarding gender should be inclusive of transgender clients. LGBTQQ-affirmative counselors should refer to clients 
by their chosen name and use pronouns that affirm their gender identity (Singh, 2012). Professional counselors 
should avoid making assumptions about a client’s gender and/or sexual orientation (Griffin & Ouellett, 2003).

INTERVENTION STRATEGIES

LGBTQQ-affirmative counselors are prepared and knowledgeable about how to deliver counseling intervention 
strategies that foster client empowerment, resilience, and well-being (ACA, 2010). Typical presenting concerns 
for LGBTQQ clients may include those that relate to family acceptance and/or rejection struggles, and disclosure 
of sexual orientation and/or gender identity (often termed “coming out”) in different realms of their lives (e.g., 
immediate and extended family, work, community settings). Because heterosexism and transprejudice are 
pervasive in society, LGBTQQ clients may feel isolated (Singh, 2010). Professional counselors can assist clients in 
accessing LGBTQQ-affirmative online and community resources to counter this isolation. LGBTQQ-affirmative 
counselors also are aware that the presenting issues that LGBTQQ clients have are not solely about their sexual 
orientation and/or gender identity and gender expression. Because of the societal oppression this population faces, 
counselors should ensure they conduct a thorough trauma assessment, and they should explore any internalized 
negative beliefs about being LGBTQQ (Singh, 2012). Professional counselors should also conduct thorough 
assessments of depression, anxiety, substance use, self-injury, and suicide.

LGBTQQ-affirmative counseling modalities primarily include individual counseling, group counseling, support 
groups, and psycho-education groups. A central component of each of these modalities should be a focus on 
LGBTQQ-empowerment where clients have the support they need to question societal oppression and identify 
coping strategies, social support networks, and other sources of resilience that enhance their well-being. 

PREVENTION STRATEGIES

In addition to counseling intervention strategies, LGBTQQ-affirmative counselors can engage in prevention  
strategies that counter heterosexism and transgender oppression. As outlined in the ACA Advocacy Competencies 
(Lewis, Arnold, House, & Toporek, 2003), counselors are expected to advocate for and with LGBTQQ clients at the 
micro-, meso-, and macro-levels. Professional counselors who engage in advocacy at the micro or client/student 
level use direct counseling to empower LGBTQQ clients and serve as advocates who address issues of internalized 
homophobia and transprejudice and foster self-advocacy skills (Ratts & Hutchins, 2009). The meso- or school/
community level of advocacy underscores collaborative advocacy and systemic engagement (Lopez-Baez & Paylo, 
2009). Professional counselors involved with community-level advocacy often collaborate with LGBTQQ-affirmative 
organizations to create awareness about a variety of issues and motivate broad-based positive change. At the macro- 
or public arena level, counselors inform the public about institutional barriers that impede client development and 
address issues of public policy.  Further, the LGBTQQ-affirmative counselor should engage in efforts to address 
inequities at the community public arena levels by supporting existing LGBTQQ-rights organizations, collaborating 
with allied members of the community, and lobbying for legislative and policy change (Lewis et al., 2002). For 
example, professional school counselors who engage in macro-level advocacy might push for a district-wide 
enumerated anti-bullying and harassment policy that includes explicit protections for sexual orientation and gender 
identity/expression, among other marginalized categories most often targeted by bullying. Information related to 
advocacy strategies for use by school counselors in K-12 settings can be found on the Gay-Straight Alliance Network’s 
website (www.gsanetwork.org) and on the National Youth Advocacy Coalition’s website (www.nyacyouth.org) 
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