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INTRODUCTION 

Have you ever wondered how information on Australia’s LGBTIQ populations is collected? 

This paper provides an overview of the different data sources in Australia, and outlines some 

of the issues that lead to the ongoing discrimination and exclusion of LGBTIQ people. Firstly, 

you will find a definition of some key terms, such as sex, gender, and sexuality. This is 

followed by data on same-sex couples from the 2011 ABS Census, and a discussion of the 

issues relating to collection of data on LGBTIQ populations. Although it is important to 

maintain confidentiality, especially in small-area data, any steps that can be taken to make 

data collection more inclusive of diversity in sex, gender, and sexuality, and to reduce 

discrimination and heteronormative bias, are to be encouraged. 

 

DEFINITION OF KEY TERMS1 

 Cisgender is a term that describes people who feel that their gender identity aligns 

with their ascribed sex: for example, someone ascribed a male sex, who identifies as 

masculine, is cisgendered. 

 Gender refers to a person’s self-identification as masculine, feminine, both, or 

neither. It is linked to, but not the same as, biological sex. In Western societies, 

gender is usually understood as a binary concept (‘masculine’ or ‘feminine’), but many 

studies point to the variety of ways in which gender categories are socially 

constructed, culturally specific, and change over time.2 

 Heteronormativity describes a worldview where heterosexuality and cisgenderism 

are promoted as normal and desired, and other sexualities and gender identities are 

thought of as deviating from that norm. 

 Intersex is a term that describes that biological variety, referring to those whose sex 

characteristics include aspects of both male and female sexes. Fausto-Sterling 

estimated that, in 2000, approximately 1.7% of the USA’s population were intersex.3 

 

                                                
1 The list of key terms provided here is intended as an overview, and is by no means exhaustive. It is also 
important to find out how a person describes themselves, rather than imposing an identity on them.  
2 See, for example, Butler, J. (1990) Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, London & New 
York: Routledge; Connell, R.W. (1995) Masculinities, Cambridge, UK: Polity Press; Foucalt, M. (1987) The History 
of Sexuality, Londong: Penguin; Herdt, G.H. (ed.) (1996) Third Sex, Third Gender: Beyond Sexual Dimorphism in 
Culture and History, New York: Zone Books; and Jacobs, S.E, Thomas, W. & Lang, S. (eds.) (1997) Two-spirit 
People: Native American Gender Identity, Sexuality, and Spirituality, Champaign, IL: University of Illinois Press. 
3 Fausto-Sterling A. (2000), Sexing the Body: Gender Politics and the Construction of Sexuality, New York: Basic 
Books, pp. 51-53. 



 

 LGBTIQ is an acronym that stands for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 

Trans/transgender/transsexual, Intersex, and Queer. Sometimes the acronym 

appears in an abbreviated form such as LGBT, or includes an A for asexual. The 

language is evolving. 

 Queer is a term used by some people who do not identify strongly with binary 

concepts such as ‘male’ and ‘female’, or who challenge mainstream understandings 

of sex, sexuality, and gender identity. The term genderqueer may also be used. 

 Sex refers to a person’s biological characteristics. People are usually ascribed to one 

of the two major sex categories of ‘male’ or ‘female’. Human biology is complex, 

however, and it is increasingly recognised that these two sex categories cannot 

describe the range of genetic, hormonal, chromosomal, or physical characteristics 

found in humans. OII Australia’s info page for allies states that the term intersex 

‘relates to a range of congenital physical traits or variations that lie between 

stereotypical definitions of male and female.’ 4  

 Sexuality refers to a person’s sexual orientation: their emotional or physical attraction 

to others. There are a range of sexualities, including heterosexual, homosexual, 

bisexual, asexual, and so on.  

 Trans, transgender, and transsexual are terms that are used to talk about people 

whose gender identity does not match their ascribed sex. The terms are not 

synonymous, and individuals may prefer one term over another. Transsexual people 

‘identify as, or desire to live and be accepted as, a member of the sex opposite that 

assigned to them at birth’, while trans and transgender are umbrella terms for a range 

of gender identities.5 

 

ABS DATA 

Heteronormativity remains strong in demographic data collection. For example, many major 

surveys, including the ABS Census, require respondents to select one only of ‘male’ or 

‘female’, thus ignoring and actively excluding people whose biological sex and/or gender 

identity does not easily fit into either of these categories. At the same time, data on sexuality 

is not collected in demographic surveys but rather in surveys on national health such as the 

Australian Institute of Health and Welfare’s National Drug Strategy Household Survey 2013.6 

The invisibility of sexuality and diverse biological sexes and gender identities in national 

censuses contributes to the ongoing exclusion of anyone who does not fit the heterosexual, 

cisgender ‘norm’.7 

                                                
4 OII Australia (21 November 2012) Intersex for Allies, https://oii.org.au/allies/ (accessed 20/8/15). 
5 For a discussion of the different terminology as used and understood in Australia, see The Gender Centre 
(2014), Exploring Gender, http://www.gendercentre.org.au/resources/fact-sheets/exploring-gender.htm (accessed 

9/7/15). 
6 Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW) (2013), National Drug Strategy Household Survey 2013, 
http://www.aihw.gov.au/alcohol-and-other-drugs/ndshs-2013/ch8/ (accessed 5/5/15). 
7 Reynolds, P. (2001) ‘Accounting for Sexuality: The scope and limitations of Census data on sexual identity and 
difference’, Radical Statistics no. 78, Autumn 2001, http://www.radstats.org.uk/no078/reynolds.htm (accessed 
9/7/15). 

https://oii.org.au/allies/
https://oii.org.au/allies/
http://www.gendercentre.org.au/resources/fact-sheets/exploring-gender.htm
http://www.aihw.gov.au/alcohol-and-other-drugs/ndshs-2013/ch8/
http://www.radstats.org.uk/no078/reynolds.htm


 

Although a slow process, change is occurring. Internationally, Canada, New Zealand and the 

United States of America collect data on same-sex couples, with same-sex marriage 

legalised in Canada in 2005, in New Zealand in 2013 and in the USA in 2015. New Zealand 

is currently reviewing its approach to collection of data on gender identity.8 The United 

Kingdom has taken the approach of measuring sexuality, but not sex or gender identity. In 

2006, the British Office of National Statistics (ONS) began a ‘Sexual Identity Project’ to 

review the standards for collection of information about sexuality in the UK.9 Since then, 

questions about sexual identity have been asked in national surveys such as the Integrated 

Household Survey,10 though not in the 2011 Census. The 2011 UK Census did include 

responses to a question on relationship status specifically for people who are in, or have 

formerly been in, a same-sex relationship. In Australia, the ABS has just released the 

contents of the 2016 Census. While the contents of the 2016 Census have been released, 

the sex standard is still under review, with the ABS considering rephrasing question 3, ‘Is the 

person male or female?’, to allow people to choose either ‘male’, ‘female’, or ‘other’. 11 The 

review of the sex standard should be published by the end of 2015. At this stage, it appears 

that individuals will be able to choose the option ‘indeterminate’ or ‘intersex’ upon enquiry.12 

Submissions to the ABS regarding content for the 2016 Census argued that the ABS should 

consider including a separate category of gender, so that information can be captured both 

about a person’s biological sex and their gender identity, and a question that would 

specifically capture a person’s sexuality.13 However, there are challenges to collecting data, 

including the cost and the need to test new questions, potential misclassification, concerns 

about disclosure, and questions about the analysis of such data. The National LGBTI Health 

Alliance argues that ‘sophisticated understanding of sex, gender and sexual orientation is 

required when considering how data collected through research are required to be coded, 

analysed, and reported.’14 

At present, the only data available in the ABS Census that relates specifically to sexuality is 

the data on same-sex couples. Same-sex couples are counted by combining the responses 

to Question 3, Question 5 and Question 53. Question 3 asks, ‘Is the person male or female?’, 

while Question 5 asks, ‘What is the person’s relationship to Person 1/Person 2?’ and 

Question 53 asks for details of persons who are usually resident at that address, but were 

absent on Census night. Prior to 2011, same-sex couples were recorded as ‘de facto 

partners’. For the 2011 Census, the ABS created a new classification, ‘Relationship as 

Reported for Couples’ (RLCP). This change allowed the ABS to record those people who 

                                                
8 Statistics New Zealand, http://www.stats.govt.nz/methods/classifications-and-standards/current-classifications-
and-standards-review.aspx  (accessed 13/7/15). 
9 Office for National Statistics UK (ONSUK) (April 2009), Measuring Sexual Identity: A guide for researchers, 
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/measuring-equality/equality/index.html (accessed 9/7/15). 
10 ONSUK (28 March 2014), Sexual Identity in the UK, http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/integrated-household-
survey/integrated-household-survey/january-to-december-2012/info-sexual-identity.html (accessed 9/7/15). 
11 Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) (2012a), Review of the Sex Standard / Potential New Gender Standard 
http://www.abs.gov.au/websitedbs/D3310114.nsf/home/Review+of+the+Sex+Standard (accessed 8/7/15). 
12 Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) (20 August 2015), Census of Population and Housing: Nature and 
Content, Australia, 2016, 
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/by%20Subject/2008.0~2016~Main%20Features~Sex~141  
(accessed 20/8/15). 
13 For a list of submissions to the ABS, and topics for review, for the 2016 Census, see ABS (2012b), Census of 
Population and Housing: Consultation on Content and Procedures, 2016, 
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Latestproducts/2007.0Main%20Features12016?opendocument&tabna
me=Summary&prodno=2007.0&issue=2016&num=&view= (accessed 8/7/15). 
14 Irlam, CB (2012) LGBTI Data: developing an evidence-informed environment for LGBTI health policy, Sydney: 
National LGBTI Health Alliance, p. 12. 

http://www.stats.govt.nz/methods/classifications-and-standards/current-classifications-and-standards-review.aspx
http://www.stats.govt.nz/methods/classifications-and-standards/current-classifications-and-standards-review.aspx
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/measuring-equality/equality/index.html
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/integrated-household-survey/integrated-household-survey/january-to-december-2012/info-sexual-identity.html
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/integrated-household-survey/integrated-household-survey/january-to-december-2012/info-sexual-identity.html
http://www.abs.gov.au/websitedbs/D3310114.nsf/home/Review+of+the+Sex+Standard
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/by%20Subject/2008.0~2016~Main%20Features~Sex~141
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Latestproducts/2007.0Main%20Features12016?opendocument&tabname=Summary&prodno=2007.0&issue=2016&num=&view
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Latestproducts/2007.0Main%20Features12016?opendocument&tabname=Summary&prodno=2007.0&issue=2016&num=&view


 

reported their relationship as ‘husband or wife’, despite the fact that same-sex marriage 

remains unrecognised in Australia.15 Errors may occur if people mark an incorrect box in 

questions 3 or 5, or if people do not record their relationship as either ‘Husband or wife’ or 

‘De facto partner’. 

In 2011, same-sex couples made up approximately 0.7% of all couples in Australia. The 

number of same-sex couples who reported their relationship as ‘Husband or Wife’ was 1,338 

(3.97% of same-sex couples, and <0.1% of all couples), while same-sex couples who 

reported their relationship as ‘De Facto Partner’ was 32,377 (96% of same-sex couples, and 

0.7% of all couples).16 

In its 2014 General Social Survey, the ABS asked respondents to indicate their sexual 

orientation. This was the first time a question about sexual orientation was asked in this 

survey, so no comparison with past results is possible. People who identified as bisexual or 

as having a sexuality not listed are grouped together under the label ‘other’ in the data 

collection and analysis. A summary of results is provided on the ABS website.17 Over half a 

million people (3% of survey respondents aged 18 years or older) identified as gay, lesbian, 

or ‘other’, while just under 17 million adults identified as heterosexual. Outcomes were the 

same or similar for people who identified as heterosexual, gay/lesbian, and bisexual/other on 

some measures, such as levels of contact with family and friends. The survey found that 

people who identified as gay or lesbian, though not those who identified as ‘other’, were 

more likely to participate in civic or political groups compared to heterosexual respondents. 

However, on other measures the survey found that people who identified as gay, lesbian and 

‘other’ had higher experiences of discrimination and were more likely to report experiences of 

homelessness or mental health conditions. The survey also found that people who identified 

as ‘other’ had poorer reported health and higher rates of feeling unsafe when walking alone 

at night, compared to people who were gay, lesbian or heterosexual. These results would 

seem to confirm the results of other surveys that focus on the LGBTIQ population (discussed 

below). 

The General Social Survey results allow for analysis of results at the level of states and 

territories, major cities and regional and remote areas, but not at smaller levels such as local 

government areas (LGAs). The most comprehensive LGA-level data comes from the ABS 

Census measurement of same-sex couples. The number of same-sex couples in 2011 was 

32% higher than in 2006.18 The following table shows the rates of same-sex couples, in the 

LGAs that make up the greater Sydney area. LGAs in Greater Western Sydney are grouped 

together at the top of the table. Where the percentage of same-sex couples is above the 

national rate of 0.7%, it is highlighted in red. No reliance should be placed on small cells.  

                                                
15 For a full description of how data on same-sex couples is compiled, see ABS (2012c), Counts of Same-Sex 
Couples in the 2011 Census 
http://www.abs.gov.au/websitedbs/censushome.nsf/home/factsheetsssc?opendocument&navpos=450 (accessed 
5/5/15). 
16 Ibid. 
17 ABS (2014), General Social Survey: Summary Results, Australia 2014, 
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Lookup/4159.0Main+Features12014?OpenDocument (accessed 
9/7/15). 
18 ABS (2012d), Reflecting a Nation: Stories from the 2011 Census: Same-Sex Couple Families, 
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/2071.0main+features852012-2013 (accessed 13/7/15). 

http://www.abs.gov.au/websitedbs/censushome.nsf/home/factsheetsssc?opendocument&navpos=450
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Lookup/4159.0Main+Features12014?OpenDocument
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/2071.0main+features852012-2013


 

Table 1: Same-sex couples as a percentage of all couples (LGAs in greater Sydney) 

 
Couple type as % of all couples 

 

Male same-
sex couples 

Female same-
sex couples 

Same-sex couples 
(Male & Female) 

Opposite-sex 
couples 

Greater Western Sydney 

    Auburn 0.37 0.17 0.54 99.46 

Bankstown 0.12 0.16 0.28 99.72 

Blacktown  0.13 0.24 0.37 99.63 

Blue Mountains 0.70 1.17 1.88 98.12 

Camden 0.11 0.27 0.39 99.61 

Campbelltown 0.15 0.28 0.43 99.57 

Fairfield 0.09 0.07 0.17 99.83 

Hawkesbury 0.21 0.34 0.55 99.45 

Holroyd 0.15 0.19 0.34 99.66 

Liverpool 0.07 0.11 0.18 99.82 

Parramatta 0.22 0.24 0.46 99.54 

Penrith 0.16 0.30 0.46 99.54 

The Hills Shire 0.12 0.14 0.26 99.74 

Wollondilly 0.15 0.20 0.34 99.66 

Rest of Sydney 

    Ashfield 0.98 0.90 1.88 98.12 

Botany Bay 0.78 0.39 1.16 98.84 

Burwood 0.28 0.34 0.61 99.39 

Canada Bay 0.53 0.55 1.08 98.92 

Canterbury 0.39 0.36 0.75 99.25 

Gosford 0.29 0.36 0.65 99.35 

Hornsby 0.19 0.19 0.38 99.62 

Hunters Hill 0.52 0.24 0.76 99.24 

Hurstville 0.28 0.22 0.50 99.50 

Kogarah 0.37 0.24 0.61 99.39 

Ku-ring-gai 0.20 0.09 0.29 99.71 

Lane Cove 0.74 0.29 1.03 98.97 

Leichhardt 1.73 1.73 3.46 96.54 

Manly 0.34 0.24 0.57 99.43 

Marrickville 3.71 3.69 7.40 92.60 

Mosman 0.45 0.28 0.73 99.27 

North Sydney 1.20 0.42 1.62 98.38 

Pittwater 0.13 0.23 0.36 99.64 

Randwick 0.73 0.66 1.39 98.61 

Rockdale 0.61 0.41 1.02 98.98 

Ryde 0.30 0.29 0.59 99.41 

Strathfield 0.23 0.19 0.42 99.58 

Sutherland Shire 0.17 0.20 0.36 99.64 

Sydney 9.24 2.02 11.26 88.74 

Warringah 0.17 0.26 0.43 99.57 

Waverley 1.26 0.51 1.77 98.23 

Willoughby 0.47 0.18 0.65 99.35 

Woollahra 2.21 0.46 2.67 97.33 

Wyong 0.18 0.35 0.52 99.48 

Total 0.65 0.41 1.06 98.94 

Source: © ABS 2011 Census 



 

 

DISCUSSION: COLLECTING DATA ON LGBTIQ POPULATIONS 

In contemporary Australia, it is becoming more acceptable for people to openly declare 

themselves as having a diverse sex, gender identity, or sexuality. However, people who fall 

outside the heterosexual, cisgender norm continue to face discrimination in a variety of 

ways.19 Homophobia remains strong, especially amongst some groups. Analysis of a 2005 

survey conducted by Roy Morgan Research found that 35% of the population aged 14 and 

over believed homosexuality to be immoral.20 Although one would expect this rate to have 

fallen over the past 10 years, in 2015, beyondblue, a national organisation focused on mental 

health, found that rates of homophobia are still high amongst teenage boys, with 40% of 

boys aged 14-17 saying that they felt ‘anxious’ or ‘uncomfortable’ around same-sex attracted 

people, and 38% reporting that they would not be happy if a same-sex attracted person was 

in their friendship group.21 

Discrimination does not occur only in social settings. Australian law also continues to 

discriminate against people of diverse sex, gender identity, or sexuality. The same-sex 

marriage debate is just one high-profile example of the ongoing struggle of LGBTIQ 

populations to gain full legal recognition. People who are transgender, for example, face 

difficulty having their gender identity recognised on official documentation. In NSW, it is 

possible to record a change of sex on the register once an individual transitions to living as 

the opposite sex, usually following hormonal therapy or surgery for sex realignment.22 

However, people who do not identify as either male or female continue to face difficulty in 

having this recognised on their official documents. One example of this is the legal case of 

Norrie, a Sydney person who has campaigned for many years to have their gender 

recognised as ‘non-specific’ on official documents. Norrie won the right to have their sex 

recorded as ‘non-specific’ in 2010; lost on appeal; and was again awarded that right in 

2014.23 It remains to be seen what this will mean for other cases, but the law is changing. 

Medicalisation of diverse bodies is another factor that impacts on the LGBTIQ population. 

For example, people who are intersex at birth may face surgical interference to align them 

with one or other of the two medically-accepted sexes; a medical alignment that may run 

counter to the gender identity of the individual. In 2008, the Australian Human Rights 

Commission found that surgery conducted on intersex infants may contravene their human 

rights, although not in the case of a medical emergency to save the infant’s life.24 In 

international law, the rights of intersex children are not specifically and separately addressed, 

but are outlined in a number of international human rights treaties, including the Convention 

on the Rights of the Child and the Yogyakarta Principles. In Australia, intersex people were 

                                                
19 Australian Human Rights Commission (2011) Addressing Sexual Orientation and Sex and/or Gender Identity 
Discrimination: Consultation Report, Sydney: Australian Human Rights Commission. 
20 Flood, M. & Hamilton, C. (2005) Mapping Homophobia in Australia, The Australia Institute Webpaper July 2005 
21 beyondblue (2015) News: Major campaign aims to stamp out discrimination against LGBTI people, 
https://www.beyondblue.org.au/about-us/news/news/2015/03/30/major-campaign-aims-to-stamp-out-
discrimination-against-lgbti-people (accessed 28/4/15). 
22 NSW Registry of Births, Deaths and Marriages, Information to apply to alter the resgister to record a change of 
sex, http://www.bdm.nsw.gov.au/Documents/apply-for-record-a-change-of-sex.pdf (accessed 9/7/15). 
23 The Sydney Morning Herald (April 5, 2014) Norrie has won a victory for all people neither male nor female, 
http://www.smh.com.au/national/norrie-has-won-a-victory-for-all-people-neither-male-nor-female-20140404-
3645m.html (accessed 9/7/15). 
24 Australian Human Rights Commission (July 2009), Surgery on Intersex Infants and Human Rights, 
https://www.humanrights.gov.au/surgery-intersex-infants-and-human-rights-2009 (accessed 9/7/15). 

https://www.beyondblue.org.au/
https://www.beyondblue.org.au/about-us/news/news/2015/03/30/major-campaign-aims-to-stamp-out-discrimination-against-lgbti-people
https://www.beyondblue.org.au/about-us/news/news/2015/03/30/major-campaign-aims-to-stamp-out-discrimination-against-lgbti-people
http://www.bdm.nsw.gov.au/Documents/apply-for-record-a-change-of-sex.pdf
http://www.smh.com.au/national/norrie-has-won-a-victory-for-all-people-neither-male-nor-female-20140404-3645m.html
http://www.smh.com.au/national/norrie-has-won-a-victory-for-all-people-neither-male-nor-female-20140404-3645m.html
https://www.humanrights.gov.au/surgery-intersex-infants-and-human-rights-2009


 

only fully recognised and protected in law in 2013, with the passing of the Sex Discrimination 

Amendment (Sexual Orientation, Gender Identity and Intersex Status) Act 2013.25 As a 

result, from 1 August 2013, people were able to make complaints to the Australian Human 

Rights Commission if they believed they had been discriminated against on the basis of their 

sexual orientation, gender identity, and/or intersex status. 

Surveys conducted with LGBTIQ populations in Australia consistently find adverse health 

outcomes, although these vary depending on a range of factors. Private Lives 2: The second 

national survey of the health and wellbeing of GLBT Australians (hereafter PL2), conducted 

in 2011, analysed data according to both gender identity (‘female’; ‘male’; ‘trans female’; 

‘trans male’; and ‘other preferred’; this included all respondents), and sexuality/sexual identity 

(‘lesbian female’; bisexual female’; other female’; ‘gay male’; bisexual male’; and ‘other male’; 

81 respondents were excluded from this analysis because they could not be placed into one 

of the 6 sexuality categories).26 Analysing the results using the gender identity framework, 

the results showed that: 

[T]he general health of males in the PL2 sample is lower than the national average. 

However, the general health of females in the PL2 sample is lower still, with trans 

males and females reporting the lowest levels of general health. The most common 

health conditions among PL2 participants were depression and anxiety/nervous 

disorders, with depression rates ranging from a high of 50 per cent of trans males to a 

low of 24.5 per cent of males.27 

The report also found higher levels of drug use for non-medical purposes, compared to the 

national average. Other surveys have found similar results. The AIHW National Drug 

Strategy Household Survey 2013 found that: 

Compared with heterosexual people, those who identified as being homosexual or 

bisexual had higher rates of illicit drug use and were more likely to smoke daily and 

drink alcohol in risky quantities. There were no significant changes seen among this 

group between 2010 and 2013.28 

A later report analysing the data from the PL2 survey found that: 

A closer look at the data reveals significant variations in psychological distress and 

resilience within LGBT communities according to gender identity, sexual identity, age 

and socio-economic status and higher risk of mental ill-health among LGBT people 

who identify with other minority and marginal populations. A closer look also reveals 

how processes of legislative and social reform that challenge heterosexism and 

promote justice and equity can protect LGBT people against the debilitating effects of 

discrimination and abuse.29 

                                                
25 OII Australia (25 June 2013) On the Passing of the Sex Discrimination Act,  http://oii.org.au/22713/sex-
discrimination-amendment-intersex-status-act/ (8/7/15). 
26 Leonard et al (2012) Private Lives 2: The second national survey of the health and wellbeing of GLBT 
Australians, Melbourne: The Australian Research Centre in Sex, Health & Society, La Trobe University, p. 4. 
27 Ibid, p. vi. 
28 Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2013), National Drug Strategy Household Survey 2013, 
http://www.aihw.gov.au/alcohol-and-other-drugs/ndshs-2013/ch8/ (accessed 5/5/15) 
29 Leonard, W., Lyons, A. & Bariola, E. (2015), A Closer Look at Private Lives 2: addressing the mental health and 
well-being of lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) Australians, Monograph Series No. 103. Melbourne: 
The Australian Research Centre in Sex, Health & Society, La Trobe University, p. 52. 

http://oii.org.au/22713/sex-discrimination-amendment-intersex-status-act/
http://oii.org.au/22713/sex-discrimination-amendment-intersex-status-act/
http://www.aihw.gov.au/alcohol-and-other-drugs/ndshs-2013/ch8/


 

Adverse mental health is a significant concern for LGBTIQ populations. According to the 

largest study to date of trans mental health in Australia, conducted in 2013: 

Trans people appear to be 4 times more likely to have ever been diagnosed with 

depression than the general population, and approximately 1.5 times more likely to 

have ever been diagnosed with an anxiety disorder. Of even greater concern, is that 

the proportion of participants who were currently affected by a depression or anxiety 

syndrome was greater than the lifetime prevalence of depression and anxiety 

disorders in the general population.30 

The Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) survey, a longitudinal 

national survey that began in 2001, introduced a single question on sexual identity in Wave 

12, conducted in 2013. Those participants aged 15 years or older were asked whether they 

identified as gay, lesbian, bisexual, other, preferred not to say, or were unsure/didn’t know. 

Under-reporting of diverse sexuality is probable, since 4.6% of respondents did not provide a 

useable answer: 2.5% said they preferred not to say, 0.9% said they didn’t know, and 1.2% 

did not respond to this question.31 Initial analysis of the HILDA Wave 12 results confirmed the 

findings from other studies, that there is an association between sexual identity and both 

mental health and hourly earnings.  Despite issues of under-reporting, misrepresentation, 

and non-disclosure in response to questions about sexual orientation, the inclusion of a 

question on sexual identity in a longitudinal survey like HILDA is welcome, given the ‘dearth 

of high quality evidence on inequality in socio-economic outcomes that arise because of 

sexual orientation.’32 

The studies reported here, and others conducted in Australia, consistently find that LGBTIQ 

populations have higher reported rates of mental health issues, higher rates of drug use, and 

other health issues than the mainstream population. It is important to avoid pathologising 

diversity in sex, gender and sexuality:  simply having a diverse sex, gender, or sexuality is 

not, in and of itself, a ‘health issue’, but is rather an indicator of the higher risk that arises 

from a lack of acceptance and recognition in both social (e.g. family, friends) and structural 

(e.g. legal, medical) settings. Changes to our legal and social frameworks are occurring as 

we become more aware of the spectrum of sexes, gender identities and sexualities that exist 

in our society, and as individuals advocate to have their sex or gender recognised on official 

documentation. The review of the ABS Sex Standard is timely, however the results of this 

review will not be known until the end of this year. 

Given the levels of homophobia in some areas of Sydney, if the ABS does begin to collect 

data on diverse sexes, genders, and sexualities, it will be important to maintain the safety of 

individuals concerned when releasing this data. The current confidentiality standards require 

the use of the technique of introduced random error, to ‘slightly adjust all cells to prevent any 

identifiable data being exposed’; as a result of this introduced random error, the ABS advises 

                                                
30 Hyde, Z. et al (2014) The First Australian National Trans Mental Health Study: Summary of Results, Perth: 
School of Public Health, Curtin University, http://www.beyondblue.org.au/docs/default-source/research-project-
files/bw0288_the-first-australian-national-trans-mental-health-study---summary-of-results.pdf?sfvrsn=2 (accessed 
5/5/15), p. iv. 
31 Wooden, M. (2014) The Measurement of Sexual Identity in Wave 12 of the HILDA Survey (and associations 
with mental health and earnings), HILDA Project Discussion Paper Series No. 1/14, February 2014, The 
University of Melbourne, 
https://www.melbourneinstitute.com/downloads/hilda/Bibliography/Hilda_Discussion_Papers/hdps114.pdf 
(accessed 13/7/15), p. 4. 
32 Ibid., p. 15. 

http://www.beyondblue.org.au/docs/default-source/research-project-files/bw0288_the-first-australian-national-trans-mental-health-study---summary-of-results.pdf?sfvrsn=2
http://www.beyondblue.org.au/docs/default-source/research-project-files/bw0288_the-first-australian-national-trans-mental-health-study---summary-of-results.pdf?sfvrsn=2
https://www.melbourneinstitute.com/downloads/hilda/Bibliography/Hilda_Discussion_Papers/hdps114.pdf


 

that ‘no reliance should be placed on small cells’.33 Thus, it may be that LGA-level data 

would remain unavailable altogether, or unreliable for those LGAs with small LGBTIQ 

populations, compared to those with higher numbers. Nonetheless, regional and national 

statistics on LGBTIQ populations would greatly assist in evidence-based practice in 

development of public policy and service provision, for example by providing Local Health 

Districts with an overview of the diversity in their areas. At the same time, providing people 

with the ability to identify their sex, gender or sexuality accurately on surveys and identity 

documents is the minimum that can be done to move away from heteronormative 

assumptions in data collection, and towards a more nuanced understanding of human 

biology, sexual orientation, and gender identification. 
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