
Sexual healing
WHAT DOES BIRMINGHAM’S LBQ COMMUNITY REALLY THINK OF SEXUAL 
HEALTH PROVISIONS FOR WOMEN WHO HAVE SEX WITH WOMEN?  
WORDS GEORGIA PATTISON

Birmingham LGBT is a registered 
charity offering a range of services 
to the local community, including a 
dedicated space for lesbians, bisexual 
and queer-identifying women to ac-
cess one-to-one emotional support, 
STI screening, HIV testing and smear 
testing. Run in partnership with 
Umbrella sexual health services for 
Birmingham and Solihull, this much-
needed service is one of the first of its 
kind in the UK.

To find out what women who 
have sex with women (WSW) in 
Birmingham think of sexual health 
provisions for LBQ women, Birming-
ham LGBT’s Sexual Health Outreach 
Worker, Georgia Pattison, went into 
the heart of the LGBTQI village in the 

city to meet WSW and talk all things 
sexual health and wellbeing.

WHAT ABOUT US?
The majority of women I spoke to 
shared the same opinion: WSW don’t 
appear to take care of their sexual 
health as much as men who have sex 
with men (MSM) do.

One woman told me: “It’s far less 
common to see women in LGBTQI 
spaces dedicated to sexual health 
than men. Taking care of your sexual 
health may not be as highly priori-
tised among WSW as MSM.”

Another woman I spoke to agreed, 
saying that “sexual health testing isn’t 
something that is spoken about’’ in 
female-female relationships.

DEDICATED SPACES
When asked the question, “If 
given the option when seeking 
sexual health support, would you 
choose your GP practice or a dedi-
cated LGBTQI space?’’, opinions were 
more mixed.

One woman said that she would 
be open to accessing either service 
and that she is “comfortable going to 
the GP, as I am an open person,” but 
added: “If you didn’t have the right 
support around you it would be dif-
ficult to do that”.

The other women I spoke to 
agreed that they would choose a dedi-
cated LGBTQI space instead of their 
GP practice, continuing to express 
that they would be “more confident 
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of the clinicians... having answers to 
questions and concerns I might have, 
specifically as a queer woman”.

They also added that they would 
“seek out a dedicated space so there 
isn’t any awkwardness” answering 
questions such as, “Are you preg-
nant?” or “Have you considered con-
traception to prevent any unwanted 
pregnancies?” when in a monoga-
mous relationship with a long-term 
female partner.

LET’S TALK ABOUT SEX
As well as finding out what women in 
the local area think about the services 
on offer, we also wanted to create a 
dialogue around current resources 
and information available to the 

younger generation of WSW around 
sexual health and wellbeing.

Interestingly, all four women 
I spoke to felt that there are more 
resources available for the younger 
women around sexual health, but be-
lieve that those resources aren’t nec-
essarily reliable as “the internet can’t 
always be trusted”. Some also felt that 
resources for LGBTQI people are cur-
rently too general or geared towards 
MSM, while ignoring the sexual health 
needs of others in the community.

One woman told me: “The educa-
tion isn’t there and not enough work 
is being done to tell young people 
about the services that are out there.”

TACKLING MISCONCEPTIONS
There seems to be a lot of mystery 
in mainstream society around what 
lesbians do in bed, so we were re-
ally keen to know what women in 
Birmingham thought about possible 
misconceptions around the sex lives 
and practices of WSW.

Respondents felt that “a number 
of ideas about female-female sex are 
shaped by pornography and are wildly 
inaccurate, with no information about 
safe-sex practices’’, and that “Female-
female sex is stereotyped... everyone 
thinks that all women do is scissor, 
[but] there’s a whole lot more to what 
we do in the bedroom”.

One woman also highlighted the 
fact that sex is individual, and told me 
she felt frustrated by a common mis-
conception that “two females need to 
use something that is penis-shaped 
to achieve orgasm,” adding: “This is 
definitely a misconception made [by] 
straight men, who also think that 
penetration alone is the key to or-
gasm. Everyone has their own sexual 
preferences, whether you’re in a gay 
or straight relationship.”

HEALTH MATTERS
There is also a worrying lack of 
knowledge within the community 
around sexual health and the risks 
faced by WSW, something we are con-
tinually working on here at Birming-
ham LGBT Centre.

The women we spoke to were 
concerned about this, too, with one 
telling us: “As a lesbian, you are told 
that you don’t need smear testing if 
you aren’t having sex with men.”

Another added: “For a lot of WSW, 
sexual health testing isn’t a thought 

that they ever really have,” while 
another woman believes: “There is 
a frequent misconception that STIs 
can’t be passed between women, and 
WSW who aren’t involved in the com-
munity... may well buy into that idea.”

WELL WOMEN
I spoke to our director, Steph Keeble, 
to find out why sexual health services 
have failed WSW in the past, and why 
it’s important for LBQ women to en-
gage with dedicated services such as 
the Well Woman clinic that we run.

She told me: “Historically, LBQ 
women have had little access to 
specialist sexual health services or 
information about their sexual health. 
The perception is that they are at 
low risk for the transmission of HIV 

and other STIs and, as a result, little 
targeted sexual health promotion has 
happened with LBQ women. The Well 
Woman clinic at Birmingham LGBT 
has been set up to address this gap.

“It is important that LBQ women 
engage with this service so they can 
get accurate information and access 
to testing and treatment.”

LOTS DONE, LOTS TO DO
With WSW leading such active and 
healthy sex lives, there should be a 
more positive uptake in recording for 
statistics, equality and demographic 
monitoring. Yet, currently, despite 
Birmingham and other local areas 
being home to such a thriving cohort 
of WSW, there is still a lot of under-
representation in national and local 
statistics for sexual health and 
wellbeing. More needs to be done to 
make sure we don’t fail another 
generation of women who have sex 
with women.

For more information about Birmingham 
LGBT’s Well Woman service or to speak 
with a dedicated Lesbian and Bisexual 
Women’s Worker, contact 0121 643 
0821 or visit blgbt.org/services/sexual-
health/specialist-services/lbqwomen

 LBQ women have had  
little access to specialist 
sexual health services”
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