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A Qualitative Research Study on LGBTIQ+ 
Discrimination

A report by the National Commission for the Promotion of Equality on the discrimination 
faced by persons identifying as LGBTIQ+ in employment, access to goods and services, 
relationships with relatives and others, homophobic stereotypes, trans issues, knowledge 
of legislation, complaints of alleged discrimination and redress.  The study focuses on the 
grounds relating to LGBTIQ+ rights namely   sexual orientation, gender identity, gender 
expression and sex characteristics.  This qualitative research study is a comparative 
analysis to the study conducted by the NCPE in 2011 entitled ‘LGBT Discrimination 
Research Report, Qualitative Study’.  It also includes developments with regards to the 
recently adopted legislation with a particular focus on the past five years with the added 
grounds of discrimination in the NCPE’s remit, namely gender identity, gender expression 
and sex characteristics.

This qualitative research study forms part of the Empowerment for Diversity (E4D) project 
partly-financed by the Rights, Equality and Citizenship Programme (2014-2020).
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LGBTIQ+ .....................  Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Intersex, Queer or  
  Questioning and any other possibility 

NCPE .....................  National Commission for the Promotion of Equality

SOGIGESC .....................  Sexual orientation, gender identity, gender expression and  
  sex characteristics
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Introduction  

This research study is focused on analysing 
the discrimination faced by people identifying 
as LGBTIQ+ with a particular focus on the 
past five years. It has been commissioned by 
the National Commission for the Promotion of 
Equality (NCPE). 

The overall objectives of the study are:

 To stimulate debate about equality, diversity, 
and discrimination, with a particular focus 
on the experiences of discrimination that 
are reported by people identifying as 
LGBTIQ+

 To enhance and promote a shared 
understanding of equality, non-
discrimination, and multiple discrimination, 
with a particular focus on the influence of 
recent changes in policy and legislation 

 To disseminate good practices
 To compile in-depth data engaging the use 

of a qualitative methodology to understand 
the lived perspectives of people identifying 
as LGBTIQ+

 To compile in-depth data engaging the use 
of a qualitative methodology to identify how 
discrimination is experienced by people 
identifying as LGBTIQ+

 To provide information and data that has 
the potential to inform policy and legislation

 The study is being sought to identify and 
understand the lived experiences of people 
identifying as LGBTIQ+ in Malta, identify 
possible gaps in existing provisions, 
and ensure the effectiveness of equality 
mainstreaming initiatives aimed at these 
groups.

This study is of relevance granted that the 
NCPE is committed to promoting social justice, 
upholding of human dignity, and promotion of 

equality.  Discrimination can take many forms, 
and sometimes may take the form of outright 
bodily harm, publicly putting down people, or 
‘outing’ them without their consent. However, 
discrimination can also take the form of 
microaggressions, and microinvalidations, 
which function to exclude or very subtly insult 
people who identify as LGBTIQ+.

The study seeks to understand the nature 
and extent of sexual orientation and gender 
identity discrimination. It explores the 
participants’ experiences of discrimination 
and whether lacunae in existing laws, policies, 
and structures can be identified – based on 
the challenges that persons identifying as 
LGBTIQ+ experienced or encountered. The 
study serves as a comparative analysis with a 
similar research study conducted by the NCPE 
in 2011 entitled ‘LGBT Discrimination Research 
Report.’ It also includes developments with 
regards to the recently adopted legislation 
with a particular focus on the past five years 
with the added grounds of discrimination in the 
NCPE’s remit, namely gender identity, gender 
expression and sex characteristics.  

The report consists of an overview of a 
qualitative research study conducted in the 
last half of 2021 with 46 persons who identify 
as LGBTIQ+. In the next chapter, a literature 
review that refers to local, European, and 
international literature is presented along with 
an explanation on the methodology used.  
This is followed by a detailed presentation 
of the findings. A discussion and analysis 
of the empirical study are followed by a 
chapter highlighting the recommendations. 
The interview guide and consent form are 
presented in the annex.
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Executive summary

This qualitative study is focused on 
understanding the lived experience of people 
living in Malta who identify as LGBTIQ+. 46 
interviews were held over a period of three 
months with a total of 37 participants identifying 
as male and six as female and three as non-
binary. Four of the participants identified 
as transgender. Many of the participants 
were either university graduates who were 
established in their professions and in their 
jobs or who had completed a post-secondary 
education. Only two of the participants had left 
school without furthering their studies at college 
or university. This is likely to have influenced 
how the university graduates understood 
experiences of discrimination since they did 
not only refer to personal consequences of 
discrimination, but also to the implications 
of discrimination for wider Maltese society in 
their interviews. They sometimes referred to 
laws or policy liberally to further augment and 
consolidate the point that they were making. 

The participants mentioned incidents of 
discrimination but sometimes tended to 
minimize them, doubting that discrimination 
was taking place - even though they had 
a feeling that somewhere, something, was 
wrong.

Employment

The participants explained that sometimes 
it would be somewhat difficult to know for 
certain if there is discrimination in recruitment 
and selection, since a lot of factors could come 
into play. While some participants were out at 
work, and some are open even on their social 
media profiles, others see their LGBTIQ+ 
status as a private matter. Some of the 
participants had started working recently and 

others had switched between career roles, 
work roles, and professional identities. Some 
of the participants chose to be addressed 
as hirs and ze which pronouns are used by 
people who do not identify themselves using 
the binary ascription of man or woman. None 
of the participants experienced job loss due 
to disclosure of sexual identity, and thereby it 
could not be determined if this factor impacted 
subsequent decisions and concerns about 
revealing their sexuality to colleagues at work.

Goods and services

The participants explained that sometimes 
they heard denigrating comments at certain 
retail outlets by other customers.  

Education 

The participants explained that they had gone 
through several stigmatising experiences 
when at school and a trans student mentioned 
that even though policies were in place, unless 
educators upheld the policy, and called boys 
transitioning to girls or vice versa by the 
name that reflects their chosen gender, the 
policy was not serving any fruitful purpose. 
A participant who works as a lecturer in a 
post-secondary institution believed that the 
educational establishment where she worked 
is very receptive to LGBTIQ+ students and 
that the students are also highly receptive to 
each other. 

Housing, Financial Services and Insurance

The participants did not encounter any issues 
when it came to renting or purchasing a 
property, to purchasing financial products or to 
taking out an insurance. They attributed this 
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relative ease to recent changes in legislation 
which allowed same sex-couples many of 
the rights that were previously restricted 
exclusively to heterosexual couples; and to 
the wider awareness of the needs of LGBTIQ+ 
people that the changes in legislation and 
accompanying policies have brought about. 
However, heteronormative assumptions in the 
housing sector made some couples identifying 
as LGBTIQ+ feel strange, as they thought they 
were looked at in such a way as to be called 
‘cute’; making them apprehensive that at some 
level, some form of discrimination could be 
taking place.

Healthcare

The participants had reservations about 
whether the period of abstinence from sexual 
activity for blood donations is appropriate, with 
some participants questioning whether there 
should be an abstinence period imposed at 
all; and made a rather emphatic complaint that 
the waiting period for an appointment at the 
Genito-Urinary (GU) Clinic was a deterrent.

Relationships with relatives and others

Some participants mentioned a rather smooth 
coming-out process to their parents as young 
people who identified as gay, whereas others 
observed that their parents took time to accept 
that they were gay. However, a foreigner who 
is living in Malta, expressed a fear that should 
his relatives know that he is a gay man, he 
would be at risk of an honour killing.  An older 
participant who came out to his adult children 
did not experience a problematic coming out 
process and attributed this to wider knowledge 
about LGBTIQ+ issues. Many participants are 
in a long-term same-sex relationship, whilst 

one participant who identifies as a gay man 
said that he would rather live alone with his 
adopted son, than with anyone. One of the 
transgender participants claimed that trans 
people experience difficulties in finding people 
who accept them as they are. While none of 
the participants clashed with their neighbours, 
they feared that should they argue with them 
over any matter, the neighbours would express 
some form of agitation that they were living 
with a same-sex partner, showing that, on a 
deep level, there was still a lot of apprehension 
about undercurrents of social stigma that the 
participants believed were prevailing in society. 

Homophobic stereotypes

While some participants expressed a fear 
that the increased visibility of LGBTIQ+ 
issues might promote a backlash in the form 
of religious fundamentalism, others observed 
further instances of differential treatment.  One 
such incident describes how a gay man was 
seen as too effeminate by work mates and 
excluded from attending a workplace social 
event, or how another person was excluded 
from a family get-together with his same-sex 
partner’s family for the same reason. Some 
participants commented on the constant need 
to employ resilience as a coping strategy 
to deal with homophobic or transphobic 
stereotypes, whenever they arose. The 
participants expressed mixed feelings about 
public spaces. They pointed out that while 
there were occasions where they liberally 
display themselves as a same-sex couple, for 
instance, by holding hands publicly, others felt 
apprehensive since they believed that they 
were stared at. A participant emphasised the 
need for gay pride events to raise the visibility 
of people identifying as LGBTIQ+ in society. 
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Social media was seen as a double-edged 
sword as it could serve as an avenue to uphold 
and protect the rights of people who identify 
as LGBTIQ+, whilst sometimes used to spread 
misinformation, and although it is possible to 
block people from one’s own social media sites, 
this tends to bury the problem but not resolve 
it, as the person posting misinformation could 
post elsewhere too.  

Trans issues

The participants observed that although there 
were considerable changes at legislative 
and policy levels, there seemed to be times 
when these changes were taking place too 
rapidly for people to fully understand these 
developments. As a result, sometimes trans 
people felt ostracised since they believed 
that cis people could not fully understand 
them despite the recent changes. Some of 
the participants believe that there is greater 
awareness on the needs of trans people, 
and a participant praised the setting up of the 
Gender Wellbeing Clinic. A participant spoke 
about a sense of awkwardness when it takes 
civil servants time to realize when people are 
trans and thereby ask them a host of questions 
to ensure that they are directing their questions 
to the correct person. While the process has 
been facilitated by recent legislation, the 
participants reported that sometimes people 
fail to associate a person who is trans with his/
her preferred gender. 

Knowledge of legislation

The participants were knowledgeable in 
various degrees about changes in policy and 
legislation. The participants included lawyers 
and social workers or educators who had an 

active interest in LGBTIQ+ related matters and 
kept themselves abreast about any changes 
that were taking place. All participants knew 
about the same-sex marriage laws, and some 
were aware of the policies that influence 
people identifying as transexual. 

Complaints of alleged discrimination

None of the participants said that they lodged a 
complaint about harassment or discrimination 
to the authorities. Most of the participants were 
aware of the NCPE but were not aware of its 
function. Most participants said that they would 
go to an NGO with which they were familiar, or 
a person of trust, if they face discrimination.

Redress

The participants said that if they believed they 
were discriminated against, they would first 
address their alleged offender (where possible) 
and show the offender that they feel hurt. They 
said that they would only resort to going to 
the police if the offence was serious enough. 
The participants though believe that LGBTIQ+ 
people are more accepted than they had been 
in times past. They believe that this is so 
because people engage openly in discussions 
about LGBTIQ+ issues and many people in 
key public positions, including politicians, are 
open about their sexuality, thus serving as role 
models for other people to come out. 

The results of this study have helped the 
researchers to identify developments 
registered since the recent enactment of the 
legislation strengthening LGBTIQ+ rights and 
adoption of new policies.
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Introduction 

In the mid-1970s, homosexuality was 
decriminalized in Malta. It was not until half a 
century later that it became possible for same 
sex couples to legally form a civil union. This 
came about by means of the Civil Unions Act 
which was enacted on April 14, 2014 (House 
of Representatives, 2014). The Act enabled 
two persons of the same sex to form a civil 
union partnership. In effect, a “registered civil 
union has the legal corresponding effects and 
consequences as those of a civil marriage, 
including the adoption of children. This 
legislation has therefore introduced equality in 
the rights of registration of partnerships as civil 
unions for persons of the same sex” (Cassar, 
2015, p. 420). 

Speaking from a Canadian frame of reference, 
Smith (1991) observes that there were 
differences in the perspectives adopted by 
the lesbian and gay rights movement before 
and after equality legislation was passed. In 
Canada, in the 1970s, the emphasis was on 
“gay liberation” and the building of a sense of 
political identity. Once equality legislation was 
passed, individual rights and liberties were 
brought to the forefront in political discourse. 
Smith explains that, because of equality 
legislation in Canada, people who identify 
as LGBTIQ+ increasingly sought to have the 
same rights and obligations as other people 
in respect of their families and relationships 
and saw this to feel fully integrated in society. 
Equality legislation served to ensure that 
people who identified as LGBTIQ+ could not be 
discriminated against because of their gender 
identity, sexual orientation, gender expression 
or sex characteristics. 

To ensure the meaningful participation of 
people who identity as LGBTIQ+ in the process 

of monitoring exclusion and discrimination, due 
attention must be given to the way in which 
gender and gender identity are approached. 
Gender and sex are different concepts. Heidari 
(2016) explains that sex relates to such features 
as chromosomes, gene expression, hormone 
function and reproductive/sexual anatomy, 
and is associated with a person’s physical 
features, and is often alluded to when a person 
is described as male or female. Contrastingly, 
gender relates to “the socially constructed 
roles, behaviours, and identities of female, male 
and gender-diverse people (and sometimes 
is) …. incorrectly conceptualized as a binary 
(female/ male) factor (without considering that) 
… there is a spectrum of gender identities and 
expressions defining how individuals identify 
themselves and express their gender” (Heidari 
et al., 2016, p.1). This implies that even if 
certain behaviours are socially constructed 
as being masculine behaviours or feminine 
behaviours, that may not necessarily mean 
that the person in question identifies as either 
male or female. This can be clearly seen since 
gender identity refers to “a person’s concept 
of self as being male and masculine or female 
and feminine, or ambivalent, based in part on 
physical characteristics, parental responses 
and psychological and social pressures. It is 
the internal experience of gender role” (Heidari 
et al., 2016, p. 1).

On its webpage (Queensland Human Right 
Commission, 2019), the Queensland Human 
Rights Commission explains that the acronym 
LGBTIQ refers to people who have identified 
themselves as lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender, intersex, or questioning. It 
explains that a “lesbian is a woman who is 
primarily attracted to other women”; ‘gay’ is a 
generic term that refers to “a person who is 

L I T E R A T U R E  R E V I E W
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primarily attracted to members of the same 
sex. Although 'gay’ can be used for any sex 
(for example: gay man, gay woman, gay 
person) ‘lesbian’ is sometimes the preferred 
term for women who are attracted to women. It 
is preferable to homosexual”. The Queensland 
Human Rights Commission explains further 
that “the dictionary meaning of ‘bisexuality’ 
is attraction to both men and women as 
sexual partners, also referred to as “bi”. 
‘Intersex’ people are “born with physical sex 
characteristics that don't fit medical norms 

for female or male bodies”. People who are 
‘questioning’ are “unsure of or exploring 
and discovering their sexual orientation or 
gender identity” (Queensland Human Rights 
Commission, 2019). While the Queensland 
Human Rights Commission does not refer to 
the ‘+’ sign that is employed in the LGBTIQ+ 
acronym specifically, this sign is widely used 
to connote all gender and sexual orientations 
that may not be best described by simply using 
the LGBTIQ acronym.
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The Legal Trajectory of LGBTIQ+ rights in Malta

The initial remit of the NCPE (2004), as 
reflected in its first annual report, was to “focus 
on those issues of gender that constrain and 
disadvantage men or women in Malta” (NCPE, 
2004, p.4), and consequently to convey the 
message to all Maltese citizens that the right 
of equality is a fundamental right. A landmark 
out-of-court settlement took place in 2013 
between the Maltese Government and Ms. 
Joanne Cassar concerning her right to marry 
(Application No. 36982/11). This led to an 
amendment to article 257C of the Civil Code, 
Cap.16, allowing trans people to marry their 
partner in their acquired sex. The Act No. 
VII of 2013 of the Civil Code stipulates that 
trans people shall “be considered for all civil 
purposes, including with regard to the capacity 
of that person to exercise the right to marry, 
as belonging to the acquired sex indicated 
in the Register”. The case’s implications led 
to steps being taken to ensure that violence 
and discrimination on the grounds of sexual 
orientation and gender identity and expression 
is disallowed. In 2014, Malta became the first 
country in the world to include gender identity 
as grounds of protection when its Constitution 
was amended to include sexual orientation and 
gender identity as grounds for discrimination. 

Civil rights in Malta were further advanced 
in April 2014, when the Maltese Parliament 
enacted Chapter 530 of the Laws of Malta, Civil 
Unions Act. By means of this Act, civil partners 
were entitled to all rights under the Marriage Act 
except those pertaining to religious weddings. 
Same-sex registered partners who were 
foreign were also recognized as civil partners. 
Civil union partners could adopt in the same 
way as spouses could since adoptions were 
regulated in the same way. The Civil Unions 
Act grants civil unions the same rights as 

those assigned to married partners. It states 
that “partners in a civil union contracted prior 
to the coming into force of the Marriage Act 
and other Laws (Amendment) Act, 2017… 
may, within five years from the coming into 
force of the Marriage Act and other Laws 
(Amendment) Act, 2017, convert their civil 
union into marriage.”  In July 2016, the Maltese 
Family Court approved the first adoption by a 
same-sex couple.  

In 2015, in line with the adoption of the Laws 
of Malta, Chapter 540 Gender Identity, Gender 
Expression and Sex Characteristics Act, 2015, 
gender identity, gender expression and sex 
characteristics were added to the NCPE’s 
remit. Since then, the NCPE (NCPE, 2020) 
has been promoting a society which is free 
from discrimination based on gender identity, 
gender expression, sex characteristics and 
sexual orientation among other grounds in 
employment, banks, and financial institution 
as well as education.  The NCPE’s remit to 
work toward a discrimination-free society is 
augmented by its authority to “independently 
investigate complaints of a more particular or 
individual character to determine whether the 
provisions of this Act are being contravened 
with respect to the complainant and, where 
deemed appropriate, to mediate with regard to 
such complaints.” This is laid down in the Laws 
of Malta, Chapter 456, Equality for Men and 
Women Act, [Art. 12 (1) (h)], 2003.

As part of the remit, the NCPE works for a 
Maltese society free from discrimination based 
on sex/gender and family responsibilities, 
age, religion/belief, and racial/ethnic origin. 
Furthermore, and more importantly for the 
purpose of this research study, the NCPE 
also works to fight discrimination based on 
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gender identity, gender expression or sex 
characteristics and sexual orientation in 
employment, banks and financial institutions 
as well as education.  Since the decisions it 
takes are not necessarily binding, Legal Notice 
316 of 2011 – Procedure for Investigations 
Regulations, Article 5(3)– makes it possible 
that “in the notice of commencement of an 
investigation, the Commissioner (can) … 
formally request the parties concerned whether 
they accept to be bound by the findings of the 
Commissioner….” in which case, based on 
their acceptance, the decision would become 
binding. 

The Laws of Malta Chapter 540 Gender 
Identity, Gender Expression and Sex 
Characteristics Act, 2015, provides for the 
recognition and registration of the gender of a 
person. It also provides for the regulation of 
the effects of such a change (of the gender of 
a person), as well as the recognition of bodily 
integrity and physical autonomy. It further 
provides for the recognition and protection of 
the sex characteristics of a person, and the 
recognition of the need to uphold the respect 
for one’s gender identity. Consequently, this 
law allows people to be legally recognised 
in their acquired gender with their official 
documents matching their physical person 
and holding their new name and identity. This 
thereby enables individuals to safeguard their 
right to private life, and to live with dignity by 
reducing the social stigma they may face had 
their gender identity and identity documents 
been incongruent.

Article 7 in the Chapter 540 of the Laws of 
Malta Gender Identity, Gender Expression and 
Sex Characteristics Act, 2015, provides that if 
persons exercising parental authority over - or 

who were tutors of - a minor need to declare the 
gender of the minor by the time the minor turns 
eighteen, then together with the declaration of 
gender, they could also change the first name 
of the minor (should the minor so desire). Article 
8 of Cap. 540 was later amended by Article 
2 of Act No. LVI of 2016. This amendment 
reduced the age when individuals could opt 
for legal gender recognition from eighteen 
to sixteen years of age. In such instances, 
the competent authorities would be bound to 
amend the identity card within 15 days from 
when an individual starts to appertain to the 
acquired gender.

Chapter 540 of the Laws of Malta, Gender 
Identity, Gender Expression and Sex 
Characteristics Act, 2015 enabled the 
publication of a legal notice that introduced 
‘gender identity and sex characteristics 
related conditions’ in the entitlement schedule 
relative to the National Health Service (LN 
44 of 2018) to come into force. This LN also 
resulted in the Social Security Act amendment 
(LEĠIŻLAZZJONI MALTA, 2018) whereby 
“Gender Identity and Sex Characteristics 
Related Conditions” have been included as a 
new category in Part II of the Fifth Schedule 
in terms of Article 23 (3) of the Social Security 
Act (2012).” Furthermore, Chapter 540 of 
the Laws of Malta, Gender Identity, Gender 
Expression and Sex Characteristics Act, 2015 
also stipulates that transgender people do not 
require medication or surgical interventions for 
such recognition to ensue. 

Gender affirmation is an essential factor 
of transgender health, as the national 
Transgender Healthcare Strategy (2018) 
states. The strategy explains that “competent 
transgender health care includes sensitivity 
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to identities that transcend the binary of male 
and female as well as recognising that social 
transition, hormonal therapy and surgery are 
often independent parts of an individual’s 
transition” (p. 15). The rights of transgender 
and intersex individuals have also been 
consolidated by the introduction of gender-
neutral toilets throughout Government, 
Parliament, and the Courts. In 2016, the 
government issued a circular for one third 
of the toilets in government departments to 
become gender neutral thereby promoting a 
non-judgmental environment.   By 2016, 47% 
of all the toilets were marked as gender neutral 
(MEAE, 2016).

There can be little doubt that a successful 
adjustment for people who identify as 
transgender (particularly as they are 
transitioning) will be made easier with social 
and emotional support. The Strategy takes 
a holistic perspective and aims to develop 
services aligned to helping such persons 
undertake gender-affirming surgery. It also 
aims to make health services responsive to the 
needs of people who identify as transgender. 
This is particularly manifested by its paving the 
way for the setting up of the Gender Wellbeing 
Clinic, which opened in November 2018. 
The Gender Wellbeing Clinic offers multi-
disciplinary services to transgender, intersex, 
and queer individuals. The adoption of a de-
pathologizing approach also features in the 
Trans, Gender Variant & Intersex Inmates 
Policy (Correctional Services, 2016).  The 
policy lays down that correctional services must 
respect the person’s chosen gender identity 
irrespective of whether it is aligned to their 
biological sex …thereby enabling “inmates 
to be treated fairly and without discrimination 
or harassment on grounds of gender identity, 

gender expression and/or sex characteristics” 
(Correctional Services, 2016, p. 3).  

The 2016 NCPE Annual Report points out that a 
legislative initiative, that was taken in 2016, and 
that is clearly of relevance to gender equality 
and family responsibilities, was the proposal to 
regulate cohabitation. In 2013, the NCPE had 
proposed that legislation be enacted for the 
regulation of cohabiting couples. This proposal 
was made to avoid people falling into poverty or 
finding themselves in a position of dependency 
and thereby feeling overburdened by the 
situation they found themselves in, particularly 
in the case of separation or death. A draft Bill 
was presented for public consultation in April 
2016 by the then Ministry for Social Dialogue, 
Consumer Affairs and Civil Liberties. 

This was followed by the enactment of Chapter 
571 of the Laws of Malta, the Cohabitation 
Act, 2017. This Act lays down the rights and 
obligations of couples who engage in de 
facto cohabitation. In Part II (s.3) of the Act 
it is stated that “persons who have the intent 
of cohabitating and, or, persons who are 
already cohabiting may choose to regulate 
their cohabitation by entering into a contract in 
conformity with the provisions of this Act, which 
contract shall be registered by the notary as 
provided hereunder in this Act.” Also, under Act 
No. XXIII of 2017 reference to gender-specific 
roles such as husband and wife, mother, 
and father, etc. were replaced with the terms 
‘spouse’ or ‘parent’ respectively. The Marriage 
Act and other Laws (Amendment) Act enabled 
people who identify as LGBTIQ+ to marry their 
partners. 

From September 2017 onward, people could 
have their gender marked with X on their official 
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documents, because of changes that came 
about through the Chapter 540 of the Laws 
of Malta Gender Identity, Gender Expression 
and Sex Characteristic Act. These official 
documents included passports and ID cards, 
among others. After consulting a public notary, 
people were entitled to amend their gender 
details with a neutral X if they did not want their 
gender specified on these documents. 

The criminalisation of conversion practices is 
also seen as promoting greater social equity. 
This criminalisation process came about with 
the enactment of Chapter 567 of the Laws 
of Malta Affirmation of Sexual Orientation, 
Gender Identity and Gender Expression Act, 
2016. This law specifically lays down the 
imposition of sanctions, which could include 
fines and a prison sentence, for the carrying 
out of conversion practices. This builds on 
the notion, that is affirmed by the Act, that no 
sexual orientation, gender identity or gender 

expression is pathological. Gay conversion 
therapy has been given increasing prominence 
in recent years, and there are some people who 
argue that it is a standard counselling practice 
that has the potential to lead people to ‘rid 
themselves’ of same-sex attractions willingly.  
Countering these ill-founded beliefs, in 2014, 
the Royal College of Psychiatrists, pointed out 
that conversion practices can give rise to a 
context in which prejudice and discrimination 
flourish, and there is evidence that they 
[conversion practices] are potentially harmful” 
(Royal College of Psychiatrists London, 2014).

Furthermore, a legal notice introduced ‘in vitro 
fertilisation leave’ for all couples (LN 156 of 
2017), whilst another legal notice introduced 
the right to convert civil unions into marriage 
(LN 382 of 2017). These were important 
milestones which placed same-sex couples at 
par with heterosexual ones.
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The LGBTIQ Action Plan 2015 – 2017 and The 
LGBTIQ Equality Strategy & Action Plan 2018-2022

The efforts to promote the dignity of people 
who identify as LGBTIQ+ were strengthened 
when, in 2018, Malta established a Sexual 
Orientation, Gender Identity, Gender 
Expression and Sex Characteristics Unit 
(SOGIGESC) within the Human Rights and 
Integration Directorate (HRID), under the 
remit of the Ministry of Justice, Equality and 
Governance. This was set up to help the 
government further develop the fields of civil 
liberties, equality and anti-discrimination in the 
context of people identifying as LGBTIQ+.

In September 2018, Malta adopted an 
LGBTIQ Equality Strategy and Action Plan 
2018-2022 (Human Rights and Integration 
Directorate, 2018) and SOGIGESC was 
assigned responsibility for the implementation 
and monitoring of the Action Plan. This Action 
Plan further consolidates and builds upon 
the LGBTIQ Action Plan 2015-2017 (Ministry 
for Social Dialogue, 2015). This Action Plan 
was formulated by the LGBTIQ Consultative 
Council in liaison with the Ministry for Social 
Dialogue, Consumer Affairs and Civil Liberties. 
The final stages came about after consultation 
meetings were conducted with competent 
entities and the various actions put forward 
therein started to be implemented. 

The LGBTIQ Equality Strategy & Action 
Plan 2018-2022 identifies several measures 
that are aimed at countering discrimination. 
It refers to initiatives that had been taken to 
address inequalities in legislation and policy. 
These initiatives include the enactment of the 
Marriage Laws and Other Laws (Amendment) 
Act that “aimed to remove all distinction 
between different-sex and same-sex couples 
before the law” (Act XXIII of 2017). There are 
also references to the Gender Expression 

Act that aimed “to end harmful conversion 
practices and affirm that all sexualities and 
genders are equal before the law” (Act LV of 
2016), and the Cohabitation Act that aimed to 
cater “for all couples without distinction” (Act 
XV of 2017). Further references are made 
to the amendment of the Embryo Protection 
Act to redefine the term “prospective parent” 
and to also “remove any discriminatory 
exclusions on the basis of SOGIGESC [Sexual 
Orientation, Gender Identity and Expression, 
and Sex Characteristics] and catering for third-
party donations” (Act XXIV of 2018). Other 
references are made to several legal notices 
aimed at safeguarding and promoting equality.

The 2015-2017 Action Plan1 led to a cementing 
of the idea “that the right to education can be 
effectively enjoyed free from discrimination; 
unhampered by gender stereotypes; and free 
from violence, bullying, social exclusion, or 
other forms of discriminatory and degrading 
treatment related to sex, sexual orientation, 
gender identity, gender expression and sex 
characteristics” (p.10). The 2015-2017 Action 
Plan addressed different areas, through 
specific measures. These include measures 
to counter discrimination; measures to ensure 
that gender equality and LGBTIQ+ issues are 
given importance in schools, and measures to 
ensure that any feelings of distress that people 
identifying as LGBTIQ+ may experience are 
adequately addressed. When taken holistically, 
the measures incorporated in the Action Plan 
aim to safeguard the wellbeing of people who 
identify as LGBTIQ+. According to the Action 
Plan, this would be approached through 
such measures as “adopting public service 
guidelines on sex and gender and providing 
direction to Government departments and 
agencies on the collection, use and retention of 

1 https://meae.gov.mt/en/Documents/LGBTIQ%20Action%20Plan/LGBTIQActionPlan_20182022.pdf
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sex and gender information in client personal 
records”. 

As a result of its proposed measures, the 
2015-2017 Action Plan strengthened the 
relationship between the government and 
the LGBTIQ+ civil society. It also heralded 
the need for competent personnel in Malta to 
promote LGBTIQ+ issues internationally and 
for the Maltese government to strengthen 
the asylum processes for people who identify 
as LGBTIQ+. In a nutshell, the 2015-2017 
Action Plan acknowledges the importance of 
removing anything that stands in the way of the 
right to private and family life on the grounds of 
sex, sexual orientation, gender identity, gender 
expression and sex characteristics. 

The 2018-2022 Action Plan incorporates 
providing “equal access to all reproductive 
health services (including family planning) to 
individuals and couples regardless of their 
SOGIGESC” (p. 23); “enacting legislation 
and/or policy measures to ensure that trans 
and intersex persons have access to the 
harvesting of gametes in view of any medical 
conditions and prior to undergoing any health 
treatments that may render them infertile 
and renewing and continuing to explore 
possibilities of establishing protocols with third 
countries that expressly allow for adoption by 
LGBTIQ+ couples and individuals ” (p.23). It 
sets out to introduce several LGBTIQ equality 
measures in different areas, such as the need 
to “integrate the principles of equal treatment 
and non-discrimination on the grounds of 
SOGIGESC in the education system” (p.21). It 
also promotes the Trans, Gender Variant, and 
Intersex Students in Schools Policy and the 
‘Addressing Bullying Behaviour in Schools’. 

Another issue that is addressed in the LGBTIQ 
Equality Strategy & Action Plan 2018-2022 
is the previous inappropriateness of the 
imposition of a deferral period for men who 
have sex with men who wanted to donate 
blood, which was perceived as discriminatory, 
particularly if same sex blood donors are 
in a monogamous relationship with a long-
term partner and have no history of having 
contracted any STIs.2

The Action Plan recognises the necessity that 
it addresses the needs of people who identify 
as LGBTIQ+ living in Gozo. These initiatives 
have resulted in several changes, including 
the opening of the Qawsalla (Rainbow) Hub 
by LGBTI+ Gozo which offers psycho-social 
support to people who identify as LGBTIQ+. 
Initiatives have also been undertaken for 
vulnerable groups including older people, 
incorporating those who are in care settings; 
migrants in integration programmes and 
conflict resolution dialogues; and persons with 
disabilities. 

The LGBTIQ Equality Strategy & Action Plan 
2018-2022 also advocates strengthening 
existing asylum policies dealing with the 
grounds of SOGIGESC, as well as developing 
a policy that addresses the needs of trans, 
intersex, and genderqueer persons who are 
detained by the police. 

The Action Plan recognizes the importance 
of consolidating the relationship between 
government and LGBTIQ civil society. It 
suggests continuing to enable the effective 
functioning of the LGBTIQ Consultative 
Council; an advisory body that was set up by 
the Minister for Social Dialogue, Consumer 

2 As Malta kicked off Pride Week in September 2022, the parameters for a person to be able to 
donate blood were the same for everyone. This change in parameters came about since new 
equipment that was very sensitive to the presence of HIV in blood samples was procured by the 
Health Authorities in Malta. 
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Affairs and Civil Liberties. It also recommends 
contributing to the work of civil society 
organisations by enabling them, for instance, 
to access funding schemes. These schemes 
include the Voluntary Organisations Project 
Scheme, the NGO co-financing Fund, and the 
Civil Society Fund, amongst others. 

Initiatives proposed include the setting up of the 
www.lgbtiq.gov.mt website to gather all relevant 
information for the LGBTIQ+ community in one 
portal, and the implementation of measures to 
bring about the mainstreaming of people who 
identify as LGBTIQ+ across Maltese society. 
The 2018-2022 Action Plan acknowledges the 
need to launch campaigns which allow visitors 
to Malta who identify as LGBTIQ+ to feel 
welcome since discrimination against them will 
not be tolerated. 

All in all, the LGBTIQ Equality Strategy 
and Action Plan 2018-2022 builds on initial 
measures introduced in the 2015-2017 Action 
Plan which advocate for the promotion of 
LGBTIQ equality.  This is also on an international 
level, including contributing towards and/or 
initiating international processes aimed at 
increasing the observance of human rights of 
people identifying as LGBTIQ and urges the 
sharing of “human rights best practices on the 
grounds of SOGIGESC at the regional and 
international levels and  (cooperation) with 
other states or relevant intergovernmental 
organisations to tackle discrimination and 

LGBTIQ-phobia” (area 9.1). 

Aligned to this, another measure that is 
referred to in the LGBTIQ Equality Strategy and 
Action Plan 2018-2022 relates to encouraging 
Maltese embassies, high commissions, and 
permanent representations to take an active 
role in the promotion of LGBTIQ+ equality 
in line with national policy and in liaison with 
other EU embassies, to promote and protect 
the enjoyment of all human rights by people 
who identify as LGBTIQ (area 9.6) when 
possible. Both the 2015-2017 Action Plan and 
the 2018-2022 LGBTIQ Equality Strategy and 
Action Plan condemn hate crimes and refer 
to the need that hate-motivated crimes based 
on sex, sexual orientation, gender identity, 
gender expression and sex characteristics are 
registered, investigated, and prosecuted.

Such legislative and policy developments 
contributed to strengthen the rights for the 
LGBTIQ+ community in various spheres.  
Such achievements are recognised by ILGA 
Europe in the ‘Rainbow Europe’, which is an 
annual benchmarking tool that illustrates the 
legal and policy situation of LGBTI people in 
Europe in seven thematic categories: equality 
and non-discrimination; family; hate crime and 
hate speech; legal gender recognition; intersex 
bodily integrity; civil society space; and asylum.  
In 2022, Malta occupied the number one spot 
in the Rainbow Europe for the seventh year in 
a row, with a score of 92%.
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Promoting LGBTIQ+ Equality in Malta through Council 
of Europe resolutions and European Union law

The Treaty on the functioning of the European 
Union specifies that the Union should combat 
discrimination based on sex, racial or ethnic 
origin, religion or belief, disability, age, or sexual 
orientation when defining and implementing 
its policies and activities. Moreover, the EU 
Charter of Fundamental Rights prohibits 
discrimination on sex, race, colour, ethnic 
or social origin, genetic features, language, 
religion, or belief, political or any other opinion, 
membership of a national minority, property, 
birth, disability, age or sexual orientation.

Other EU laws also protect equality for the 
LGBTIQ+ community.  The Employment 
Equality Directive3 prohibits discrimination 
on sexual orientation, among other grounds 
in employment and occupation.  In addition, 
the Gender Recast Directive4 prohibits 
gender discrimination in matters related to 
employment and occupation, and states that 
the principle of equal treatment between men 
and women also applies to discrimination 
arising from the gender reassignment of a 
person.  Moreover, the proposed Horizontal 
Directive5 seeks to extend the protection on 
sexual orientation, among other grounds, to 
areas beyond employment. Yet, discussions 
on this proposal are blocked at Council stage.

At a European level, various factors are of 
interest since they are likely to consolidate 
the fight against LGBTIQ+ discrimination. 
The European Commission adopted, on 11 
November 2020, the LGBTIQ Equality Strategy 
2020-2025. The LGBTIQ Equality Strategy is 
the first ever EU LGBTIQ Equality Strategy, 

which sets out several key objectives across 
four pillars:

 Tackling discrimination against LGBTIQ 
people

 Ensuring LGBTIQ people’s safety
 Building LGBTIQ inclusive society
 Leading the call for LGBTIQ equality 

around the world

The Strategy also explains that the European 
Commission will integrate the fight against 
discrimination affecting LGBTIQ individuals in 
all EU policies. 

Some of the key actions outlined in the Strategy 
include:

 countering discrimination to advance 
LGBTIQ+ equality, including at the 
workplace, 

 ensuring safety, and thereby countering 
hate crime, hate speech and violence 
that may be instituted against people who 
identify as LGBTIQ+, 

 protecting rights of rainbow families, to 
enable them to travel freely across the 
EU’s internal borders, particularly since 
same-gender partnerships may not be 
given mutual recognition across Member 
States

 promoting LGBTIQ+ equality globally in the 
context that, in various parts of the world, 
people identifying as LGBTIQ+ experience 
violations and abuses. 

3 Council Directive 2000/78/EC of 27 November 2000 establishing a general framework for equal 
treatment in employment and occupation.
4 Directive 2006/54/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 5 July 2006 on the 
implementation of the principle of equal opportunities and equal treatment of men and women in 
matters of employment and occupation (recast).
5 Proposal for a Council Directive on implementing the principle of equal treatment between persons 
irrespective of religion or belief, disability, age, or sexual orientation.
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Another initiative came about more recently in 
March 2021, when MEPs declared the EU an 
“LGBTIQ Freedom Zone” in response to the 
backsliding of failure to respect and uphold 
LGBTIQ+ rights in some EU countries, in 
particular Poland’s “LGBT-free zones” and 
in response to a deteriorating situation in 
Hungary (New European Parliament, 2021).

The EU recognises that persons who identify 
as LGBTIQ+ in the EU should have the freedom 
to live and publicly be themselves without 
living in fear, and recommends that, therefore, 
Europe should become an LGBTIQ+ Freedom 
Zone. This calls on member states to use the 
full range of tools at their disposal to ensure 
that respect of human rights and of LGBTIQ+ 
rights is upheld. Malta’s Human Rights 
Framework, which also includes the Charter of 
Fundamental Rights of the European Union, 
also promotes respect for the upholding of 
human rights. The Charter complements 
the European Convention on Human Rights 
(EHCR) which was transposed into Maltese 
legislation by means of Act XIV of 1987, and 
grants access to the right to individual petition 
to Maltese nationals.

The Council of Europe’s resolution entitled 

Discrimination against Transgender people 
in Europe (Parliamentary Assembly, 2015) 
protects the rights of transgender persons. 
Aligned to this is that the Parliamentary 
Assembly of the Council of Europe 
recommends to states to prohibit discrimination 
based on gender identity in their national laws. 
It also recommends that States incorporate 
respect for the upholding of human rights of 
transgender people (with a specific reference 
to gender identity) by national human rights 
institutions. Complimentary to this, the 
Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of 
Europe calls on states to enact hate crime 
legislation so that transgender people will 
be less likely to become the victims of 
transphobic crimes and incidents. It also calls 
for the provision of specific training to sensitise 
law-enforcement officials and members of 
the judiciary, and other competent personnel 
including teachers and health-workers, to 
their needs. The resolution also mentions the 
availability of a third gender option. This is in 
recognition that “he and she" are two extreme 
binaries that may be exclusive of other gender 
identities. The use of these binaries can be 
incongruent with the desires of individuals who 
do not identify themselves using the pronouns 
"he" or "she".
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Experiences of Discrimination by the LGBTIQ+ 
Community

Crenshaw’s (1989) theory of intersectionality 
acknowledges that people experience 
different and multiple oppressions since social 
determinants (such as sexism, classism, 
racism, homophobia, transphobia, and 
queerphobia) can all potentially impact the life 
experiences of people with multi-dimensional 
identities in some way. When exploring the 
experiences of the LGBTIQ+ community in the 
Maltese context, the LGBTIQ+ community still 
face stigma, and this calls for both counter-
discriminatory measures to be put in place and 
for community-level educational interventions 
to be developed and implemented.

It is also likely that people who identify as 
lesbian and gay encounter different forms of 
discrimination than people, for instance, who 
are trans. Explaining this in sociological terms, 
trans people are more at risk of becoming a 
visible ‘other’ than people who identify as gay 
or lesbian. Due to their visibility, they would be 
more likely to become victims of “discredited 
stigma” (Goffman, 1968, p.3). Since people 
who identify as gay or lesbian may hide their 
gay or lesbian identities from open view, 
they could experience “discreditable stigma” 
(Goffman, 1968, p. 3). This implies that they 
are better equipped to avoid situations where 
they could be potentially stigmatised by people 
who adhere to rigid heteronormative ideals. 
For instance, gay or lesbian partners may not 
hold hands in public, and only show they are 
a same-sex couple when in the company of 
people with whom they feel safe. 

Having said this, stigma is likely to generate 
feelings of hurt and despondency among 
all people who identify as LGBTIQ+ and 
may have a long-lasting negative impact on 
people’s mental health. Stigma can also be 

experienced at schools. It cannot be readily 
disputed that young people who identify as 
LGBTIQ+ face greater challenges as they must 
navigate through heteronormative educational 
institutions where they spend a large amount 
of time in their daily lives. The need for a 
positive school climate where young people 
who identify as LGBTIQ+ feel safe is clearly 
called for and the presence of stigma indicates 
that this positive school climate is not being 
created optimally. 

The Fundamental Rights Review of 2022, 
points out that among young people (18-24), 
less people (41%) hide being LGBT at school. 
(In 2012, it was 47%). This is even though 
73% of LGBTI teenager respondents (15-17 
years old) in Malta say their peers or teachers 
have often or always supported LGBTI people, 
(in the EU-28, this was 60%) and that 48% of 
LGBTI of teenager respondents (15-17 years 
old) in Malta say their school education at 
some point addressed LGBTI issues positively 
or in a balanced way. Usually, as they enter 
adolescence, young people recognize their 
sexual orientation, and it is thereby still 
an atmosphere of fear about ‘coming out’ 
that prevails in schools. It is, however, also 
possible, as seen in this study, that those who 
do identify as lesbian or gay, at a young age, 
may say that they felt different from their peers 
but didn't exactly know why.

Within the Maltese context, it is possible that 
people who identify as LGBTIQ+ experience 
a dissonance between their religious beliefs 
and their identifying as LGBTIQ+. This needs 
to be balanced against an ongoing evolution 
of the positive relationship that institutions like 
the Catholic Church have with the LGBTIQ+ 
community. This was evidenced when the 
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Archbishop of Malta issued a formal warning 
to a priest who spoke out against people 
identifying as LGBTIQ+ after the priest said 
that being gay is worse than being possessed 
by the devil in January 2022. The warning took 
the form of what in Canon Law is known as 
a penal precept which meant that he would 
not be allowed to exercise his ministry if he 

makes similar comments in public again. The 
improved relationship with people who identify 
as LGBTIQ+ needs to be seen in the context 
of the overall change in collective mindset 
associated with the legislation of same-sex 
marriage and progressive policies that uphold 
the rights of people identifying as LGBTIQ+.
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Conclusion

Understanding the experiences and needs 
of the LGBTIQ+ community and how to 
address them is timely and relevant. Even a 
superficial browsing of popular social media 
would evidence that activism in the LGBTIQ+ 
community has significantly increased over 
the past decade, both in Malta and abroad. 
Yet, it is only in recent years that the LGBTIQ+ 
community in Malta has made considerable 
legislative advances in such areas as non-
discrimination, civil union and marriage 
rights, and the adoption rights of same-sex 
couples, as identified in this research study. 
Such developments represent an effort to 
ensure that the rights of people identifying as 
LGBTIQ+ are recognised by society at large 
and that these rights are respected (Goldberg, 
1993). 
 
Changes in legislation may not necessarily 
be associated with a change in people’s 
mentality, and homophobia may still prevail 
even if legislative changes have taken place. 
Law has a symbolic function which promotes 
“the communication of images of justice, 
equity, security, and other values perceived as 

essential for social life” alongside determining 
people’s conduct through “its obligatory 
character or its technical capacity to regulate 
and organize society” (García-Villegas, 2019, 
p. 19). It is thereby also through the combined 
actions of educators, NGOs, and the active 
involvement of informed people in society that 
homophobia can be countered. 

It remains to be stated that Malta’s accession 
to the EU was instrumental in raising 
awareness on the lack of anti-discriminatory 
legislation and policies in such areas as those 
of LGBTIQ+ rights (European Union Agency 
for Fundamental Rights, 2020).  Yet, it is also 
because of Malta’s own efforts to advance 
LGBTIQ+ equality, and its efforts to protect 
people identifying as LGBTIQ+ from being 
discriminated against to be able to live their 
life with dignity. Not only this, but it was also 
thanks to the tireless and combined effort of 
NGOs, government officials, civil society, and 
the NCPE that Malta has made the steps it has 
made and has been praised internationally for 
its LGBTIQ+ rights’ legislation. 
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Introduction 

This research study aims to focus on what 
are the lived experiences of the LGBTIQ+ 
community in Malta. The study takes the format 
of a qualitative study that updates the qualitative 
study conducted by the NCPE in 2011 that 
was entitled ‘LGBT Discrimination Research 
Report, Qualitative Study'. Through adopting 
a qualitative approach, the research is thereby 
rooted in an empirically grounded enquiry. It 
engages in exploring the unique perspective of 
the lived experiences of the study’s participants 
which is sometimes referred to as the “emic 
perspective” (Babbie 2015:294). While findings 
from qualitative studies are not necessarily 
generalisable to wider populations, qualitative 
studies can offer insights into the challenges 
people who identify as LGBTIQ+ face as well as 
into their experiences as members of LGBTIQ+ 
communities. This research gathers information 
by talking directly to people who identify as 
LGBTIQ+ and who live in Malta. These people 
are the study’s research participants. 

3.1 The Research Process

Since the participants are members of the 
LGBTIQ+ community, it was assumed that they 
would have lived knowledge of the research 
topic. It was also assumed that they would 
be in a position to draw on practical, real-life 
examples to answer the research questions 
in a meaningful way.  They were also asked to 
reach out to other potential participants, inviting 
them to participate in the research, so this 
would generate a snowball sample. Snowball 
sampling is usually used when prospective 
participants in the study are not easy to locate or 
identify. Consistent with the approach adopted 
in the 2011 NCPE study referred to previously, 
this study was carried out by means of a single 
interview that enabled participants to describe 

different experiences that took place over the 
past five or six years. 

The research instrument used was that of 
semi-structured interviews. The advantage of 
semi-structured interviews is that they allow 
and enable researchers to use a topic guide 
consisting of relevant questions to be covered 
with each participant, whilst also offering the 
researchers the required flexibility to put their 
questions across clearly and giving participants 
the time and space to also provide other relevant 
data (Polit & Beck, 2008). The literature review 
was used to draft the interview questions aimed 
towards people who identify as LGBTIQ+. Care 
was taken so that any questions asked would not 
put interviewees ‘on the spot,’ most especially 
because some people may have experienced 
stigmatization at some point of their life and, if 
such was the case, some may have found the 
stigmatisation traumatic and overbearing.

Face-to-face interviews were conducted.  
When dealing with sensitive topics, the more 
informal settings, that are compatible with 
face-to-face interviews, are usually the best 
way to maximise the output of the results.  
However, due to the unprecedented situation 
of the Covid-19 pandemic, face-to-face 
interviews could not take place either because 
of government restrictions or to accommodate 
the interviewees’ wish of social distancing. The 
Covid-19 pandemic has led to the generation 
of alternative ways to carry out research. As 
a result, some of the interviews were carried 
out virtually using Zoom. The participants were 
contacted beforehand to see which medium 
they preferred using for the interview. Some 
of the participants said that they felt more 
comfortable with virtual interviews in view of 
the ongoing pandemic. 

M E T H O D O L O G Y
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Bracketing was used throughout this research. 
Bracketing is a method used in qualitative 
research whereby the researchers do not 
impose on the research participants’ opinions, 
their own viewpoint or what they consider as an 
everyday commonplace way of seeing things. 
To engage in bracketing, the researchers 
need to reflect on their own biases and be as 
objective as possible in their reflections about 
what is being said. 

As is commonplace in qualitative research, 
sensitivity to participants’ thoughts and 
feelings enables the accurate interpretation 
of the participants’ input. Inevitably, this 
sensitivity was a necessary part of the 
research undertaking since it explored the 
perspectives and experiences of LGBTIQ+ 
people about the impact of discrimination on 
their lives, and the impact of policy measures 
and legislation to address this discrimination.  
These narratives were presented in the light of 
any ongoing social changes they might have 
experienced, particularly during the past years, 
and in the light of the impact the changes 
in legislation and policy might have had on 
their life. Due consideration was given to the 
influence of factors such as social media, and 
the commitment of high-profile public figures, 
particularly in Malta, to bring about greater 
social acceptance of people who identify as 
LGBTIQ+.  Particular attention was given to 
elicit the participants’ voices on their different 
social backgrounds, participation in different 
social contexts, and experiencing life events 
differently. This implies that discrimination may 
have been experienced in different ways, at 
different times, and in different contexts; and 
may thereby be seen differently by different 
people. 

While the workplace is widely cited as a potential 
forum for discrimination in the literature, 
discrimination can be experienced in practically 
any social context including homes, schools, 
places of entertainment, public spaces and in 
the media. Most commonly, discrimination is 
classified as taking the form of either direct or 
indirect discrimination. Direct discrimination is 
taken to occur when one person is treated less 
favourably than another is, has been or would 
be treated in a comparable situation on any of 
the following grounds: sex/gender and family 
responsibilities, race/ethnic origin, age, religion 
and belief, sexual orientation, gender identity, 
gender expression or sex characteristics. 
Indirect discrimination is taken to occur where 
an apparently neutral provision, criterion or 
practice would put persons at a particular 
disadvantage compared with other persons.1 

With the participant’s consent, data from the 
interviews was digitally recorded and then 
transcribed verbatim into a Word document. 
Apart from this, detailed notes were kept 
throughout the data collection process. This 
was mainly to ensure that such nuances as 
verbal or non-verbal cues that may have arisen 
during the interview process were taken note 
of in case of different interpretations of what 
the participants said. 

A grounded theory approach was used in this 
study. According to Creswell (1998), grounded 
theory involves three stages of coding of the 
data, namely:

(i) ‘open coding’ where concepts and key 
phrases are identified and highlighted 
and moved into subcategories, then 
categories. This enables the basic gist of 
the research to emerge and is sometimes 

1 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32000L0078&from=EN
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seen as line-by-line coding. It usually 
takes place at the start of the research. 

(ii) ‘axial coding’ where relationships are 
identified between the categories, and 
connections identified.

(iii) ‘selective coding’, which involves 
identifying the core category and exploring 
its relationships to the other categories 
making sure that it encapsulates them in 
such a way that a general theory can be 
proposed. Care was taken to group the 
categories into themes that are consonant 
with the research objectives. This is 
because, when using ‘grounded theory,’ 
researchers try to highlight and explore 
the underlying meanings and explore 
possible inferences stemming from what 
participants are saying (Khan, Qureshi, & 
Ahmad, 2010; Punch, 1998) in a manner 
aligned to the research objectives while 
remaining loyal to what the participants 
have inputted as data for the study.  

Flexibility is an imperative aspect of grounded 
theorising since grounded theorising includes 
evolutionary rather than static accounts 
of happenings and allows the researcher 
to build up data as results emerge, to be 
enabled to formulate emerging concepts 
(Spiteri, 2013). Direct quotes are sometimes 
cited to contextualize what was stated by the 
participants even further. After all the data 
was gathered and analysed, the final step 
was to propose several recommendations to 
strengthen equal treatment; mainly to help 
encourage people who feel discriminated 
against to report their discrimination, whilst 
addressing the main issues holding them 

back from reporting. The recommendations 
thereby play a part in the holistic processes 
of change that needs to be undertaken to 
prevent discrimination in the workplace and in 
domestic and other social settings, including 
online social platforms.

3.1.1 Comparative Analysis

Besides analysing the results of this study and 
acknowledging the relevance and significance 
of the results attained, the researchers also 
conducted a comparative analysis with the 
results of the study conducted by the NCPE in 
2011 entitled “LGBT Discrimination Research 
Report – Qualitative Study”.2  The questions 
put forward in this study were modelled on 
those asked in the 2011 report to be better able 
to compare and contrast the results, thereby 
understanding how the situation in 2011 
compared with the situation in 2021/2022, in a 
time when Malta went from being placed at the 
bottom of the ILGA’s rainbow map in 2011 to 
being number 1 in 2021 on the Rainbow Map.3

3.2 Research Participants

As stated in the introduction, this work focused 
on understanding the lived experience of 
people living in Malta who identify as LGBTIQ+. 
46 interviews were held over a period of 
three months with a total of 37 participants 
identifying as male and 6 as female and 3 as 
non-binary. 4 of the participants (males) were 
transgender males. None of the participants 
were transgender females and none identified 
as intersex.

The participants were over the age of 18 
and included a wide range of people with 

2 https://ncpe.gov.mt/en/Documents/Projects_and_Specific_Initiatives/Think_Equal/lgbt_research.pdf
3 https://www.ilga-europe.org/sites/default/files/Attachments/Rainbow%20Europe%20Map%20
2021_0.pdf
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different gender identities. The participants 
came from different walks of life, from different 
organizations, and from different sectors of 
society. They worked in the areas of Health, 
Gaming, IT, Sales and Retail, Music and 
Dance, Education, Social Services, Human 
Resources, Banking, Tourism, Law, and 
Telecommunications. The participants mainly 
had a tertiary level of education. One of 
the participants was a post-man. Six of the 
participants were foreign, coming from different 
parts of Europe, whilst one participant hailed 
from North Africa. All the participants have 
lived in Malta for more than three years, most 
having lived in Malta for five years or longer. 

Due acknowledgement was given to the fact 
that LGBTIQ+ encompasses a complex set of 
identities. Even though, at times, the media 
tends to cluster LGBTIQ+ as an over-unified 
community - possibly because society has 
traditionally distinguished between LGBTIQ+ 
and heteronormative identities, people’s 
identities cannot be classified by means of a 
supposed all-encompassing homogenized 
term. This placed a responsibility on the 
researchers to employ the use of a language 
that is attuned to the participants’ own thoughts 
and ideas on what it means to be a person, 
living in Malta, who identifies as LGBTIQ+.

3.3 Ethical considerations

The vulnerability of the participants was a 
clear consideration in a study of this nature, 
since the sensitive nature of the research and 
the possibility that some of the participants 
may not, for some reason, want to show others 
that they identify as LGBTIQ+ places an onus 
on the researchers to ensure their anonymity. 
For this reason, the researchers ensured that 

confidentiality was maintained, by not asking 
for details that could identify the participants 
(like names or dates of birth) whilst assigning 
pseudonyms to the participants throughout the 
research process. 

All participants were informed from the outset 
that their participation is voluntary; and they 
were free to withdraw from the study at any time 
without giving any reason for their decision to 
do so. The participants could decide to end the 
interview at any time with their data not being 
used for the study.  

All recordings remained confidential and were 
kept on a password protected computer, and 
under lock and key. They were  destroyed 
once the study was completed. An informed 
consent form was given to each participant 
prior to conducting interviews and permission 
to record the interviews was obtained at 
that stage. The participants were free to 
ask questions while the research was being 
conducted. The consent form explained the 
purpose of the study and the reason why 
data was being gathered. Participants were 
reassured that only necessary data was 
gathered. The participants were given a copy 
of their transcribed data to read, and to make 
changes to it, if necessary. 

3.4 Limitations of the study

Generally, snowball sampling is a time 
consuming and gradual process, and this 
calls on researchers to have more time at their 
disposal to collect data than had they to carry 
out an online questionnaire. It carries several 
other disadvantages including that it brings 
in people from the participants’ networks. It 
is likely that this is one factor that contributed 
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to the participants in this study coming from 
university backgrounds. This may further 
influence the data since they might have skills 
and resources associated with their having a 
university education. For instance, some of 
the participants were law graduands or social 
scientists and were very knowledgeable about 
recent changes in legislation, possibly taking an 
even greater interest in this area of legislation 
since it influenced them directly. Had more 
people with a non-university background been 
interviewed, there is a possibility that different 
replies would have been obtained.

The participants included several activists 
who promoted the rights of individuals who 
identified as LGBTIQ+. It is possible that they 
were thereby more inclined to be “out,” seeing 
this as an important aspect of their work as 
activists. 

While the researcher aimed to recruit as 
varied a sample of research participants as 
possible from the LGBTIQ+ spectrum, most 
of the participants were gay men, and this 
might imply that certain issues raised reflect 
the perspective of gay men more emphatically 
than people who were LBTIQ+. The interviewer 
was also a man (middle-aged) and this could 
also have added a further dimension of bias to 
the study. While studies have shown that men 
do not necessarily recognize the presence of 
gender bias in research to the same extent as 
women (Handley et al., 2015), the researcher 
was attentive to ensure that all participants 
were given a voice and that the data input 
of men, women, and people identifying as 
non-binary were given due weighting in the 
research. 

While it is known from the literature that 

intersex people (those born with atypical sex 
characteristics) suffer some of the same kind 
of challenges as lesbian, gay, bisexual, and 
transgender people; no intersex people could 
be traced for the study. The difficulty to locate 
people who are intersex is not restricted to this 
study and has also featured in the EU LGBTI II 
survey4 that was carried out by the European 
Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA) 
in 2019 as a follow-up to an earlier 2012 FRA 
survey. Only 1% of the sample was categorised 
as intersex in the FRA study and no intersex 
people could be traced to participate in a 
focus group which was conducted to offer 
supplementary data to that derived from 
the survey, which took the form of an online 
opt-in survey. The FRA survey respondents 
participated voluntarily in the study. 

On analysing the results of the FRA survey, 
it was pointed out that a factor of imbalance 
in the sample composition may arise from 
the fact that people affiliated with LGBTI 
organisations may be overrepresented in the 
sample, since they would be most likely to 
voice their concerns and want action to be 
taken to address them.

Unlike in an online survey, it is possible, when 
using snowballing sampling to recruit potential 
participants, to enable people who do not 
want to show that they identify as LGBTIQ+ 
to be contacted by their friends or colleagues 
to encourage them to participate. This risk 
was diminished by asking interviewees to 
obtain prior consent of the people they are 
recommending as potential participants; 
however, it is possible that people were 
contacted and refused to participate without 
the researchers being informed. 

4 https://fra.europa.eu/en/project/2018/eu-lgbti-survey-ii
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3.5 Conclusion 

The study provides an important contribution 
to the current literature as it further evolves 
and builds upon work that had been 
previously undertaken both in Malta and 
abroad. Whilst legislators, policy makers, 
service providers, and society at large have 
different responsibilities for promoting social 
equity, including education and research, this 
research goes a step forward and explores 
how discrimination can impact different 

sectors of people’s lives. It thereby plays an 
important part in promoting awareness of 
LGBTIQ+ discrimination since it focuses on 
a participant-centred approach. It is based on 
the experiences and opinions of the people 
who are mostly influenced by changes in 
perspectives to LGBTIQ+ individuals. Using 
a life-course perspective, it provides an 
extensive look at different settings, including 
how discrimination is looked at in the broader 
Maltese context. 
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Introduction 

This chapter presents the findings of the survey 
that was conducted in the last half of 2021. The 
data is presented as a comparative analysis 
with data from the NCPE’s LGBT Discrimination 
Research Report, which was published in 
December 2011. In this regard, most of the 
questions that featured in the initial research 
have been reused in this research, alongside 
the addition of questions which consider the 
recently added grounds in the NCPE’s remit, 
particularly, gender identity, gender expression, 
and sex characteristics. 

This chapter presents a profile of the participants 
and a breakdown of the themes addressed in the 
semi-structured interviews. It is focused on the 
experiences of the interviewees of differential 
treatment or discrimination on the grounds of 
sexual orientation, gender identity and gender 

expression in employment, housing, healthcare, 
education, in the access to and provision of 
goods and services, insurance and banking, 
and public services and benefits. As in the 
previous study, findings covered the experience 
of violence, humiliation, and victimization on the 
grounds of sexual orientation and gender identity 
and gender expression. This has been widened 
to also include sex characteristics, alongside 
the levels of knowledge and awareness on 
current anti-discriminatory provisions and 
preferred methods of assistance and redress. 
The focus of this study considers the legislative 
changes and changes in related areas that took 
place over the past five years in the sphere 
of equality. The grounds of sexual orientation, 
gender identity, gender expression and sex 
characteristics are focused on specifically.

F I N D I N G S
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Gender: 46 interviews were held over a period 
of three months. 37 participants identified 
themselves as male, six as female and three 
as non-binary. Four of these participants 
identified as transgender. 

Living arrangements: Eight participants lived 
with their parents, 20 lived alone, 18 lived with 
their partner, and two of the participants lived 
with their child (either as a single father or as a 
same sex couple). 

Citizenship/nationality: 40 of the participants 
held Maltese citizenship. The remainder 
consisted of one who is British, one who is 
Portuguese, one who is Spanish, one who is 
Tunisian and two who are Italians.
  
Age: 15 of the participants were between the 
ages of 18 and 30, 17 were between the ages 
of 31 and 40, eight were between the ages of 
41 and 50, and six were between the ages of 
51-60.

Locality where residing:  Six of the 
participants came from the Northern district, 
17 came from the Southern district, four from 
the South-eastern district, 16 from the Central 
district; and three from Gozo. It should be 
noted that Gozitans were not represented in 
the 2011 research study. 
 
Educational levels: In terms of educational 
levels, 31 participants had acquired a 
university degree, 13 had a post-secondary 
level of education, and two left school without 
pursuing further education at college or 
university.

Work: In terms of employment, 40 of the 
participants were employed full-time, 4 were 
self-employed, one was engaged in full-time 
studies, and one was not working at the 
time when the interview associated with this 
research was carried out. 

Work sectors: Two of the participants worked 
in arts and culture, two in banking, eleven in 
education, six in entertainment, five in the 
public sector, three in the health sector, one 
in IT, three in professional sectors, three in 
retail, three in the services sector, and four 
in the tourism sector. One participant was a 
full-time student but did some part-time work 
in the family business. One participant is 
unemployed. Another is self-employed.

Religion: In terms of religious affiliations, 
29 identified as Roman Catholic, four were 
Agnostic, 12 were Atheist; and one participant 
identified as Orthodox.

Children: Three of the participants had children 
while 43 of the participants did not. One of the 
participants was a single man who adopted a 
child. Another had left his married opposite sex 
partner to live with a same sex partner, and the 
children were mainly brought up with this same-
sex partner but had now left the family abode. 
The remaining participant was living with a 
gay same-sex partner, and they had a child by 
means of a surrogate mother. 

Self-identification: 3 of the participants 
identified as lesbian, 30 as gay, three as 
bisexual, four as transgender1, one of whom 
also identified as demisexual, and one as 
pansexual. 5 self-identified as queer. No one 
self-identified as intersex.

Profile of the Participants

1 One of the interviewees that was transitioning from male to female, has been considered as 
female in this research study, since she has already completed the legal process by which her birth 
gender was changed to her acquired gender.
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Access to Employment

A participant, who was a gay man, reported 
an experience of discrimination, in not having 
been selected for a job. However, the partici-
pant was unsure whether he was discriminated 
against for being gay since he was told during 
the interview that he lacked certain skills. He 
explained that “The thing is, it is hard to know 
whether you are being discriminated against 
or whether the board somehow chose some-
one else because they believed genuinely that 
the person who they chose was better for the 
job than I was.” He then said “anyway, I just 
applied for another job elsewhere, it would not 
have been a good idea to work somewhere 
where I was not liked from the beginning,” 
pointing out also that this incident happened 
a long time ago. When asked what it was that 
he was afraid of, had he had to work there, he 
explained that the overall workplace climate 
would probably have been too negative for him 
to enjoy working there. This showed that on 
a gut level, he believed he was discriminated 
against. 

Another person pointed out that she was trans 
and that it was easy to be discriminated against 
in the workplace. She said “jekk iridu jaqbdu 
miegħek in-nies jaqbdu, x’jimpurthom mil-liġi-
jiet.” [If people want to pick on you, they will 
pick on you, without thinking twice about the 
law].  The emphasis, in both cases, is on per-
ceived discrimination and negative attitudes 
at the workplace. Another of the participants 
was more direct in his allegations of workplace 
discrimination and pointed out that “one of the 
board members knew I was gay, and I knew he 
was homophobic”.  

Another of the participants also spoke about 

the importance of gender perception when ex-
plaining that women who are perceived to be 
“masculine”, or men who are perceived to be 
“feminine” tend to be harassed at work. In ex-
plaining himself further, he pointed out how as 
a gay man, his partner, who lives abroad, had 
been excluded from work-related social events 
and his work-colleagues told him that this was 
happening because his partner was so ‘effem-
inate.’ It transpires that in this work context, 
only gay men who could live up to hegemonic 
ideals, and who were thereby not effeminate, 
had a chance of being accepted at workplace 
social events. 

Discrimination in Employment 

The participants shared that they felt reas-
sured that there was legislation in place to 
counter employment-related discrimination.  
They explained that employment law needed 
to be understood in its social context.  This 
was particularly emphasised when one of the 
participants said that “the law allowing same 
sex marriages served to highlight that LGB-
TIQ+ couples were legally married in the same 
way that heterosexual couples are. The same-
sex marriage law thereby served to bring 
home the message that all people have equal 
rights in other contexts too. These other con-
texts included the workplace.” Another person 
said: “Well, I work in a bank. It is strictly pro-
hibited that someone discriminates against me 
because I am a gay man. Also, the bank has 
policies which prevent discrimination against 
LGBTIQ+ people.” 

Another participant, who had positive experi-
ences at his workplace, also emphasised the 
importance of workplace social events. He 
said that “I have always worked as a teacher, 

Employment
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and I have never been discriminated against 
for being gay. When we used to have events, 
like when the staff organized a Christmas meal 
for the teachers, I used to take my partner with 
me. I never had the slightest problem. Well, I 
suppose that the administration and staff know 
it is illegal to harass me, so there is legisla-
tion to fall back on if someone needs it, but 
I never needed it. I was always treated with 
respect. And so was my partner”. The partic-
ipant explained that “legislation alone would 
not stop discrimination”, since he believed a 
lot depends on people’s attitudes and he also 
believed that how they relate to others often 
reflects those attitudes.  However, he also be-
lieved that “the recent passing of legislation 
outlawing discrimination against LGBTIQ+ 
people in the workplace and elsewhere, has 
served to bring about a societal shift toward 
greater understanding being shown to people 
identifying as LGBTIQ+”. 

Discrimination by clients

One of the participants, who was an architect, 
explained that he was both HIV positive and 
gay. He said that many of his clients knew that 
he was gay, and he did not believe that be-
ing gay had a negative impact on his work. He 
said: “I am an architect and have seen young 
gay couples buy houses, and they certainly do 
not feel stigmatized. They are openly gay, they 
get bank loans, they buy furniture together, 
and they feel perfectly ok with it – as it should 
be. They have a legal status that is recog-
nized”. This once again ties in with the social 
context and the way the legislation is translat-
ed into policy and enacted in people’s every-
day thinking. When asked about the rental 
situation in Malta, the participant pointed out 
that he had not come across cases of discrim-

ination in the housing rental market either. He 
mentioned that while “I have heard of cases 
abroad where people of a certain race were 
offered properties at an inflated rent purpose-
ly to discourage them from taking up tenan-
cy within these properties, I have never come 
across similar situations locally”. Likewise, he 
had never encountered a person who was LG-
BTIQ+ who was charged higher fees because 
the person identified as LGBTIQ+.

Another participant, who was a lecturer at a 
post-secondary institution explained that he 
was openly gay, and this was clearly visible 
on his Facebook profile, and he had never run 
into problems with either his employers or his 
students because of it. When speaking about 
his students, who, to a certain degree are his 
“clients”, he pointed out that “if they realize that 
‘being gay is no big deal’, then you should be 
OK. I teach students in their teens and ear-
ly twenties. Many of the students who identify 
as LGBTIQ+ are ‘out’. They do not have prob-
lems”.  Whilst the term ‘many’ used by the re-
spondent may be an inflation of the reality, the 
overall sentiment that this participant wanted 
to put across is that of acceptance and under-
standing of the LGBTIQ+ community being in-
tegrated in society and thereby reducing the 
stigma.  

Ostracization and Silencing

While the 2011 NCPE study refers to inter-
viewees concealing their sexual orientation 
at work, the participants did not experience a 
need to conceal that they identified as LGB-
TIQ+, even though some participants said that 
they did not have to be open with everyone 
about their sexuality, seeing it as a private mat-
ter, and therefore gave somewhat of a mixed 
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message about what they genuinely believed 
about the implications of being open either in 
public, or, more specifically, at the workplace.   

A participant said “Within employment, a lot 
has been done to ensure that workers’ rights 
are respected. It is like there is a clear bounda-
ry between a person’s work life and a person’s 
private life. This boundary made the person 
feel safer, however, it also brings home the 
message that people do not have to be open 
if they choose not to, and, while this is logical 
and understandable, it also instigates further 
questions about why they should choose not 
to. A somewhat different perspective was tak-
en by a person who said: “I am involved in the 
artistic and musical field, and to a certain ex-
tent, I have always had gay and lesbian people 
in the same cast as myself. However, I would 
say that, as time has passed, more and more 
people are openly gay and lesbian. Today, I 
question if anyone hides it”. 

One of the participants said that he had many 
LGBTIQ+ friends who chose to be addressed 
as hirs and ze, which pronouns are used by 
people who do not identify themselves using a 
binary ascription of man or woman. However, 
he also said that as a gay man, he preferred 
to use the pronoun him, and on his social me-
dia profile he refers to himself as he/his (even 
though he is a cis gender male). None of the 
participants experienced job loss due to dis-
closure of sexual identity, and thereby it could 
not be determined if this factor impacted sub-
sequent decisions and concerns about reveal-
ing their sexuality to colleagues at work.

Goods and services

The participants said that they believed that 
people who identified as LGBTIQ+ were more 
likely to be discriminated against in an indirect 
manner rather a direct one, observing that if 
the discrimination was to take place directly, 
consumers were protected by legislation. A 
participant mentioned that he sometimes feels 
ill at ease when other customers start con-
versations in small shops and for this reason 
prefers to go to supermarkets which are more 
anonymous. He mentioned that he has this 
fear because “sometimes people pass sick 
comments” and believed that some people 
were saying nasty things about him when he 
went shopping one time. He thought that one 
group of people he came across formed part 
of a fanatical religious group that believes that 
identifying as LGBTIQ+ is a sin and that if he is 
gay this means that he will one day “end up in 
hell.” He was sick of such “ignorance.” He also 
said he had attended one of their meetings, 
quite some time previously, and he found the 
experience disorientating since he knew that 
what they were saying did not make sense. He 
found himself asking “Why should God hate 
gays so much? What sense does it make?” 

A different participant mentioned that several 
factors can come together and make it difficult 
for people to see if they have been discrimi-
nated against. She explained that: “I heard of 
someone coming out of a gay bar and being 
bashed up by a bouncer down the road – he 
was a friend of a friend; but perhaps he picked 
up a fight with the bouncer, and being gay, or 
coming out of a gay bar, anyway, had nothing 
to do with it. It’s hard to say what exactly hap-
pened.” 
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All the participants said that they came out 
when they had left school making it difficult 
for them to think of incidents when they 
were discriminated against for identifying 
as LGBTIQ+ when at school. However, it 
transpires that there were certain elements 
that show that many of the participants’ days 
at school were characterised by certain dull 
moments that young people who do not identity 
as LGBTIQ+ do not necessarily experience.

One young man, who said he was unhappy 
at school, hinted at the anomaly of certain 
descriptive terms that children (and adults) 
sometimes use to hurt one another. He said: 
“When I was young, I was bullied a lot, and 
the other boys used to insult me and call me 
names, they used to call me p…ta but it was not 
because I was gay, because I did not talk about 
being gay to anyone. I suppose, somehow, I 
did not fit in with the other boys when I was 
in secondary school”. He explained that he 
felt frustrated at being victimized by their 
comments. He recognised, in retrospect, that it 
is likely that this frustration was also fuelled by 
his inability to be assertive, to take corrective 
action by reporting his peers to his teachers, 
and by his inability to feel comfortable within 
his own skin. 

Another participant who similarly did not come 
out until he had left school shared similar 
feelings of disquiet, even though these were 
centred more about the possibility of being gay 
than as identifying himself as gay. 

He said: 
“I remember feeling very much the odd one 
out when I was at school, and not feeling 
happy. Looking back, I think it was internalized 
homophobia and I think the person responsible 

for my homophobia was me. The homophobia 
was between me and myself - it was an 
intrapersonal thing… I did not accept myself, 
because I feared that neither my parents nor 
my friends would accept me. At the time, I 
did not know that I was gay, or if I did, I did 
not admit it to myself. So other people did not 
know I was gay. When I grew older, I realised 
that my parents accepted me as I was, and I 
could choose my own friends. I have worked in 
theatre and in other jobs, and in theatre many 
people are openly gay.”  

In speaking about transgender people, a 
transexual participant noted that it was not only 
rejection by students that could lead people to 
feel awkward, but also educators. 

She said:
“Fl-iskejjel, hemm naqra bullying ta’ … fuq il-
gays. [There are instances of homophobic 
bullying]. Even if schools, or the school 
management team, respects the Trans, 
Gender, Variant, and Intersex Students in 
School policy, u t-teachers ma jobduhiex per 
eżempju u jgħajtu tifel li qed jinbidel f’tifla, 
bl-isem ta’ tifel bl iskuża li jkunu nsew. [and 
teachers do not follow it, for instance, by 
calling a boy who is transitioning to a girl by 
a boy’s name, and then saying that they had 
forgotten,] this would be a bad practice. I know 
of a case where this happened. The teacher 
did not realise how humiliated embarrassed, 
offended, and hurt the student was.” When the 
Head Teacher asked the teacher to call her by 
her preferred name, the teacher simply said 
that he had taught the student in her previous 
school years, and for this reason forgot to call 
her by her preferred name.

However, not all participants said that they had 

Education
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negative experiences about coming out. One 
of the participants explained that: 

“Within education, there have been 
considerable changes, including training of 
teachers, access of students to social media, 
and an overall greater openness to LGBTIQ+ 
related issues. He explained further that: Jien 
fil post-secondary ħriġt, biex tifhimni. U kulħadd 
aċċettani, bil-lecturers, l-istudenti, kulħadd.  
Kont happy l-iskola overall. [I did not come out 
until I was in post-secondary education, and 
both my lecturers and classmates accepted 
me as I am. I am glad to say that my years in 
education were happy years.]

Due attention must also be given to other 
factors including the participant’s coping 
strategy and use of social support that underlies 
the statement “I am glad to say that my years 
in education were happy years”. However, his 
mentioning of training of teachers, and other 
societal changes, is likely to infer that such 
factors as the wider awareness of LGBTIQ+ 
issues that has been fostered over time in Malta 
and that accompanied the recent changes 

in policy and legislation, mentioned by other 
participants, also made a difference. A further 
consideration is that when the participant was 
in primary and secondary school, he may have 
experienced more difficulty to come out than 
when he was older, because of his young age. 

The reference to changes was also taken up by 
another participant who explained that people 
have become more open about LGBTIQ+ 
issues over time.  “I believe teachers and 
young people are more open to the realities 
of LGBTIQ people and that these realities are 
spoken about in schools, so it is no longer a 
taboo subject, qisu sar suġġett li n-nies jitkellmu 
dwaru mingħajr problemi ta’ xejn [it is a subject 
that people can be open about and discuss 
freely].” Another participant, who is a lecturer at 
a post-secondary educational institution said: 
“Le. Naħseb fejn naħdem jien, l-LGBTIQ huma 
aċċettati.  Anke bejniethom inħoss li jaċċettaw 
lil xulxin. [No. I think the place where I work is 
very receptive to LGBTIQ+ students and the 
students among themselves are receptive to 
each other].
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The participants claimed that the issues that 
they faced when it came to finding housing 
were mainly financial. They claimed that both 
the prices for hiring and purchasing a house in 
Malta were becoming exorbitant. 

The participants said that they did not come 
across direct discrimination when purchasing 
a property, and a participant who was in 
an openly gay relationship explained that 
he and his same sex partner had bought a 
property in Malta and another in Gozo without 
encountering any problems. He explained that 
the relative ease by which this process took 
place could be attributed to recent changes in 
legislation which allowed same sex-couples 
many of the rights that were previously 
restricted exclusively to heterosexual couples. 
He also attributed this to a lot of behind the 
scenes work by NGOs and explained that "the 
decrease in likelihood of discrimination in the 
area of housing has come about because of 
the wider awareness of the needs of LGBTIQ+ 
people that the changes in legislation have 
induced”. However, the participant also said 
that the housing sector was not free from 
heteronormative assumptions. He believed 
that when he had gone to buy a place with 
his same-sex partner, they thought they were 
looked at in such a way as to say ‘how cute’; 
making them apprehensive that at some level, 
some form of discrimination could be taking 
place. This differential discrimination, whereby 
same-sex couples are made to feel that they are 
treated differently from heterosexual couples, 
may serve to induce feelings of alienation and 
sadness, even if, as the participants said they 
had done in this case, they simply “brushed it 
off.”

Much the same was said about direct 
discrimination when it came to renting a 
property. A gay participant said: “I have rented 
a flat with my boyfriend and there were no 
issues there. I also have gay friends who rent 
flats, and nobody ever told them anything”. A 
lesbian participant said: Ngħix mal-partner.  
Ngħix ġo dar mal-partner u s-sid qatt ma 
tagħni problemi lanqas biex itini ċ-ċavetta. La 
s-sid ma kien għamilli problemi u lanqas ħadd 
[I live with my partner. I live in a house with 
my partner and the landlord did not have any 
problem handing us the keys to the house. 
Neither the landlord nor anyone else ever 
troubled me]. 

A participant mentioned that she knew a 
lesbian couple who acquired social housing 
and for this reason did not believe that they 
were discriminated against, believing that 
in past times, they could not afford to be so 
open about their same-sex relationship if they 
needed social housing because of the more 
widespread social prejudice that she believed 
had prevailed.

“I have friends who are lesbians who got social 
housing, so I think progress has been made. I 
do not know though whether they would have 
been entitled to a house sometime back. There 
was a lot of prejudice, some people used to go 
abroad because they were LGBTIQ+. In the 
past, they simply did not stay in Malta, or that’s 
what I think, anyway.” 

Housing
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The participants did not come across 
discrimination when it came to matters like 
opening a joint bank account between same-
sex couple, or, as one of the participants 
pointed out, investing, as a couple, in shares 
at a broker. They associated the access 
to the facilities enabling them to engage 

in these activities to the recent changes in 
legislation and to the legal instruments which 
consequently were placed at their disposal. 
The participants, however, gave most 
importance to the acquisition of insurances, 
most especially those that were required for 
the procurement of a bank loan.

Financial Services
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Just as the participants did not report any 
difficulties in acquiring bank loans, they did not 
report any difficulties in acquiring associated 
insurances.  As was the case when the 2011 
research study was carried out, one is required 
to take out some form of insurance when taking 
a bank loan to purchase property in Malta. 
However, unlike what had been reported in 
the 2011 study, it transpired that none of the 
participants found any difficulties in obtaining 
either the insurance that enabled them to take 
bank loans or to take the bank loans they 
required. 

One of the participants summed this up when 
he said that: “I bought a house with my [same-
sex] partner, and the bank gave us a loan.” 
When reflecting on the changes that have taken 
place over time, a young gay participant said: “I 
have two friends, they are a gay couple, and 
they managed to get a house loan together last 
year. This would have not been possible some 

time back. So there has either been a change 
in the laws, or a change in people’s mind-set, or 
possibly a change in the policies adopted by the 
banks. This makes me optimistic that should 
my partner and I apply for a loan eventually, we 
will get it.” 

Another participant, who was an architect, 
emphasised the legal underpinnings of 
acquiring a house loan.  “It would be illegal to 
discriminate in the world of insurance. People 
who take bank loans to buy property would need 
insurance. Over the past few years, now that 
same-sex couples are at par with heterosexual 
couples, my same-sex clients never reported 
any problems related to acquiring loans.” 
Yet another participant, who mentioned the 
positive changes that were brought about by 
legally bringing same-sex couples at par with 
heterosexual ones, said that “a few years ago, I 
never imagined I would be able to get married, I 
never imagined this would happen.”

Insurance
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There have been progressive changes since 
the situation presented in the 2011 report 
where a lifetime ban on blood donations was 
in force. 

However, one of the participants said that he 
was asked to abstain from sex for a whole year 
before being able to donate blood, believing 
that this was discriminatory, since he was never 
promiscuous and had been in a relationship 
with his same-sex partner for several years. 
Another pointed out that abroad, gay couples 
were being asked to abstain from sex for four 
months before donating blood, but that he 
could see no sense in any prescribed delay for 
being able to donate blood, since neither he 
nor his partner had any STIs, they were both 
faithful to each other, and they were in a long-
term relationship. 

A participant who was told that trans people 
could not donate blood, without being given 
an explanation why, said “The doctor was at 
fault. He tried to explain to me why I could not 
donate blood, but I could not understand what 
he was saying. Naħseb xi drabi ma jifhmux li 
n-nies ma jifmuhomx .. għat-tobba qed ngħid" 
[I think that there are times when doctors do 
not realize that sometimes their patients do 
not understand them]. This breakdown in 
communication was referred to by another 
trans participant who, when speaking about 
healthcare workers, said:“… imma ma 
jifhmuniex ta naħseb.  Iridu jagħmlu xogħolhom 
imma ma jafux iġibu ruħhom magħna.  [ … but 
they do not understand trans people, I think. 
They want to do their jobs, but they do not 
know how to interact with us.]”

A common complaint was the amount of 
time it takes people to get an appointment 

at the GU clinic. One of the participants, a 
lesbian, complained that “there is only one 
doctor in attendance and waiting lists for an 
appointment can take up to several months.” 
Another participant, a gay man, complained 
that he thought the long waiting list seemed to 
infer that the health authorities were not taking 
men’s sexual health seriously. He explained 
that: “It takes a long time to get an appointment, 
and this can influence social wellbeing. 
Men’s sexual health needs to be taken more 
seriously by the authorities; I think”. This point 
was reiterated by another gay man who said “I 
would say the GU clinic is the only issue that 
I can think of [when discussing healthcare]. 
Men’s sexual health should be given more 
importance. It took ages [for me] to get an 
appointment.” Naturally, what this participant 
is saying about the delay in being assigned an 
appointment for the sexual health clinic would 
apply not only to people who identify as gay 
men, but also across the board to all people 
who would like to undertake sexual health 
related medical tests. 

Overall, the participants believed they were 
treated well by health practitioners. This was 
summarized by one of the participants who 
said, “whenever I needed medical care, I was 
always treated as I should”. A participant who is 
gay also said “whenever I used health services, 
I have always been treated with utmost respect. 
I am HIV+.” He also gave personal accounts 
of different medical practitioners who gave 
him what he considered a top-notch service 
to back up his point, during the interview.  In 
addition, another participant claimed that “I 
have always been treated respectfully by the 
health services. I would say that there is more 
awareness, but I do not know if this is because 
of laws, or because the people working in 

Healthcare
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health are trained more in the area.

Only one of the participants, a person who was 
bisexual claimed to be reluctant to disclose her 
bisexuality to her doctor, claiming that since 
she was in a current lesbian relationship, she 

focused more on that. This might infer that 
she felt more comfortable to identify herself 
as a lesbian. It might also infer, though, that 
she deemed identifying as bisexual as more 
stigmatising than identifying as lesbian, even 
though she was speaking to her doctor. 
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Relationships with close family members

There were mixed responses when discussing 
whether the participants felt accepted within 
family context. When speaking about the parent 
to child relationships, none of the participants 
said that they had a parent who came out 
as LGBTIQ+. Rather they came out to their 
parents. The only participant who spoke about 
coming out to his (adult) children was an older 
gay man who left a heterosexual relationship to 
live with a same-sex partner.

One of the participants explained that: “When 
I first came out, my father said homosexuality 
is a disease. My mother told him off. However, 
he changed after some time. He accepts me as 
I am. Perhaps he went through those phases 
of denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and 
acceptance that we read about in the books. 
When my father had said what he had said, 
I felt very hurt. I was very vulnerable at the 
time. Now, I can understand what was going 
through his mind at the time.” When asked 
about whether he took any action on the matter, 
his response reflected his family loyalties. He 
said: “What do you think? I was not going to 
report my own father, and thank goodness I did 
not, because today he is one of my strongest 
supports.” 

Another participant mentioned that his mother 
expressed concern when he said he was gay, 
and she wanted him to speak to a therapist to 
explore whether this was what would make him 
happy. He said: “When I was younger and I was 
coming out, my mother took me to this therapist 
who was married to one of the bishops of a sect. 
When my mother heard about this nonsense, 
she quickly pulled me away from there. I was 
lucky I have a strong mother. She was perfectly 

ok that I was gay, and she wanted me to go 
to therapy so that I could accept myself more, 
not to have a lot of rubbish slammed down 
my throat about being gay. Legislating against 
conversion therapy has been a sure way to stop 
people who have these fanatical beliefs from 
harming others. This so-called therapy was no 
therapy at all. Thank goodness I have a strong 
mother, as I said”.

It transpires that in both cases, the participants 
believed that they were under pressure, in 
some cases even self-inflicted pressure, to 
live up to heteronormative ideals, yet they 
both emphasised feeling comfortable about 
coming out. It also transpires that, in both 
cases, the parents conveyed both love and 
affirmation, either immediately or after some 
time had passed, as had happened when one 
of the participant’s father could not, immediately 
accept that his son was gay.

One of the participants who identified as gay 
explained how he experienced anguish due to 
his fear of not being accepted. He explained 
that, going back in time, even though he 
knew he was gay, he felt pressured to marry a 
woman, since that is what was considered the 
‘proper thing to do’ at the time when he was in 
his mid-twenties. However, he also pointed out 
that his children borne by his marriage to his 
wife, accepted his male partner, and cried when 
he passed away several years later. When 
coming out to his children, he wished to avoid 
disappointing, hurting, or placing his daughters 
in an awkward position, showing that the fear of 
not being accepted that he experienced when 
marrying his wife was still present, and the 
extent to which social stigmatisation of people 
who identify as LGBTIQ+ can have an influence 
on their lives.  

Relationships with relatives and others
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A somewhat different perspective was 
presented by one of the foreign participants who 
also participated in the study. The participant, 
who had been living in Malta for around three 
years, had strong reservations about whether 
his family back home would accept him as a 
gay man. He said that he was scared that his 
father and brothers would kill him had he to be 
obliged to return to his homeland, since they 
believed that he “disgraced the family honour” 
and that “being gay is selfish and evil”. 

Relationships with partners and 
ex-partners

Most of the participants said that they were in a 
long-term relationship with a partner although 
one of the participants who identified as gay 
and who lived alone with his adopted infant son 
said “ngħix waħdi, l-aħjar waħdi” (I live on my 
own, the best thing I can do is live on my own) – 
where on my own is being taken to mean living 
without a partner. On asking him why this was 
so, he simply said “lili ħadd ma jifhimni, forsi xi 
darba nsib ir-raġel l-idejali, iżda mhux għal issa 
żgur” (nobody understands me, maybe one day 
I will find the ideal partner for me, however, I 
cannot foresee this happening for the time 
being).  

One of the transgender participants expressed 
a particular difficulty about finding a long-
term partner, explaining that “all trans people 
experience an identity process which is separate 
from issues related to people who identify as 
lesbian, gay, and bisexual, and even intersex 
people for that matter … and the transitioning 
process can “unbalance” previous relationships 
if people are not accepted for who they are”. 
The participant mentioned that, in the past, she 
had a cisgender partner, and this person was 

unable to adjust to the new context presented by 
her transitioning. The break-up with her partner 
was too traumatic for her and the participant 
went on to say that she was uncertain that 
she would ever “find a person who will accept 
me fully”. However, since the break-up was a 
recent occurrence, it is unclear if she has given 
herself enough time to grieve her loss and to 
feel empowered to start a relationship with 
somebody else afresh. 

The experience of being a transgender individual 
is different from person to person. Another 
trans participant said that being in a romantic 
relationship gave the person “something to live 
for” and felt happy with the way the relationship 
was going. Another trans person though was 
despondent that she would ever have a partner, 
but it was unclear whether this was because she 
had previous brushes with the law, whether she 
thought she did not have the relationship skills 
to foster a potentially long-term relationship, or 
whether it was because she was trans. 

Relationships with neighbours

Unlike in the 2011 research study, the participants 
mainly assumed that they would be accepted by 
neighbours and did not believe that they needed 
to conceal their same-sex relationship from their 
neighbours.  A participant attributed this liberty 
to be open about his same-sex relationship with 
another man to a change in people’s overall 
mindset. He explained that: “There is a change 
in the way gay men are seen in society. Perhaps, 
before, it was taken for granted that they are 
promiscuous. Today, people know that there 
are gay people in steady relationships. I believe 
that gay men are more accepted by neighbours 
because of this.” It is likely that his opinion is 
framed by wider heteronormative ideals which 
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present marriage between two partners as 
ideally one that is life-long. However, he pointed 
out that his neighbours know that he is living with 
another man, and they never had any issues 
with it.  

Another participant looked at relationships with 
neighbours differently. He said that if he has 
an argument with the neighbours, the situation 
would escalate, and he feels apprehensive that 
he would “be insulted”. If he were to be insulted, 

he said it would be unlikely to restrict him in his 
daily activities since he was openly gay, but he 
“would not like it.” This shows that while none of 
the participants said that they had been shunned 
by neighbours, it is possible that some people fear 
that they are not “really accepted” as LGBTIQ+ 
couples by their neighbours, and that they see 
this matter as being one of concern. This shows 
that some people, below a surface-deep level, 
live in fear that they will be shunned, or possibly 
discriminated against, by their neighbours.  
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Public Perceptions

Some of the participants referred to an incident 
where a priest said publicly that being gay is 
worse than being possessed by the devil, and 
that all people were called to form families 
in the traditional sense of man, woman, and 
children. The condemnation of gays resulted 
in the priest being given a penal precept by 
the Archbishop of Malta, which inferred that 
should he not desist from making defamatory 
remarks in public, he would not be allowed to 
exercise his ministry. The participant said: 

“Also, on social media sometimes you get 
people who come up with hatred like this priest 
who associated a young man who committed a 
rape and murder in Sliema with the LGBTIQ+ 
community simply because he happened to be 
wearing a coloured T-shirt. It reminds me of 
the first days when HIV came to be known and 
it was called the gay man’s disease and seen 
as a punishment by God. It’s like some people 
still live in the dark ages. Total ignorance. I 
mean, nothing happened to me personally, 
but it was an attack on my community, on the 
people I identify with …. well, it was an attack 
on me, indirectly.”

Just as had happened in a workplace context 
where a gay man was ostracised for being 
effeminate, another participant expressed 
a similar concern in a family context. The 
participant said “sometimes, I fear that people 
may gossip about my boyfriend since he is so 
effeminate. But nothing ever happened. …. 
But wait, when I was invited to my cousin’s 
wedding, they told me that I could go, but I 
could not bring my partner. They said they had 
nothing against our being a gay couple. They 
said though that he would spoil things for them 

if he went because he was so conspicuously 
effeminate.” He was the only participant 
who mentioned a negative attitude toward 
effeminate gay men in the context of family 
gatherings, however, another participant had 
mentioned a similar attitude being shown 
to effeminate gay men in a social event 
associated with a workplace context abroad. 

Such manifestations of differential treatment 
evidence that some people in Malta do not 
accept the variability in how gay men exhibit 
masculine and feminine traits. Like differential 
discrimination that is experienced in the 
workplace, gay men who are perceived as 
more feminine may be more likely to experience 
differential treatment. This is because they 
may be seen as not fitting in with ideas about 
hegemonic masculinity that prevail in society. 
As the participant explained “these denigrating 
messages are being passed on by individuals 
whom my partner respects, my relatives, and 
it is likely that this magnifies his hurt even 
further.” 

People may respond differently to differential 
discrimination.  A lady who identifies as lesbian, 
explained how she expresses resilience. She 
said: “I have a friend who looks lesbian, but 
you can’t look lesbian because people would 
look at you as if you are strange if you do. My 
friend was walking in Valletta and there were 
a group of four guys who said “ara lesbjana” 
(look a lesbian) and made fun of her. It lasted 
for around a minute, and they moved on. She 
did not like it though, obviously, but she told 
them “intom l-imsieken mhux jien” (you are 
the ones who are in a sorry state, not me) 
… “u kienet ħaditha ok” (and she took it very 
much on the chin).”This shows, how across 
the LGBTIQ+ spectrum, the degree to which 

Homophobic Stereotypes
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one internalises heterosexist stigma is not 
only related to exposure to heterosexist micro-
aggressions, insults, and hurtful comments, 
as in this case; but is also influenced by how 
one responds to them. The minimisation of 
such incidents indicates an inherent coping 
mechanism learned over time with the aim of 
developing a thick skin.  This might infer that 
such incidents occur numerous times and are 
not one-offs.

Public Spaces

The participants in the current study 
expressed a misgiving when people looked 
at them staringly. However, there were mixed 
opinions about this. One of the participants 
said: “People stare at me when I am with my 
boyfriend, and I hold his hands, or show him 
some affection, but I do not mind that. I love 
him. It does not matter if people look at us.” 
However, since the participant brought it up, 
it is likely that, on some level, it is a matter 
that causes them some level of discomfort. 
While it remains to be questioned if people’s 
staring at gay couples constitutes differential 
discrimination, from a strictly narrowly framed 
heteronormative perspective, when same-
sex partners hold hands in public, they may 
be easily seen as ‘disclosing’ or perhaps 
‘announcing’ their same-sex relationship. One 
of the participants pointed out that “on the one 
hand, gay people feel a pressure to disclose 
who they are, to be honest about themselves 
with others. On the other hand, gay people 
are aware that there are environmental factors 
that can either encourage them to disclose 
or discourage them from disclosing who they 
are”.  From this perspective, the stares (that 
are generating discomfort) are a form of 
‘discouragement’ even if not seen to be so – at 

least on a surface-level - by the participants.

A participant said that he would never hold his 
boyfriend’s hands in public except when he 
was with people he trusted to avoid “people 
saying bad things about me”. Other participants 
explained that they were activists and for this 
reason they believed that they had to be open 
to counter the prevalence of heteronormative 
ideals within society. Adopting a similar frame 
of reference, a participant mentioned the 
importance of gay pride activities and the 
importance he assigned to attending them.

“Gay Pride activities serve to raise social 
awareness about the rights of LGBTIQ+ issues, 
and to raise the visibility of people identifying 
as LGBTIQ+ in society and, because of this, 
as much as possible I always try to attend 
these activities”. 

Social Media

While, in the 2011 study, references were made 
to ill-conceived remarks in the newspapers, 
in the current study, no mention was made 
to newspapers, but several references were 
made to social media.  
 
Social media are widely seen as a double-
edged sword, as, on the one hand, they 
could serve as a medium to transmit accurate 
information (or a medium through which people 
could communicate with one another), and, on 
the other, transmit misinformation or serve as 
a medium where malicious comments could 
be circulated.

One person expressed concern that when it 
comes to social media misinformation can also 
be passed on from abroad.
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“While the police have instituted proceedings 
against people who have insulted gay people 
directly … when it comes to social media, 
people may be attacked by people who are not 
Maltese, they may form part of some of these 
outdated, fanatical religious groups – not to 
say that we do not have them in Malta – but 
they also exist abroad.”

Some of the participants found refuge from 
such an onslaught in the laws that offered a 
degree of protection to people identifying as 
LGBTIQ+ in Malta.

“There are a lot of laws that come together here. 
It is not possible to hurt or offend people on 
social media nor spread misinformation. This 
applies also to comments against LGBTIQ+ 
people”.

Several participants said that, ultimately, they 
could also take personal action by blocking 
people from harassing them on their social 
media platforms. 

While blocking people may serve as a way 
for people to prevent themselves from being 
harassed, it does not solve the harassment 
problem, since the people posting the 
harassing comments can then simply post 
them elsewhere.  It is not tackling the issue at 
its source.  

Other participants were distinctly less confident 
about the ability of laws to protect people on 
social media. A participant pointed out that:
“There are laws, but they are difficult to enforce. 
People will find means to say what they like. 
You cannot carry out a hate crime, or threaten 
someone, or even humiliate people for being 
gay or LGBTIQ+.”

Trans Issues

As pointed out in the literature review, the term 
transgender describes people whose gender 
identity is different to the one assigned at birth. 
Trans identity is often mistaken for a form of 
sexual orientation. Within the LGBT acronym, 
T stands for transgender (gender identity) 
while LGB stands for lesbian, gay and bisexual 
(sexual orientations). 

Legislative Developments

The findings in the 2011 research study, 
where people with transgender identities 
encountered difficulty “in changing their sex 
annotation on official documents” leading to 
difficulties in accessing services, this did not 
feature among the participants in this study.  
One of the participants explained that:

“Naħseb il-liġijiet il-ġodda li hawn biex għamilt 
is-sex change għinuni.  Jistaqsuk inqas. [I think 
that the laws that allowed me to have my sex 
change helped me. People question less.]”

Speaking about the context of recent changes 
in legislation a male participant said that: 

“I would say the people most positively 
impacted were those who identify as trans. 
This is because they no longer need to 
register for work with their biological sex but 
can register with their chosen sex. There are 
also several laws that prevent discrimination at 
the workplace, I know this, as I have read bits 
and pieces online, and sometimes followed 
discussions on the radio”.

Another participant, who is a teacher, also 
mentioned the changed legal position of 



49

transgender people, as an effective anti-
discriminatory mechanism since it gave 
transgender people an opportunity to marry a 
partner of their own choosing. She explained 
that it was “the Gender Identity, Gender 
Expression u [and] Sex Characteristics Act li 
ħalliet lin-nies trans jiddeċiedu huma l-gender 
tagħhom u jiżżewġu [which led to trans people 
being able to marry their opposite sex partner], 
after taking on their acquired gender.”

Policy developments

The trans participants believed that policy 
developments have led to a more progressive 
societal outlook for trans people. A participant 
explained how, “some time back, we did not 
have the facilities we have today and trans 
people’s needs were ignored. Trans people, 
back then, even used to be made fun of. … 
The changes in the laws leading to trans 
people having the  right to their chosen sex 
and even the right to adopt are two of the laws 
that come to my mind immediately. … They 
helped to bring about this change.”

It appears that there is greater awareness of 
the needs of trans people, and a participant 
praised the setting up of the Gender Wellbeing 
Clinic:

“Also, the government has set up a Gender 
Wellbeing Clinic that I am attending. This is 
a multidisciplinary health service for trans 
people. I have found it helpful since the staff 
there are very understanding and supportive”.

Another trans person confirmed that “There 
has been an advancement of medical practices 
and procedures, and greater understanding of 
trans people. I would say, partially laws, partially 

government policies, partially government 
budgets, partially people’s overall outlook. 
They have all influenced our well-being”.

Transphobia

Countering discrimination based on trans 
issues was mentioned not only by people who 
identified as trans but also by other people 
who identified as LGBIQ+. 

A gay participant explained the importance of 
accepting people for who they are, when he 
said: “This is common sense really, that if a 
boy for instance wants to transition to a girl, 
and takes on a girl’s identity, and wants to be 
called by a girl’s name, then I should treat her 
as a girl, and call her by her chosen name.”

Yet, another person who identified as trans 
cautioned that while several steps have been 
taken to lessen stigma, it has not disappeared, 
and explained that “I am a trans person who 
has transitioned to a man. I believe that the 
stigma has lessened, and people accept you 
for who you are. Of course, because it is 
easier for people to come out, since they are 
accepted more, this does not mean that there 
is no stigma at all. I think that the stigma has 
lessened because of the internet, the recent 
changes in the law, and even education. 
Children and young people learn about 
LGBTIQ+ from a young age, nowadays. It is 
no longer a taboo subject like it once was”.

A participant who identified as trans and is in the 
process of transitioning from a woman to a man 
said that he had not experienced discrimination. 
He explained that sometimes people ask him 
questions about his transitioning, but he has 
no reason to feel insulted or to take them 
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personally. He said that “It is a good thing that 
people ask questions to get to know more and 
to understand my situation. It is not easy to 
understand a woman transitioning to a man. 
… Not many people go through this process 
or want to go through this process or perhaps 
even so much as think about it … both gay 
men and straight men, and the same applies 
for straight women and lesbian women, would 
find difficulty in understanding it, so it is good 
that they ask”.

Moreover, another participant spoke about 
a sense of awkwardness when it takes civil 
servants time to realize when people are trans. 
Speaking in a general way about government 
services, one of the participants said:

“Per eżempju, ismi jduruh xi għaxar darbiet, 
qishom qatt ma raw xejn. [They check my 
name for around ten times. It’s like they never 
saw a trans person before].”

Another participant who also identified as 
trans and is in the process of transitioning from 
a man to a woman explained that rather than 
discrimination, a key worry for her was her 
unease about her own physical appearance. 
She explained that: “I think that since I am 
transitioning, sometimes, I feel less secure of 
myself. This is because I want to be a woman 
but for now still look like a man. This has 
nothing to do with harassment though.” She 
elaborated further on this feeling of unease 
when she said: “I think people find it more 
difficult to accept trans people … but it is only 
until they get to know them. I have never been 
victimized, but some people show me they 
feel uncomfortable sometimes, when we are 
together, by my being trans. At least that is 
the impression I have. And when I am with 

other trans people, they [non-trans people] 
look at me in a certain way. But this is not 
being victimized. It’s people not understanding 
trans people and somehow showing it”. She 
further explained that “regarding trans people, 
the Gender Identity, Gender Expression and 
Sex Characteristics Act, enables people to 
change their legal gender, and this is cardinal. 
Also, the government has set up a Gender 
Wellbeing Clinic that I am attending. This is 
a multidisciplinary health service for trans 
people. It is a good initiative.” 

While the participant claims she is not 
victimised, she also points out that people 
show her that they are uncomfortable when 
in her presence. This is likely to demonstrate 
a discordance between change on a macro-
level where the enactment of laws, greater 
public awareness about people who identify as 
LGBTIQ+, and the setting up of clinics staffed 
by multi-disciplinary teams, and changes 
on the mezzo-levels, and therefore on the 
interaction that these institutions and set-ups 
have with individuals. This discordance is likely 
to impact the micro-level, since the speed in 
which the changes are taking place does not 
match the speed with which people can ingest 
them, implying that on a wider societal level, 
people do not really understand essentially 
what being trans is and what the implications 
of the laws and policies are, either for trans 
people or for society.
 
If such is the case, the slow pace at which this 
alignment is taking place however is cause for 
alarm. A trans participant pointed out that when 
she went to a hairdresser, the hairdresser 
“refused to cut my hair.” She explained further 
that she believed that this “was not because I 
was trans, but because they were afraid that 
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they would not do their job properly.” While 
it is difficult to comment concretely about the 
interaction (logically, the researcher was not 
present when it happened), one cannot exclude 
that the hairdresser’s response was a form 
of discrimination, and since the hairdresser 
gave this response, which purportedly, she 
would not give to people who were not trans, 
it puts the refusal to cut the trans person’s hair 
in a negative light as far as promoting social 
equity is concerned. While bearing in mind that 
trans people are a minority among LGBTIQ+ 
populations, and thereby are a relatively 
small number of people comparatively, the 
participants in this study referred to only a few 
transphobic incidents, and it is for this reason 
that a relatively small number of incidents are 
being reported in this research. 

Knowledge of legislation

The participants who were most conversant 
with specific laws were either lecturers or 
lawyers, however, all participants knew of at 
least some of the changes taking place, in 
particular the law enabling same-sex partners 
to get married to each other. One participant 
in this cluster summed up legislation and its 
impact on people’s mindset as follows:

“There was a person who today is an MEP, 
the person is gay, and he is open [about his 
sexuality], and he had proposed partnership, 
same sex recognition, to the Nationalist Party; 
but all he got then was the response that 
same-sex partners can live in the same house 
as two siblings. Then there was a divorce 
referendum which the Church lost; and which 
showed, [in my opinion], how outdated the 
Church was and how out of contact it was with 
realities of modern-day times. The Church was 

defeated. This was a great push for the gay 
rights movement in 2010/2011. At first Joseph 
Muscat, the Prime Minister [at the time] was 
hesitant about promoting the rights of same-
sex couples and the LGBTIQ+ community as 
a whole, but I suppose he realized that partly 
because of the way the world was heading, and 
partly because he feared that he would lose 
votes and popularity for his party, if he did not 
legislate in favour of same sex marriage; that 
giving gay people the rights they should have 
always had was the way forward for Malta. In 
2009, there was the ILGA conference in Malta, 
and they observed that Malta was far behind 
in promoting and safeguarding the rights of 
the LGBTIQ+ community. The church did not 
oppose the legislation on same sex marriages 
– I suppose after the cascading defeat on the 
divorce issue, it would not dare.…. So those 
were important first steps that led us to where 
we are today.” 

Most of the participants knew that there were 
laws which covered certain areas. One of the 
participants responded: “There are the laws 
enabling same sex marriage. There are the laws 
preventing conversion therapy. There are also 
laws on gender identity that protect the rights of 
transexuals and all transgender people”.

“If we go back in time, Malta allowed divorce 
in 2011, and since then has carried on working 
to enable LGBTIQ+ to have rights, such as the 
right to get married in the way straight couples 
do, and to have those rights respected. The 
changes though are not simply changes in 
legislation. They were changes where people 
were told that if they were gay … There is nothing 
to fear or to hide. This was also strengthened 
by the criminalisation of conversion therapy”.
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“I am aware of the reality that the laws do not 
see being LGBTIQ+ as a pathology, and this 
is particularly seen in the legislation that has 
brought same sex marriage to the same level 
as a marriage between a straight couple ….” 

Another participant felt reassured that 
legislation allowed for marriages of same-sex 
couples even though she had no intention of 
getting married. 

“Yes, I am aware of the laws allowing same sex 
marriage. These laws are of great importance. 
It gives me recognition. Before, when only 
men and women could get married, there was 
talk about gay people being allowed to live 
together, but not having legal recognition. This 
was not good enough. At least, now, I can get 
married if I want to, but I do not want to. In 
fact, whenever I find a new partner, I tell her 
from the outset that when the relationship is 
not working for us anymore, one of us must 
leave. It’s pointless living with a person in a 
sour relationship which can turn toxic at any 
time.”

Another person took a more holistic viewpoint 
to the way legislation was enacted:

“I think the social stigma against gay people 
has decreased a lot. I think a lot of factors have 
come together to enable this to happen. Malta’s 
joining the EU was one of these factors since 
the country needed to align itself to EU policies 
and legislations. Another is the change in the 
way people think. There is far more openness 
about being LGBTIQ+. This has been a long 
time coming and is mainly attributable to the 
non-stop, non-tiring, and excellent work of the 
NGOs. Then there is the whole world of culture 
and the arts, where being gay and being 

straight do not conflict with one another but 
are seen by all to co-exist. Then, there are the 
politicians, the Bills, the Acts, and the PM who 
had a lot of presence and whose word was 
acceptable to a lot of people. Taking notice of 
the needs of the LGBTIQ+ community may 
possibly have been a vote catching exercise 
as far as the politicians were concerned, but 
for Maltese society at large, it certainly was 
an attention catching exercise. The needs of 
the LGBTIQ+ community were clearly in the 
limelight.”

Another person accentuated the diversity in 
the LGBTIQ+ community. He explained that:
“There is the same sex marriage act. It is seen 
as at par with marriage between heterosexual 
partners. Then there is the ban of conversion 
therapy. It [i.e., conversion therapy] did a lot 
of damage. Then there is the transgender bill 
which is much needed …. since it makes the 
world of trans people a more equitable one. … 
It is important to do justice overall”. 

The need for promoting social justice was 
taken up by yet another participant who said 
that:

“I am aware of the civil unions act, the equality 
act, and the marriage acts which worked to put 
gay couples on the same bandwidth as straight 
couples in Maltese society and that served 
to ensure that they were not discriminated 
against.”

Complaints of Alleged Discrimination

The participants did not say that they would 
feel uncomfortable reaching out to the police 
in case of need, as would arise, for instance, 
if they were to be harassed. Yet, it was stated 
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repetitively that the complaint had to be of a 
serious enough nature for police intervention 
to be warranted. Most participants said that in 
the first instance they would approach NGOs 
like Allied Rainbow Communities (ARC) or the 
Malta LGBTIQ Rights Movement (MGRM), 
and take on board their advice as to how best 
to proceed before reaching out to the police 
or other competent authorities like the NCPE, 
should the need arise. 

Unlike any of the participants in the 2011 report, 
none of the participants said that they lodged a 
complaint about harassment to the authorities. 
Since not all the participants had heard about 
the NCPE, it was inevitable that they would 
not consult the NCPE as a first port of call. 
However, most participants said they would go 
to NGOs in the first instance. The participants 
who said they would go to the police said 
they would do so if the offence was serious 
enough to warrant it. Fleeting comments about 
being gay or lesbian, for instance, would not 
fall into this category, but physical assault 
would. One of the participants believed that 
his case merited police intervention but since 
he believed that he lacked evidence of any 
aberration, he decided to let the matter drop. 
He explained that: 

“I was at a bus stage with my boyfriend, and 
we were smoking. This man came up to me 
and told me to put my mask on [because of the 
health directives on the prevention of Covid 
that were in force at the time]. I showed him 
my cigarette so he could see I was smoking. 
He started offending me. Then, after some 
time, he punched me, because he said I threw 
my cigarette on his dog. I believe that this 
was because he was annoyed that I had a 
boyfriend, particularly because I did not throw 

a cigarette at his dog. Since there was only my 
boyfriend and me at the bus stage, I did not 
take the matter further. I lacked evidence that 
the incident took place”. 

There is a likelihood that there was more to 
the story than the participant recounted since 
his boyfriend could have corroborated any 
allegations he made against his offender; 
however, it remains to be stated that the 
reluctance to complain to the police was rooted 
in his belief that what he was saying would not 
go very far with them.  

Since none of the participants had complained 
to the authorities, they could only speculate 
about what they would do had they been 
harassed.  Reaching out to the police was 
mentioned as a possibility, however, particularly 
in a workplace context, the human resources 
department was seen as the port of first call.:
“I would go to HR [the human resources 
department] and write to the Ombudsman 
if that does not work if the matter of concern 
happens at the workplace. If it is something that 
happens in the street, I would go to the police. 
If someone writes something defamatory 
about me in a newspaper or online, I will go to 
a lawyer”. 

Redress

It transpired that many of the participants 
were not aware of the measures of redress 
available, feeling confident that the advice of 
the NGOs would suffice in times of need. 

This was summarized by a participant who said 
that “the aim of the legislation is to promote 
fairness, and to make it possible for people 
who identify as LGBTIQ+ to live their lives in 
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the manner they want to … and that anything 
that stands in the way needs to be tackled.”

When asked about redress, one of the 
participants brought up the issue of EU policy 
which gives further safeguards to Maltese 
people who identify as LGBTIQ+ who are 
harassed or discriminated. He referred to 
Article 21 of the EU Charter of Fundamental 
Rights that explicitly prohibits discrimination 
based on sexual orientation. In this respect, 
he saw the EU as an institution that further 
promoted the well-being of people identifying 
as LGBTIQ+.

He also referred to other forms of protection 
of the rights of LGBTIQ+ people where Malta 
took an active role. 

"Malta saħansitra ffirmat ftehim bilaterli ma’ 
pajjiżi oħra biex jissalvagwardjaw id-drittijiet 
tagħna”. [Malta has also signed bilateral 
agreements with other countries to safeguard 
the rights of LGBTIQ+ people].

Another participant believed that any measures 
of redress would essentially reflect what the 
government was proclaiming, and therefore 
would be necessarily aligned to that.

“[I believe] …. that laws made people more 
accepting. So, when the government said 
divorce was ok, divorce was ok. When the 
government said same sex marriage is ok, it 
became ok. When the government said that 
conversion therapy was not ok, then it became 
not ok.”

Unlike in the 2011 report, where people did 
not bring up cases in front of the authorities 

because they feared the publicity that arose. 
In the current study nobody felt the need to 
bring a case in front of the authorities, except 
one respondent who did not do so because he 
feared he lacked evidence to press charges 
against the person who allegedly assaulted 
him. 

The participants also spoke about the 
importance of reaching out to the person 
whom they believed was offending them in 
the first place (where possible), thinking that 
rather than looking for redress, they would 
seek to raise awareness about the hurt they 
experienced because of the other person’s 
words or actions. This was summarised by a 
participant who said:

“Sometimes, if someone annoys you, you can 
find the person yourself, and tell him or her 
that you are offended, and this may be more 
than enough. It depends”. 

Another participant also said: “I probably 
would first try to speak to whoever it is that is 
annoying me. Then I probably would consult 
one of the NGOs and ask them for advice, like 
MGRM, for instance”.

When asked whether they would have 
reached out to NGOs as a port of first call, 
five years back, all the participants responded 
that they would have approached having 
been discriminated against in the same way, 
believing that NGOs would be equipped to 
advise them optimally. 

The above findings are analysed in the 
following chapter.
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The previous section on findings has presented 
the participants’ experiences of discrimination 
and how these have impacted their lives. 
The analysis will focus on exploring the wider 
implications of the participants’ experience 

and whether changes can be inferred from 
what they have said in comparison with 
the data provided in the 2011 NCPE LGBT 
Discrimination Research Report.

Introduction

A N A L Y S I S
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The findings chapter was focused on different 
areas of employment where discrimination 
could prevail, namely: access to employment, 
discrimination in employment, discrimination 
by clients, and ostracising and silencing.  

Work provides an environment where people 
interact on a regular, sometimes daily basis, 
and for this reason forms an important part of 
people’s lives. The participants pointed out that 
it is difficult to pinpoint if there is discrimination 
in access to employment since a host of factors 
can come into play during the recruitment and 
selection process. Some of the participants 
explained that they kept the world of work, and 
the world of their private lives separate and 
distinct, only disclosing that they are LGBTIQ+ 
over time. Naturally, whether one discloses 
one’s personal details including one’s sexual 
orientation at work is a personal matter, but it 
is likely to be influenced by heteronormativity. 
While the participants differed in the extent 
to which they saw their work colleagues as 
significant others in realms beyond the world 
of work, most reported positive experiences of 
disclosing their identifying as LGBTIQ+.

Unlike in the 2011 report, where reference was 
made to the lack of legal recognition of same-
sex couples, the participants in this study 
referred positively to a change in the wider 
social and cultural context, which one of the 
participants summarised by saying “li tgħid li 
inti gay ġiet qisha ħaġa normali, saret in-norma 
li taċċetta l-persuna kif inhi” (that you say that 
you are gay has become an inconspicuous 
matter, it is the norm to accept people for 
who they are).  Using Brofenbrenner's (1979, 
1994) ecological perspective to understand 
this, one would see how a person’s immediate 
environment (including the workplace), 

broader personal contexts (neighbourhoods 
and communities) and societal contexts 
(including the country where they live with its 
associated laws and policies), and how they 
are influenced by historical events, come 
together. Since individuals are living in an 
environment which they believe is far more 
supportive of same-sex sexuality than it was 
previously; this is supportive of the well-being 
of workers identifying as LGBTIQ+.

The participants noted how there were 
protocols in place that made the workplace 
zero-tolerant of all forms of bullying, including 
discrimination against people who identify 
as LGBTIQ+. The participants believed that 
policies protected them from discrimination by 
clients, but they did not report having clients 
who were hostile toward them because they 
identified as LGBTIQ+. A further point that 
merits mentioning in this regard is that none of 
the participants said that they did not disclose 
their same sex relationship because their 
partner was closeted. However, one of the 
participants who identified as gay and was 
foreign said that if his family back home knew 
he was gay they would kill him, carrying out an 
honour killing.  Therefore, whilst being openly 
gay in Malta, he always had to think twice 
before posting on social media not to reveal 
his identity as a gay man and possibly bear the 
consequences back home. 

A clear illustration of ostracising, and one 
that had the potential to lead to a hostile 
organisational climate for people identifying 
as LGBTIQ+ relates to one of the participants 
who was deemed too effeminate to be invited 
to workplace social events. It remains an 
instance of differential treatment and runs 
contrary to any efforts to bring about social 

Employment
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equity for people who identify as LGBTIQ+ 
at the workplace. This is accurately summed 
up by Ragins & Cornwell, (2001), when they 
point out that “the practice of inviting same-
sex partners to company social events has, 
by far, the strongest relationship to perceived 

workplace discrimination, as well as to the 
decision to disclose one’s sexual orientation at 
work and has a strong potential to positively 
affect perceptions of discrimination and 
organizational climate” (pp. 1255-1256).
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‘Goods and services’ serve as an umbrella 
term that is being employed to illustrate the 
need for people to procure goods and services 
without discrimination or fear of discrimination. 
The findings section focuses on education, 
housing, financial services, insurance, and 
healthcare; and the participants mainly focused 
on education and healthcare when factoring in 
on experiences of discrimination. 
 
However, a participant reported having heard 
denigrating comments at a certain retail outlet. 
He alleged that the people who insulted him 
behind his back formed part of a sect in Malta, 
that he was once part of, which preached that 
homosexuality is a sin; and believed that it 
was promoting misinformation about people 
who identify as LGBTIQ+ by portraying them 
as living in sin. 

This was the only anomaly mentioned 
emphatically when probed by the researcher 
regarding potential discrimination in the area 
of retail, and it is best explored through an 
interactionist approach which essentially 
explores how people assign meaning to what 
goes on in their lives, including how they define 
themselves, their feelings and emotions, the 
situations in which they find themselves, and 
how they frame these to produce narratives 
that explain and illustrate what is happening 

- narratives that are constantly built by 
interacting with other people (Plummer, 2000). 

From an interactionist perspective, the 
discrimination which the participant is 
alleging is taking place, needs to be seen 
not only in terms of the specific interpersonal 
interactions that he had with this group but 
also within the context of wider socio-cultural 
dynamics, where it is well known that certain 
religious groups are heteronormative and 
opposed to any expression of LGBTIQ+ that 
distances people from heteronormative ideals. 
Therefore, the point made is that this type 
of religious fundamentalism is a problem, it 
is discriminatory, and it can cause people 
unwarranted stress, as allegedly happened in 
the case of this person. 

When a hairdresser told a trans person that she 
could not give her a haircut on the pretext that 
she did not know how to, essentially the same 
type of differential discrimination is at play, one 
which is rooted in making a person outsider 
because that person is different.  To fully 
appreciate what is involved one must not only 
focus on the individual and the interactional 
situation but also on the “surrounding 
sociocultural order” which, as in these cases, 
revealed itself to be both homophobic and 
transphobic (Gagnon, 2004, p. 276).

Goods and Services
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When focusing on education, some of the 
participants said that they felt excluded at 
school for being different, but they had not yet 
identified as gay, let alone come out as gay at 
that stage in life. It is likely that this feeling of 
being excluded was induced by a stigmatising 
social context at school.  The participants, 
most probably, projected their insecurity 
onto others, and as a result they were 
vulnerable to possible incidents of bullying, 
harassment, ostracization etc. It is likely that 
they unknowingly also attempted to hide their 
sexual identity from others by burying it deep 
inside themselves. This reinforced their own 
internalised homophobia since while they did 
not want to feel different from the others, they 
did feel different, and could not come to terms 
with the accompanying helplessness that they 
experienced. In effect, many people with same 
gender attractions report having felt different 
from their peers when growing up (D’Augelli, 
Grossman, & Starks, 2006, 2008). It is possible 
that some of the participants were exhibiting 
behaviours that were considered sex atypical 
by those around them, as when boys rebuke 
behaviours that they see as ‘girlish’, thereby 
further building a wall between them and their 
peers without realising.   

Having said this, having school aged children 
and adolescents feeling so out of place at 
school may reflect what Knegt (2011) said 
about Canadian society. Referring to LGBTIQ+ 
people who identify as Queer, Knegt says 
that Canada is still “very much an inherently 

homophobic and heterosexist society, 
as exemplified in everything from social 
conservative groups to violent queer bashers. 
Hate remains directed toward all queer people: 
urban and rural, Black and White, rich and 
poor, young and old” (p. 127-128).

A trans student mentioned how she felt picked 
upon by a teacher who did not call her by her 
desired name when she was transitioning, and 
recounted how much hurt, embarrassment, 
shame, anger, and frustration she experienced 
as a result. This alleged act of 'forgetfulness' 
shows that while work has been undertaken at 
a policy level, more work needs to be inputted 
in implementing pertinent policies, particularly 
at a classroom level in schools. Moreover, any 
policies implemented at schools need to be 
backed by continuous equality and diversity 
training.  

Contrastingly, a participant who is a lecturer 
at a post-secondary institution said that she 
firmly believed that students who identified 
as LGBTIQ+ at the educational institution 
where she taught were respected and that the 
students were also receptive to each other.  As 
an activist, she said that she did not shy away 
from the fact that she was lesbian, and that, 
she essentially used her own life experiences 
to put into practice a pedagogy that was rooted 
in promoting respect for people who identify as 
LGBTIQ+.

Education
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When discussing housing, financial services, 
and insurance, the participants emphasised 
the implications of recent changes in 
legislation that brought same-sex couples 
at par with heterosexual ones, while trans 
people mentioned the importance of being 
able to present their chosen gender on official 
documents. The implications of these changes 
were emphasised by a participant who said 
that some years back he would not even have 
imagined that he would be able to marry his 
same-sex partner in Malta. 

The participants did not come across problems 
when renting or purchasing a property and 
attributed this to recent changes in legislation 
including the same-sex marriage act. Since 
there was legal recognition of same sex 
partnerships, the previous lack of recognition 
that was mentioned in the 2011 study was 
no longer applicable to the life-context of 

the participants in this study. This also had 
implications for social security schemes and 
benefits, and the participants’ entitlement to 
enjoy social protection. 

Having said this, when being shown round a 
house that they were thinking of purchasing 
together, a same-sex couple believed they 
were looked at in such a way as to say ‘how 
cute’ they are. This shows that while there 
have been considerable advances as far as 
law and policy are concerned, heteronormative 
assumptions in the housing sector still 
prevail. Sedgwick (2008, p. 14) warns of 
the “minoritization of queer peoples, where 
universalizing versus minoritizing conceptions 
of homosexuality” can manifest themselves in 
such a way that discriminatory attitudes and/
or a “you are not one of us/you are not like us” 
mentality can be promoted.  

Housing, Financial Services and Insurance



61

When it came to health, the participants took 
to task the long waiting list for an appointment 
at the Genito-Urinary clinic and saw that it was 
not only frustrating but also worrying. Some of 
the participants pointed out that if people were 
promiscuous and did not test, there was a 
risk that they would unknowingly spread STIs 
and for this reason specifically reported deep 
concern about these delays. 

The participants made a rather emphatic 
complaint that the waiting period for an 
appointment at the Genito-Urinary (GU) Clinic 
was detrimental. A participant who worked 
abroad said it was far easier and quicker for 
him to wait until he went abroad and test there 
than for him to wait “for months on end” to get 
an appointment.

Some of the participants said that they 
believed that the requirement of an abstinence 
period for blood donors would be likely to be 
discontinued soon. The participants were 

aware that the health authorities in Malta were 
working on procuring testing procedures that 
were more sensitive to the presence of viruses 
in the blood; and was likely to mean that people 
could donate blood irrespective of their sexual 
orientation. 

Almost none of the participants reported 
having any difficulties in revealing their sexual 
orientation to their doctor and nobody reported 
having been discriminated against by doctors, 
except for a person who was bisexual but 
currently in a lesbian relationship and thought 
that it would be far less stigmatising to say to her 
doctor that she was a lesbian than a bisexual. 
Another participant said that she identified as 
lesbian, and that she felt “very comfortable” 
about disclosing it to medical staff. She also 
said that she is probably the only person 
in Malta who does not mind being called a 
lesbian, thereby indicating, however, that she 
believes that there are wider prejudices about 
identifying oneself in this way. 

Healthcare
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While relationships can be of many types 
and range from superficial acquaintances 
to intimate long-lasting bonds, the findings 
section focused on the relationships where 
LGBTIQ+ people were most likely to encounter 
some form of discrimination. These included 
relationships with close family members, 
relationships with partners and ex-partners, 
and relationships with neighbours. 

When speaking about close family members, 
Knegt’s theory about schools may be equally 
applicable to families in the Maltese context. 
Knegt says that “combating homophobia is 
one thing, but …[creating] places in which 
heterosexuality is not taught as the norm is 
another” (Knegt, 2011, p. 74). The families-of-
origin of all the participants in this study were 
reportedly heterosexual and while this does 
not infer that they are not necessarily open 
to having children who identify as LGBTIQ+, 
it does mean that children’s and young 
people’s primary socialisation (at home) is 
characterised by an almost continual influx 
of heteronormativity. This reflects what Myers 
and Raymond (2010) point out when they 
say that “from a very young age, children are 
pressed into a rigid heterosexual mould” (p. 
169). This is likely to make it more difficult for 
children and young people to come out to their 
families as LGBTIQ+, particularly if they do not 
have a family member or a close friend of the 
family who openly identifies as LGBTIQ+. 

Despite the fact that most of the participants 
did not express their coming out process 
with major issues, however examining their 
responses it can be deduced that they did 
experience difficulties. The belief that the 
participants felt relative ease by which they 
could come out was attributed to their parents’ 

desire to provide them with a safe space. 
Since it is both possible and likely that people 
who identify as LGBTIQ+ conceal their identity 
if they believe they are in risky or hostile 
situations or places, it can be deduced from 
the participants’ feedback that most of the 
parents of the participants wanted to provide 
a safe space for their children. However, there 
were also examples of parents who initially 
had problems to accept their children’s sexual 
orientation.

It transpires that some families were quicker 
to accept their children’s LGBTIQ+ identity 
than others, but their acceptance marks 
societal inclinations to be accepting of children 
LGBTIQ+ rather than pathologizing them or 
seeing them as deviant. One of the participants 
identifying as gay said that at first his parents 
were opposed to his having a same-sex 
partner, but on noticing how depressed and 
lonely he felt, changed direction, and told him 
to settle down with a man. Another person said 
how his parents had sent him to a psychologist 
upon disclosing his sexual orientation to them, 
but on coming to know that the psychologist 
was linked to a ‘fanatical religious sect’ told 
him not to speak to the psychologist again, 
and simply made it clear to him that, as his 
parents, they accepted him for who he was.
 
One of the participants came out to his own 
married children in later life, and likewise 
found them “extremely accepting” of his 
same-sex partner.  This implies that rather 
than invalidating the right to seek his own 
happiness, his daughters were supportive. 

One of the participants lives with his adopted 
son, and while he identifies as gay, is not in 
a relationship with another man, nor is he 

Relationships with relatives and others



63

envisaging to be. This is not in a desire to 
hide his gay self-identity but rather because 
of having experienced a traumatic ending to 
a past relationship. He explained how he was 
open about being a gay man to the adoption 
panel and how this did not present problems. 

When it comes to relationships with partners 
and ex-partners, most of the participants are 
in a monogamous same-sex relationship, 
which is also a relatively long-term one. Some 
of the participants have had relationships with 
different partners successively in the past and 
some simply have short-term relationships. 
Others, particularly trans people, indicated 
that they found difficulties in finding a long-
term partner, although some trans participants 

said that they were in a long-term relationship. 
While it is difficult to pinpoint relationship 
difficulties to acts of discrimination, some of 
the trans participants expressed sorrow that 
they have not succeeded in finding partners 
and building the relationships they desired. 
 
While none of the participants clashed with 
their neighbours, they all harboured a fear that 
the neighbours subscribed to heterosexism 
which brings about a stigmatising of any non-
heterosexual relationships and identities. It 
generates “a stigmatized culture that values 
heterosexist beliefs and devalues … the 
experience or orientation of people who 
identify as LGBTIQ+” (Sherry, 2007, p.220).
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Stereotypes were analysed from the point of 
view of public perceptions and discrimination 
or harassment that takes place in public 
spaces and on social media. 

It transpires from this study, that the participants, 
who identify as LGBTIQ+ are liable to be 
influenced by homophobic stereotypes. As a 
case in point, is a participant who said that 
someone from a particular religious cult made 
him believe he was a sinner because he was 
gay. 

Another person reported that people were 
saying “nasty things” about him, and another 
was scared that he would be insulted by 
the neighbours for being in a same-sex 
relationship if they were ever to quarrel over 
some matter. Gravitating against this was 
the respect that the participants attributed to 
have acquired from their colleagues at work 
and the legislation and policies that prevented 
them from being discriminated against at the 
workplace. 

Homophobic Stereotypes
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It transpires that the person who came out 
to his children did so when they were adults, 
and it seems that they were aware that their 
mother and father were not happy together, 
and that therefore it will make sense if they go 
their separate ways. Possibly since they were 
older, they could accept or understand better 
their family break-down. They succeeded in 
keeping a close relationship with both their 
parents and with their respective partners.  The 
participant explained that his children mourned 
his same sex partner’s loss several years 
later. He said, “they [his two adult daughters] 
really felt sorry about this.” Moreover, it is also 
evident that the participant was aware of his 
children’s feelings and did not want to hurt 
them.  Such instances signify the burdensome 
task that some LGBTIQ+ people carry whilst 
trying to live their truth.

It can also take time for some people to work 
through internalised homophobia, as one 
young man who claimed that he was “out” and 
“happy” explained, thereby indicating that at 
some point in his life, at some subconscious 
level, he experienced fears and insecurities 
associated with being gay. This is likely to 
be indicative of wider societal prejudices – 
whether actual or perceived – and thereby fear 
of stigmatization. Having said this, while some 
of the participants in this study worked abroad, 
this seemed a temporary measure, and was 
related to career progression, and not a fear of 

being stigmatised for identifying as LGBTIQ+ 
when living in Malta. 

While some same-sex couples experience a 
degree of discomfort to hold hands in public 
places, it transpires that some are more 
comfortable than others. Pride marches and 
activities are still seen as important to generate 
awareness about LGBTIQ+ expression in 
public. 

Other young LGBTIQ+ couples are quite open 
about their gay relationships and post openly on 
social media that they are in a relationship, for 
instance, with a same sex partner. Others said 
that they were hesitant to post on social media, 
since they felt uncomfortable about sharing 
their intimate relationships publicly.  Taking a 
somewhat different stance, one person who 
identified as a trans person disclosed that her 
main fear was that had she not disclosed her 
gender identity, people would not see that she 
was comfortable about being trans and that 
she wanted to be seen that way.  This shows 
that being open is not simply related to self-
acceptance but that different considerations 
come into play when people say that they 
are identifying as LGBTIQ+. The participants 
have shown that these include maintaining 
a congruent self-image, making a statement 
about who one’s identity, and expressing a 
desire to develop meaningful relationships. 
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An important consideration that has been noted 
in these pages is that being transgender is an 
aspect of identity based on one’s gender, not 
on sexual attraction. Most of the transgender 
people interviewed express having always 
known that there was something different 
about themselves, but it was often by late 
adolescence or in their early adult years that 
they believed that they could do something 
about it, including cross-dressing, living with a 
gender which was different from their biological 
sex, and eventually seeking medical advice 
and starting hormone therapy. 

The trans participants faced numerous 
obstacles in finding both self-acceptance and 
acceptance by society. On a personal level, 
they would have been under psychological and 
social pressure to conform to their sex since 
early on in life. The participants have strong 
recollections of being unhappy with how they 
were socialised in their gender from a young 
age; and this inability to conform can generate 

challenges when they relate to others who 
would be likely to consider them as ‘strange.’ 
In this study, a factor that emerged clearly was 
that they had experienced reduced well-being. 
This was a reality as they reported facing 
hostile social environments and believed they 
were not understood either at home or in wider 
society. This is likely to be the reason why they 
particularly saw the wellbeing clinic as a relief 
and highly praised it. 

However, they also believed that change was 
taking place too rapidly and people were not 
being given enough time to fully understand 
the information that was given to them. 
Therefore, although there were policies in 
place and there was legislation in place, they 
believed that it would take time for people to 
become accustomed to it. For instance, they 
mentioned that while they could now change 
their biological sex to align it to their preferred 
gender, society does not always understand 
them and their needs. 

Trans Issues
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When considering the participants’ knowledge 
of legislation, one must consider not only if they 
are familiar with the laws (and accompanying 
policies), but if they are cognisant of the impact 
that the laws and related policies have on their 
lives. While there were several participants 
who were lawyers, teachers, activists, and 
people who were otherwise conversant with 
the laws, the media was very influential and 
so were the politicians who piloted the laws 
when they were being enacted. Of course, not 
all laws have been given the same amount of 
support. For instance, it may well be the case 
that while same-sex marriage is looked upon 
positively, adoption by same-sex couples may 
be seen as objectionable by some people. 

The participants mainly looked to the laws for 
protection, for instance, for protection from 

discrimination at the workplace, or protection 
from hate crimes; however practically all the 
participants spoke about the way the changes 
in laws have made it easier to procure financial 
services or to obtain bank loans. Trans people 
also saw the changes in law as giving them 
further protection and for giving them the right 
to feel safe and to be happy in their chosen 
gender. 

Some of the trans participants had prior 
negative health care experiences including 
trans-incompetence and/or experiencing 
transphobia, however, they believed that rather 
than the situation becoming much better simply 
through changes in legislation, the system 
became better through such interventions as 
the setting up of a wellbeing clinic and offering 
training to health-care staff. 

Knowledge of Legislation
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Almost none of the participants felt the need 
to reach out to the authorities except for one 
participant who decided not to pursue his 
complaint further because he thought that 
he lacked evidence and he believed that 
it would be unlikely that the police would 
institute proceedings anyway.  What is of 
concern is that participants in this study had 
been discriminated against, only this was 
minimised, denied, or somehow assigned to 
the back burner. 

Rather than becoming indignant, the 
participants minimised the effects of 
discrimination they experienced. For instance, 
prior to the recent enactment of legislation, a 
gay person who was being led to subscribe to 
a heterosexist way of life, or else be damned 
in hell by a psychologist, simply stopped 
going to the psychologist, meaning that the 
psychologist essentially had a free-for-all to 
tell other people that they were going to hell 
for whatever whim or fairy-tale fantasy that 
did not subscribe to the heteronormative 
ideation. Likewise, getting insulted on social 
media and simply blocking the person who is 
transgressing essentially gives the person the 

green light to harass somebody else. Being 
prevented from attending a workplace activity 
because one is seen as effeminate is outright 
discrimination, and if nothing is done about it, 
this can promote the generation of a workplace 
context where the discriminatory act will be 
repeated. 

On the other hand, the participants also spoke 
about their readiness to reach out to their 
human resources manager or write to the 
Ombudsman if they encountered discrimination 
at the workplace, or to reach out to NGOs, 
like ARC and MGRM, in case of need. This 
shows an awareness of possible points of 
first contact, should they need to reach out 
for assistance. This implies that in common 
with the 2011 NCPE Discrimination Research 
Report, people who identify as LGBTIQ+ “are 
not submissive victims.” They stated that they 
would be prepared to act if they were subjected 
to harassment and discrimination that merited 
that intervention, usually first by expressing 
their grievance to the person concerned, and 
then taking it to a higher level, but only if they 
believed that such action was warranted.

Complaints of Alleged Discrimination
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It goes without saying that unless people 
identify and subsequently complain about 
discrimination, it is almost pointless speaking 
about redress. The participants said that they 
would go to an NGO if they were discriminated 
against, yet none of the 46 participants went 

to an NGO, never mind to any of the other 
authorities that were set up to safeguard their 
rights and interests, and act in such a way as 
to also safeguard the rights and interests of 
others who could find themselves in similar 
situations. 

Redress
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While there were incidents of discrimination, it 
transpires from this study that the participants 
seemed to experience a sense of what 
Russell, Muraco, Subramaniam, and Laub 
(2009) called “personal empowerment” in 
various contexts. They believed they were 
respected for who they were, and their same-
sex relationships were not frowned upon. This 
was perhaps best illustrated by a participant/
lecturer experiencing personal empowerment, 
who invited all his colleagues at work to a 
same-sex wedding and was so open about his 
sexuality that his students knew he was gay, 
and yet they did not give him one disparaging 
or homophobic comment ever.  The trans 
participants also knew that progress was 
being made since current laws, policies, and 
the development of wellness related services 
meant that greater exposure was being given 

to efforts to meet their needs. As a result, 
they believed that they did not have to feel 
boxed into something they were not but could 
experience authenticity in their daily lives.

In this context, the extent of the discrimination 
experienced, the perpetrators of such 
discrimination and the deficiencies of the 
measures of redress, policies and structures 
currently available have been identified. On 
the other hand, positive results emanating from 
the legislative developments since the 2011 
NCPE study were evident in different spheres. 
However, it is clear that more work needs to be 
done to ensure the effective implementation 
of these developments to enhance equal 
treatment in the everyday life of the LGBTIQ+ 
community.  

Conclusion
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R E C O M M E N D A T I O N S

Employment

 Efforts to consolidate a decrease in prejudices against LGBTIQ+ people in the workplace 
need to be strengthened with further workplace based training at all levels.  Such efforts 
should include the adoption of equality and sexual harassment policies and structures, 
and regular training extended to all employees. 

 The workplace recruitment and selection process must become more structured and 
transparent since the participants expressed that they were sometimes at a loss as to 
why they were not selected for a job.  All workplaces should have a written strategy on 
recruitment and selection that fosters equal treatment. 

Education

 The work that is being undertaken to promote awareness of LGBTIQ+ issues at school 
needs to be further consolidated to foster the inclusion of all students and greater social 
equity in society.

 The implementation of the existing anti-bullying policy that also covers LGBTIQ+ pupils 
and students needs to be strengthened.

 The Trans, Gender Variant and Intersex Students in School Policy needs to be 
strengthened and implemented by all educators, who also need to be knowledgeable 
about it.

Healthcare

 Training to  health professionals needs to be delivered regularly to be able to better 
address LGBTIQ+ concerns and needs.

 Investment in the Genitourinary (GU) clinic needs to be made to enable to attend to all 
people requiring timely testing or treatment.
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Countering Homophobic Stereotypes

 Efforts need to be undertaken to widen awareness with the general public on equality to 
include the wide variety of LGBTIQ+ persons, their circumstances and needs. 

 Online and offline awareness raising campaigns on discrimination (including minimisation), 
stereotypes and reporting mechanisms need to be implemented regularly.

 Ongoing training to professionals and stakeholders about the needs of all LGBTIQ+ 
groupings, particularly trans people is to be undertaken.

 Sensitisation needs to be strengthened on what constitutes hate speech and hate crime,  
and their prevention, both offline and online.

 Stakeholders need to be encouraged to use the internet as a tool to provide correct 
information on the LGBTIQ+ community. 

Law and policy implementation

 Legislation and policies to address LGBTIQ+ concerns and needs are to be enforced.

 The enactment of the Equality Bill and the Human Rights and Equality Commission 
Bill to strengthen the rights of all persons including the LGBTIQ+ community must be 
prioritised.

 Greater awareness must be raised about the NCPE and its role and function among the 
general public including the LGBTIQ+ community.
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Research on different life-contexts of people identifying as LGBTIQ+

 Research needs to be carried out on the wide spectrum of LGBTIQ+ persons to establish 
the size and prevalence of the different groupings in the context of the findings of the 
NSO 2021 census.

 Research on LGBTIQ+ women should be undertaken considering that most participants 
who were willing to take part in this study were men.

 Research on LGBTIQ+ community with lower level of education needs to be undertaken 
considering that most participants who were willing to take part in this study had a higher 
level of education.

 Older people who identify as LGBTIQ+ did not feature in this study. It is recommended 
that a study is undertaken to explore their needs and to promote a greater understanding 
of their own lived experiences. 

 Research on intra community relations in order to identify and highlight the needs of 
each grouping within the LGBTIQ+ community.
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Even though the decriminalizing of same-sex 
relations took place several decades ago, it 
is only recently that legislation strengthening 
the rights of LGBTIQ+ people has been 
enacted. The recognition that was given to 
same-sex relationships through marriage has 
been accompanied by other changes in policy 
and legislation. For instance, homophobic, 
bi-phobic, and transphobic hate crimes have 
been legally addressed, and transgender 
individuals have been able to obtain identity 
documents that reflect their preferred gender. 
These ongoing changes have resulted in Malta 
placing first for several consecutive years on 
the ILGA Rainbow Map. 

The changes have been accompanied 
by training that is being given to police, 
correctional services staff, teachers, and other 
personnel. This is to enable them to be more 
responsive to the needs of people identifying 
as LGBTIQ+. Anti-bullying initiatives in many 
schools are more likely to translate into students 
feeling safe and much has been done, on a 
policy level to prevent students from suffering 
homophobic or transphobic abuse. This reality 

was registered in the context of this research 
that served as a comparative analysis with 
a similar research study conducted by the 
NCPE in 2011 entitled ‘LGBT Discrimination 
Research Report.

While this study reports positive outcomes 
stemming from the changes in policy and 
legislation, such as when people are more 
aware of their rights, and feel more ‘accepted’ 
and thereby ’safer’ to be open about their 
gender identification or their sexuality, the 
study shows that stigma and prejudice, 
faced by LGBTIQ+ people, are still present 
in Maltese society. Younger people have 
reported a fear or reluctance to be out, and 
older people recounted how, at least in the 
initial stages of their coming out process, they 
were rebuked by parents or close relatives. 
Some people reported being extremely 
hesitant about holding hands with a same 
sex partner in public places. In consideration 
of concerns of this nature, further work needs 
to be undertaken to strengthen equality in line 
with what has been highlighted in the section 
on Recommendations.

C O N C L U S I O N
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