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Limitations
As researchers it is critical to acknowledge the limitations in the collection of the case
studies. From a geographical limitation, all of the interviews were exclusively obtained in
Cairo and Tunis, and although they encompass a range of gender and sexual identities,
it’s limited in that none of the participants identified as transgender and the age range
spans from 20 - 38 years old. Further limitations to the case studies include the lack of
discussion of discrimination at the intersection of colorism, racism and LGBTQI identity.
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I. Introduction

S

ince the 2017 Mashrou’ Leila concert in
Cairo, where concert attendees were arrested
for waving a rainbow flag - the Egyptian state
has actively curtailed the visibility of the queer
community in the public sphere in both a
symbolic and substantive manner. In the
aftermath of the Mashrou’ Leila incident, an
estimated 75 people were arrested1. Such
displays of discrimination on the part of the
state has far-reaching implications for those
who identify as LGBTQI, limiting their ability
to access public spaces and services.

community and lastly the display of any
symbol, flag, or sign of the LGBTQI community,
including the rainbow flag. Depending on the
specific article of offense, one could serve
between 1 to 5 years in prison3.

In Tunisia, which is often perceived as
more progressive in comparison to other
countries in the Middle East and North
African region, raids and arrests of LGBTQI
individuals are not uncommon. Several men
were arrested between 2017 and 2018 in
Tunisia under article 230 of the penal code,
This was not an isolated incident, but rather which criminalizes consensual same-sex
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a highly symbolic act of censorship and conduct with sentences of up to three years .
repression that targeted a wide sector of According to the 2017 Homophobic Climate
LGBTQI people and allies, including those who Index, Tunisia was categorized as one of the
countries, ranking
are middle and upper class. Earlier instances top ten most homophobic
5
seeking to curb the visibility and rights of the 149 out of 159 .
Egyptian LGBTQI community often targeted
a specific segment of the community, such as The visibility of the LGBTQI community,
the 2001 Queen Boat raid and 2014 raids on symbolically or otherwise, as well as allyship,
a bathhouse in a working-class community2. in the public sphere has decreased in the
Other acts, such as closures of LGBTQI region. This directly correlates to the decrease
friendly health clinics in the aftermath of the of access to services and harmful impacts
Tahrir Square uprisings, impacted a range on the state of civil society, exemplified in
of LGBTQI people, but were done in a far case studies below. While this has clear
more circumspect manner. These events also human rights implications, it also has far
culminated in a draft law seeking to explicitly reaching economic ramifications as individuals
forego essential services, faces barriers
criminalize homosexuality in 2017.
when attempting to access education and
The draft law consistence of 5 articles employment opportunities, and frequently
constituting the illegality of: homosexuality, lose essential family safety nets and support.
homosexual acts conducted in private or This is further compounded by one’s race,
public, advocacy on behalf of LGBTQI migration status, and other intersecting
rights and acceptance in Egyptian society - identities.
including members of the media, anyone
who participates in a gathering of the LGBTQI
1 Nnaobi, Ifeatu.”One year on from rainbow flag arrests, Egypt
continues LGBT crackdown.” Thomas Reuters Foundation News. 24
September 2018. Accessed 5 March 2020. https://news.trust.org/
item/20180924165447-0gsae/
2 El Hady, Ahmed. “The Crisis of LGBTQ Communities in Egypt: Questions for Ahmed El Hady.” The New Century Foundation. 2 May 2019.
Accessed 6 March 2020. https://tcf.org/content/report/crisis-lgbtq-communities-egypt-questions-ahmed-el-hady/

3 Sadek, George. “Global Legal Monitor.” Egypt: Draft Law Criminalizes
Homosexuality | Global Legal Monitor, 1 Nov. 2017, www.loc.gov/law/
foreign-news/article/egypt-draft-law-criminalizes-homosexuality/.
4 Human Rights Watch. “Tunisia: End Persecution of LGBT People.” Human Rights Watch. 17 May 2019. Accessed 5 March 2020. https://www.
hrw.org/news/2019/05/17/tunisia-end-persecution-lgbt-people
5 Lamontagne, Erik & d’Elbée, Marc & Ross, Michael & Carroll, Aengus
& Plessis, André & Loures, Luiz. “A socioecological measurement of homophobia for all countries and its public health impact.” The European
Journal of Public Health. 28. (2018)
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II. Context
While LGBTQI individuals face a range of barriers and discrimination in the Middle East and
North Africa, country contexts differ, and the scale and institutionalization of discrimination
and exclusion varies. Although there are no legal provisions in the Egyptian Penal Code that
outlaw consensual same-sex activity between adults, laws against “debauchery”, for example,
are frequently used to imprison gay men6. In 2017, members of parliament proposed a
draft law to criminalize “acts of homosexuality”. Whereas in Tunis, the current penal code is
explicit -- Article 230 of the penal code punishes consensual same-sex relations with up to
three years in prison. Tunisian law also punishes any act the authorities perceive as contrary
to “morality” and “decency ”7. According to a survey by Arab Barometer, only 7 percent of
Tunisians “condone” homosexuality8. Likewise, public opinion is far from accepting of the
LGBTQI community; a 2013 Pew Survey found that 95 percent of people in Egypt “reject”
homosexuality9.

Egypt

Tunisia

Defining Homophobia
Defining and outlining the types of homophobia in which we are documenting is critical to
better understand how it impacts the economic contributions of LGBTQI individuals across
the Middle East and North Africa and is foundational to this research. For this study we
will draw on, Senior Economist of UNAIDS, Eric Lamontagne definition of, homophobia as
being defined as: any negative attitude, belief, or action toward persons of differing sexual
orientation or gender identity10. It is also important to highlight the impact of Institutional
Homophobia, which can be seen as formal codes, laws, legislation etc., societal norms abide
by. As well as the impact of, Social Homophobia, defined as a reflection of societal behaviors
of moral, religious, and cultural beliefs11.
6 International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans and Intersex Association: Carroll, A. and Mendos, L.R.. “State-Sponsored Homophobia 2017: A world
survey of sexual orientation laws: criminalisation, protection and recognition.” May 2017. https://ilga.org/state-sponsored-homophobia-report-2017-ILGA.
7 Human Rights Watch. “Tunisia: End Persecution of LGBT People.” Human Rights Watch. 17 May 2019. Accessed 5 March 2020. https://www.hrw.
org/news/2019/05/17/tunisia-end-persecution-lgbt-people
8 Knipp, Kersten. “Tunisian LGBT rights advocate ‘sticking with’ bid for presidency.” DW. 7 July 2019. Accessed 5 March 2020. https://www.dw.com/
en/tunisian-lgbt-rights-advocate-sticking-with-bid-for-presidency/a-49505688
9 L, A. “How homosexuality became a crime in the Middle East.” The Economist. 6 June 2018. Accessed 3 March 2020. https://www.economist.com/
open-future/2018/06/06/how-homosexuality-became-a-crime-in-the-middle-east
10 Lamontagne, Erik & d’Elbée, Marc & Ross, Michael & Carroll, Aengus & Plessis, André & Loures, Luiz. “A socioecological measurement of homophobia for all countries and its public health impact.” The European Journal of Public Health. 28. (2018).
11 Ibid.
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III. Framework

Three case studies were selected to understand the correlation between LGBTQI inclusion
and economic development in India, Indonesia and a broad country research survey
that included Egypt and Tunisia. Drawing from these case studies, the two most useful
economic frameworks delineating the economic cost of homophobia were the Human
Capital Theory and the Human Capabilities Theory. Both theories were found essential to
addressing the interconnected nodes of homophobia and its structural underpinnings.

Human Capital Theory

Human Capabilities Approach

Grounding our research in L. Badgett’s legal
scholarship was fundamental to correlating
LGBTQI inclusion and economic development
through human capital theory and more
broadly labor economics. The human capital
defined here as—an individuals’ ability, health
attributes, knowledge and skills that shape
one's productivity and impact on the overall
economic output. Given this framework, if
there are avenues of opportunity for LGBTQI
identifying individuals, then an economy can
further enrich and increase their human
capital (i.e. production)12. However, if LGBTQI
individuals are excluded from accessing and
acquiring education, health services and skills the economy will experience declining human
capital. From a broader scope of Badgett’s
work, this theory is utilized to demonstrate
the economic impact of exclusion of LGBTQI
individuals in Indonesia and India quite
effectively.

Other studies show the more expansive utility
of Sen and Nussbuam’s human capabilities
approach, in which— “social conditions
and economic policies should be evaluated
according to the extent to which people have
the ability to lead the kind of lives they want
to lead and to be the person they want to
be, such as the ability to be healthy, gain
an education, and obtain work with decent
employment conditions…13” In this model,
an ability is referred to as - a freedom. One’s
health is a freedom, and violence refers to a
negative freedom, since it hinders a person's
ability to be in ‘good’ health.

12 Badgett, Lee & Waaldijk, Kees & Rodgers, Yana. “The Relationship
between LGBT Inclusion and Economic Development: Macro-Level
Evidence. World Development.” 120. 1-14.

This approach is impactful when addressing
one’s experience facing workplace
harassment, bullied in school or even denied
medical access. These experiences encroach
on an individual's ability to fully realize who
they want to be as this theory sees the full
person and such aggressions, consequently,
negatively impact, or hinder their ability to
contribute to civil society and, therefore, the
market.

13 Ibid
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IV. Education
Education has the potential to radically
enhance human capital. The achievement and/
or access of education is greatly influenced
by one’s ability to feel safe, secure and even
nurtured in an educational setting. However,
any form of harassment, discrimination, or
bullying, is shown to diminish the quality of
education received and significantly reduce
participation of those harmed, including for
LGBTQI youth. Discrimination, harassment,
and bullying can also reduce the benefits of
further education, which normally, is seen
as an avenue to enhance human capital.
Those subject to such treatment may decide
to forego education or trainings or leave
school early due to the high emotional costs
of dealing with such experiences.

Case Study 1:
Lama, a 20-year-old Tunisian, cisgender,
female, who identifies as a lesbian and
queer, not only had her education disrupted,
but experienced periods of homelessness
after her parents discovered her sexuality.
Her family ended all communication with
her, as well as financial support. Her parents
ceased payment on her university tuition
fees. The swift and significant trauma
of losing her family, her home and her
emotional support network has left her in
a state of constant survival mode. She has
yet to return to architecture school but
hopes to soon. For now, she is working at a
restaurant that caters to expats and where
she feels her identity does not put her at risk.

Case Study 2:
Sara, a 28-year-old, queer, pansexual, nonbinary Egyptian discussed their immense
struggle through middle school and high
school. They suffered from bullying in school
and in extracurricular activities.

Sara suffered immensely from anxiety
and depression in middle and high school
due to the bullying. As a result, her school
counselor advised therapy. The bullying
and subsequent depression impacted their
ability to obtain a high enough score to
study Fine Arts in college. To date, Sara has
struggled to find a fulfilling career. After
ten years and an on-going struggle with
depress, they are still attempting to find a
way to continue study in the arts.
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Discussion
Across the case studies, a common theme
emerged of LGBTQI individuals experiencing
disruptions to their education and life plans,
primarily during the university years. For
many the shift of exploration of identity and
subsequent mental health needs came during
university years, since it was the first time they
were outside of their family home and/or their
hometown. Disruptions to one’s educational
trajectory can lead to a delay, at times, of
years, of not contributing to or taking part
in the economy. In the case of Lama and
Sara, this is an example of reduced earnings
potential due to trauma and insecurity.
Mental health issues, often resulting from
discrimination and isolation, emerge during
the years which are critical in young people’s
professional trajectory, having far reaching
ramifications. Instead of being able to
focus on acquiring an education and, thus,
a profession, many young LGBTQI people
are forced to contend with mental health
issues brought on by isolation, discrimination
and condemnation of their identity. Many
participants had also encountered economic
instability and unstable housing situations as
conflicts with families emerged and, in many
cases, families obligated these young people
to leave the family home. This can result in
disruptions and/or delays in obtaining further
educational goals and desired employment.

Case Study 3:
Malik is a 31-year-old cisgender, gay, male
who moved to Tunis at the age of 18 to
attend University. He grew up in a workingclass family in a rural town in southwest
Tunisia. During Malik's time at university, he
turned to religion to reconcile his internal
conflict with his sexual identity and samesex attraction. However, this placed a strain
on his mental well-being, and impacted his
success in his engineering courses at an
elite university in Tunis. He ultimately had
to drop out of school due to his struggles.

Due to his mental health struggles, he
was unable to maintain his university
scholarship, and thus also lost his housing
provided by the university. This led to a
period of homelessness, where he felt like
he could not turn to his family for support,
and even staying with friends from time to
time, became impossible. Housemates
would say they didn’t like him to be there.
It was always ambiguous to him if it was an
aspect of homophobia, but nonetheless it
was a concern he carried with him.
Ultimately, Malik ended up returning to
university and completed his degree in
Mathematics. However, he does not use
his degree and prefers to work in more
“open” international NGOs where he does
not feel the need to conceal his identity. He
also noted that many of the international
NGOs for which he works have very strong
human resource protocols that guarantee
him protection should have face any
harassment due to his sexual identity.
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Discussion
In Malik's case, due to his sexual repression
and depressive episodes in university, he was
unable to complete his Engineering degree,
which could have yielded him a higher salary
and personal attainment and success. While
in several cases, participants were eventually
able to complete their education, against
great odds, they were obligated to make
trade-offs in terms of their chosen profession
or education. They often were limited in this
choice, which was based on where they
believed they could find some degree of
acceptance or tolerance. Unlike their nonLGBTQI peers, they were unable to choose
career paths based on interest, passion, or
future financial stability.
In some cases, including Malik's, participants
spoke of potentially having had other career
paths from which they were deterred due to
rigid binary gender norms. Malik describes
his upbringing as being highly focused on his
and his brother's educational attainment. His
effeminate qualities were policed at a young
age. Beginning at the age of five, he recalls his
family discouraging him from belly dancing.
He was also frequently compared to his two
older brothers as being too effeminate and
too talkative.

V. Employment

Stigma and discrimination affect economic
opportunities, and consequently, economic
advancement in a myriad of ways. This can
manifest in employers not hiring LGBTQI
people, employers hiring individuals but being
not fairly compensated or underemployed
and/or being employed but without full
employee protections. Systemic discrimination
can curtail economic productivity, as well as
individual economic advancement and/or
mobility. In contexts where LGBTQI individuals
cannot or choose not to be visible or ‘out’,
LGTBQI individuals may go to great lengths
to conceal their sexuality or gender identity
or expression. Some studies have found
that economic mobility depends on a certain
degree of ‘fit’, the dominant behavior codes
that prevail in certain occupations14. Without
this fit, individuals may struggle to access
professional development opportunities and
may get passed over for promotions.

Case Study 1:

Efforts to suppress or control sexuality and
gender identity can have spillover effects into
other areas of people’s identity, including
their creativity. Assumptions or beliefs about
“appropriate” career pathways for men and
women, resting on rigid notions of gender,
can deter individuals from seeking out
opportunities where they may excel or even
achieve higher earning potential.
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Salma, a 30-year-old queer, cisgender,
female, had previously worked in the
private sector in Cairo for ten years and
saved a significant amount of money prior
to the Egyptian Revolution in 2011. Yet,
as the revolution inspired her to explore
her sexuality and eventually come out as
a queer woman, it also propelled her to
leave the private sector and devote herself
to a progressive, grassroots organization.

14 Friedman, Sam & Daniel Laurison. The Class Ceiling: Why It Pays to
be Privileged. Bristol University Press. 2019.

She believed in the organization's
work and believed she would be able
to express herself fully. Yet, the work
environment did not hold up to be as
internally progressive as the organization
was outwardly. Rather than acceptance,
she was met with harsh criticism and
homophobic remarks from her employer.

The other aspect to this is their current
employer could take advantage of the fact that
they have fewer employment opportunities
and could keep her wages at a stagnant rate.
Which translate to Rasha essentially being in
a position where they have less bargaining
power to advocate for a higher salary or wage.

Case Study 2:

Discussion
Young LGBTQI people may experience several
disruptions in their career trajectory due to
discrimination and harassment, coupled
with efforts to seek a “safe” workplace
where they can express their identity. These
workplace disruptions may also come after
interruptions and delays in studies, putting
these individuals at a disadvantage in relation
to their heterosexual peers.
Many of the participants shared multiple
attempts to find a “safe” workplace and the
resulting disruptions and interruptions in their
careers have implications for their long-term
financial stability. Even “progressive” NGOs
do not always offer a safe haven for LGBTQI
individuals, while other participants currently
work in the service industry with low wages.
Rasha, a queer, gender fluid, 24-year-old
Tunisian is currently working at a bar that is
accepting of their sexual identity and gender
expression, but they are unsure if other places
of employment would be as accepting. Such
considerations reduce one’s economic and
career prospects.

Lama, a 20-year-old Tunisian, cisgender,
female, who identifies as a lesbian
and queer not only had her education
disrupted, but experienced periods of
homelessness after her parents discovered
her sexuality. Lama believes her family’s
response to end all communication with
her was not only tied to their conservative
religious beliefs, but also to her sister’s
impending engagement at the time. Lama’s
parents feared if her sister’s soon to be
in-laws discovered Lama’s sexuality the
engagement could be called off, resulting in
financial costs for the family. Lama, along
with three of her queer friends, described
their sexual identity as something that is not
only a personal ‘struggle,’ but something
that impacts the entire family’s reputation,
standing in the community and ‘honor.’
Lama expressed that since her father is
a police officer she can imagine he may
have even calculated cutting ties with her
to protect his own job and noted that he is
the sole income earner of their immediate
family of five.
Lama also expressed how she often has
relationships with ‘Sugar Mamas’ who will
treat her to dinner, they are usually straight
or bi-curious women and provide her with
what she described as “pocket change.”
She is usually approached by them and
attempts to limit her interactions with them
to one or two encounters.

11

Discussion
The social stigma of being queer, or even
being perceived as queer, can have severe
economic consequences on the individual, but
also on the broader family unit. The decision
of Lama’s family to end communication with
her can be seen through a moral lens, as
well as a way to cast a safety net around
their social capital and economic security at
the expense of Lama’s emotional, social and
economic security.

The marriage did not work, and she feels
like the effort to “keep up appearances” has
taken a toll on her well-being. Furthermore,
while she thought her marriage could “help”
her career, or at least safeguard it from
speculation, she says the work and effort
associated with“ pretending” to be in a
happy marriage, distracted her from her
job, and now she is considering a career
change in a more “progressive” profession
or moving abroad.

Case Study 3:
Take the case of Nora, a 28-year-old,
lesbian, cisgender woman living in Cairo,
Egypt. Although she always knew she was
“different” and did not feel attracted to men,
she married a close male friend several
years ago.

Nora said, and also cited her private sector
workplace and colleagues having been
another factor in this decision.

Nora noted their curiosity was likely also
piqued due to her constant excuses to
avoid social events, because she was afraid
she would “slip-up and reveal her sexual
orientation inadvertently.
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Discussion
Another almost ‘invisible cost’ of ‘protecting’
oneself in the professional environment is
the lack of social bonds one forms in their
professional career. Many of the participants
expressed being out to only one or two
colleagues, but never to the entire office
and often kept to themselves socially. This
often hindered them from forming close
relationships with their colleagues. Such
relationships can often be critical to secure
professional development opportunities for
advancement in the workplace.
Additionally, the theme of ‘brain drain’ was
prominent across the cases. Every participant
with whom we spoke to had a desire to leave
Egypt or Tunisia, for either Europe or North
America. A few expressed it would just be for a
‘break,’ but the overwhelming majority desired
to emigrate to Canada, Germany, or the
United States. In the case of some individuals,
such as Malik, rather than dedicating their
professional skill set to a domestic company
or organization, they chose to pursue work
with International NGOs.

Additional
Economic
Themes:
One of the economic costs to LGBTQI
participants is the acquisition of real estate
through marriage. As many heterosexual
couples prepare for their upcoming
wedding day, their families purchase an
apartment for the couple to ‘begin their
lives.’ This is a critical missing piece that,
unless independently wealthy, LGBTQI
individuals rarely obtain at the same age
as their heterosexual peers. This factor is
compounded due to the risk of ostracized
LGBTQI individuals not being included
in families’ wills or securing their share
of inheritance. LGBTQI individuals who
are ‘disowned’ by their families, also do
not have the same safety net as their
heterosexual peers. Many also must go
off and secure their own apartment and
cover the associated costs at an earlier age,
before they have acquired much financial
capital.

VI. Health

The right to health is a universal human right,
“to the enjoyment of the highest attainable
standard of physical and mental health.” In
the modern human right context, this right
first appeared in the 1946 World Health
Organization’s (WHO) Constitution and has
been codified in many other International
accords15. However, LGBTQI people suffer
systemic prejudice and discrimination when
accessing health services. The relationship
between health users and health services
is considered critical in regards to quality of
care. Therefore, discrimination and exclusion
have profound impacts on the health of a
population. Excluded from services and
information due to taboos, providers’ bias,
or blatant refusal to treat certain populations,
LGBTQI individuals may avoid or be reluctant
to seek services. This has consequences in
terms of individuals’ well-being which in turn
impacts productivity. This exclusion and
discrimination also can exacerbate other
mental and physical pre-existing conditions. It
also can lead to people not taking preventative
health measures or developing unhealthy
coping mechanisms (e.g. substance abuse),
which then leads to health care resources
being used inefficiently.

15 UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), Fact
Sheet No. 31, The Right to Health, June 2008. https://www.refworld.org/
docid/48625a742.html.
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Case Study 1:

Taha, a 35-year-old gay man from Egypt,
who regularly got tested for STIs in private
clinics, discrimination and invasions of
privacy, deterred him. Once a receptionist
opened his results, and spoke to him in a
demeaning way. He left the clinic stunned
and reluctant to seek out similar health
services. After this incident and post-2011
Egyptian Revolution, he would go to the
clinics that were queer friendly, but noted
many, if not all have subsequently been
closed by the regime.

Adam classified this experience as an
exemplification of ‘bargaining currency
of medical care.’ He defined it as a way in
which inflated costs and outdated laws are
used for political control and to maximize
medical profits. Furthermore, he also noted
that any HIV positive cases are reported
by law to the Ministry of Health, and this
reporting mechanism acts as a significant
deterrent for many to get tested and
incentives those with privilege to wait to
get tested abroad.

Case Study 2:

Case Study 3:

Adam, a 36-year-old, gay, cisgender, male,
who belongs to an elite and privileged
Egyptian family, he spoke to his experience
of how STI screening invoked a sense
of apprehension as to how this type of
‘manipulation’ could occur in other areas
of his medical care. It began to erode his
trust in the entire medical system.
Adam conveyed a pattern him and his
friends encountered while seeking HIV
testing in Cairo. They would be offered an
‘initial’ HIV test for the equivalent of 400 EGP
($25 USD), and after waiting one week, the
initial test results would consistently come
back positive. The health provider would
then ‘comfort’ the patient by recommending
a more comprehensive test for three
times the amount of the initial test –
approximately 1200 EGP (equivalent of $75
USD), noting it may yield different results.
Adam and his friends would always order
the more ‘comprehensive’ test and their
results would always come back negative.
It gave him and his friends a temporary
feeling of relief, but simultaneously planted
doubt in the medical ethics, integrity, and
the legitimacy of the clinic.
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In Egypt, many of the participants who
identified as female shared their challenges
of being able to access STI screenings
and other sexual health services as a
non-married woman. Some participants
navigated this barrier by asking male friends
to accompany them to appointments to
convince providers they were heterosexual
and married. However, several women who
were interviewed and are sexually active
said they have never been tested and are
‘careful’. Others believe the exam is too
invasive or they fear medical professionals
will judge and/or even report them to
authorities or social circles.
For example, Sara, who identifies as a
queer, non-binary individual, faces the
unique challenge of finding a physician to
confide in who is outside of their mother’s
personal and professional circles, since
her mother is an OB/GYN. Sara also cited
the medical exam and tests as being cost
prohibitive at an estimated 3,000 EGP
(nearly $200 USD), which would be nearly
half of Sara's monthly salary.

Discussion
This embedded homophobia within the health care system can have negative effects on
the frequency and willingness of individuals to undergo routine screenings, which in turn
impacts long-term health outcomes and puts undue strain on health systems. Individuals
with financial means and mobility will often wait to get tested outside of the country, a
‘privilege’ few have. The financial burden is not only placed on health systems, but also on
the individual who rather than being able to freely seek preventative health care can often
only access health services as a last resort or after lengthy delays. This can potentially result
in greater health risks and higher medical expenses to the individual.
In some cases, LGBTQI individuals may also fear being ‘outed’ in such health settings since
confidentiality is not always assured as Adam’s case illustrates. Between 2007 and 2008,
Egypt arrested 12 men under suspicion of being HIV positive16. While this violates the rights
of the individuals, it also creates a ‘chilling effect’ among those seeking basic public health
information and services.
Furthermore, health compromising outcomes associated with social discrimination include
heightened physical stress, poor compliance with medical treatment, disengagement and
healthcare avoidance behaviors, which contribute to higher morbidity and mortality rates
found among populations that face discrimination.
Cases also illustrated how gender discrimination and social norms also compound people’s
ability to seek services due to a taboo against premarital sex, especially pronounced in the
case of women.

16 Human Rights Watch. “Egypt: 117 NGOs Slam HIV-Based Arrests and Trials.” Human Rights Watch. 6 August 2008.
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Case Study 4:

For Salma, a 31-year-old, cisgender, queer
woman who lives in Egypt, experiences
depression due to past abuse, as well as
the isolation of being ‘out.’ Other factors,
including the suicide of a close friend which
strains her mental well-being. She notes
the increasing prevalence of suicide in the
Egyptian LGBTQI community.
“[Therapy] is a necessity,” Salma explains,
“but it also feels like a luxury. . . I have spent
every last pound of my savings on therapy
coping with my best friend’s suicide.” Salma
She’d like to continue counseling, but
faces barriers when seeking mental health
services - mainly the expense, which is
almost 25% of her salary at an NGO where
she earns 10,000 EGP/month. She also
raised concerns around mental health
professionals passing judgment on her
sexuality and sexual choices.

Discussion
The minority stress model posits that sexual
minorities face unique and hostile stressors
(e.g., homophobic victimization) related to
their sexual minority identity; consequently,
these stressors have negative effects on their
health.17 Across the cases, it was clear that
LGBTQI individuals did not often perceive
health providers as unbiased. Instead,
LGBTQI individuals often perceive providers
as potential threats to their safety due to
their power, including to expose or violate
the privacy of individuals.
While many participants spoke of wanting
to voluntarily seek mental health services,
to help them cope with the discrimination
they face, in other cases, there was a fear of
being forcibly institutionalized, as in the case
of Salma’s younger sister, who is also queer.
Their mother threatened to institutionalize her
sister, who to avoid this, said that her same
sex attraction was “just a phase.”

At the time we spoke, Salma was unable to
afford to pay for therapy on a regular basis,
and relies on social media and close friends
to cope with her mental health challenges.

17 Meyer, Ilan H. “Prejudice, social stress, and mental health in lesbian,
gay, and bisexual populations: conceptual issues and research evidence.” Psychological bulletin vol. 129,5 (2003): 674-697.
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VII. Conclusion
Exclusion of LGBTQI individuals can take place in a variety of forms and is often less overt
than its criminalization or other forms of explicit rights violations. More subtle forms of
discrimination and bias, nevertheless, have grave implications for individuals’ well-being.
Case studies illustrated how these experiences translate into lost productivity, health
disparities and other economic costs. Although the case studies differ and have limitations
due to the small sample size, common themes emerge. Isolation, exclusion, and stigma all
play a pivotal role in creating social and economic insecurity in the lives of the participants.
These practices of exclusion often result in interruptions or disruptions for the individual school is interrupted, housing becomes precarious, discrimination and harassment push
people out of stable jobs, family ties are strained or severed, etc. Such disruptions often
have implications for an individual’s productivity and economic well-being, factors which
are compounded for those who have little social support and/or who come from lower or
working-class backgrounds, race and/or migration status.
There are certain factors that can ‘mitigate’ one’s exclusion, including by publicly presenting in
a way that aligns with dominant gender norms, and by being more financially secure. However,
even in such cases, there was often a degree of concern about ‘keeping up appearances’ and
not deviating too much from what is deemed ‘acceptable’ by society. Most people had to
conceal their gender identity/expression or sexual orientation in certain instances or spaces,
such as work or with certain relatives. Most people also continually calculated and negotiated
this internally, making careful cost-benefit calculations in terms of decisions regarding their
health and relationships.
Throughout the cases, there was a pronounced sense of insecurity and the lack of being able
to develop long-term plans. Due to shifting laws and regulations of the state (Institutional
homophobia), many participants were hesitant to say they would stay in Tunisia or Egypt
for the rest of their lives. For example, Malik from Tunisia and Nora from Egypt, like many of
their queer friends and acquaintances, think about moving to Canada or Europe to live more
‘freely’ and openly. However, such decisions come with a range of often conflicting emotions
- Malik notes, “[p]erhaps if I stay I could work on queer rights in Tunisia and help the next
generation to live out freely...but I think I deserve to live freely too.” Nora expressed similar
conflicting feelings – “I think I should be able to be myself and not hide anymore, but the
thought hurts me that I can’t stay here [in Egypt] and grow old near my friends and family.”
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A salient theme that came across through all of the case studies, was the time and thought
process to account for one’s comfortability, safety and protection - in physical, emotional
and economic terms. This took shape in many ways from the people participants chose to
associate with, to those they chose to share their sexual and/or gender identity with, and to
the places where they chose to spend time. For example, a series of calculus was performed
to factor in risk of being seen with friends who may be more ‘visibly’ queer than they are by
their more conservative colleagues. Rashid, a 29-year-old, queer Tunisian male participant
noted they ‘tone down’ their ‘feminine’ side when they are in a cab, attending doctor visits
and handling any type of bureaucratic errand (e.g. passport renewal, procuring a visa). The
idea of knowing how to create one’s own space and navigate through the multitudes of
complexities on a daily basis is an art form that many of the participants felt they needed to
perfect in order to survive as queer individuals in Tunis.
This need to create one’s own protective space is illustrated in Rasha’s experience as a selfidentifying gender fluid, queer 24-year-old from a middle-class family, “I cannot even walk
downtown without getting stared at. So, I mostly stick to Marsa and Gammarth -- the wealthier,
more open, and ex-pat filled neighborhoods of Tunis. People don’t care in those areas.”
This geographically narrows one economic opportunity, as well as, one's social capital, and
in turn increases one’s cost of living. It’s a cost exchange for being visibly queer.
Across all of the cases, these trade-offs were pronounced. LGBTQI individuals face a limited
range of options, and must navigate in these narrow spaces, which in turn, limit their earning
potential, financial stability, and most significantly, their overall well-being and happiness.
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