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Ask ‘the Question’ but 
don’t ask the Question!

Strategies to include sexuality in developing an assessment tool for young people. 

The aim of these notes is to develop an assessment tool and techniques which are appropriate, sensitive and effective in identifying vulnerable young people.

One key task that staff in generic services consistently report finding difficult is checking out with a young person if they are lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgendered or worried about their sexuality. ‘Asking the question’ is not easy for youth workers, A & E staff, G.P.s, pastoral care staff, CAMHS or other advice workers. Many staff feel embarrassed and are not sure they should even be touching on this area. ‘Asking the question’ is necessary because we know that for some young people there is a window of acute crisis about sexuality which they keep secret and which often precedes their seeking help. It is vital to reducing suicide and self-harm that generic workers attempt to identify these young people when they are most at risk. Sensitively inviting a response will not do any harm; not doing so will. If a needs assessment does not provide a full picture of the young person, it is ineffective and the agency will be less able to help meet that individual’s needs. This paper aims to help agencies who wish to develop a sensitive and effective assessment tool which includes reference to sexuality and gender.

IN BRIEF

The key to ‘how shall I ask the question?’ is:
Don’t view this as ‘asking the question’ (Are you gay?) but rather a series of invitations which might indicate a need in the area of sexuality (or gender).  

Ten strategies that may help staff develop their own assessment tool & technique

  1.   Check your environment – is it inclusive of all young people?

  2.   Use ‘permission-giving’

  3.   Normalise sexuality & gender issues.

  4.   Use distancing techniques

  5.   Think about the role of language – particularly tone, words used   
  6.   Names may be significant – beware assumptions & ask about preferred names
  7.   Questions to ask / Issues to raise / Invitations to explore further.

  8.   Working with the young person’s response

  9.   Follow-up – with all young people

10.   And if the young person does say that they are gay or not sure… There are a few basic strategies to try.

CONTEXT:

· Agencies will vary in ways they assess the needs of the young people they work with. The purpose and type of assessments they use will depend on the sort of young people they work with and the role of the agency in that young person’s life.

· Where agencies are seeking to find out what the young person’s needs are across the board, then they will ask about all aspects of the young person’s life. This should always include a reference (not necessarily direct questions) to sexual health, friends and support, relationships generally, sexuality & gender. It would also, for example, include questions/invitations to respond around  health, mental health state - crisis, depression, anxiety, how they are sleeping, eating, accommodation, violence or abuse they may be experiencing, views on  alcohol and /or drugs (is alcohol a problem at home?), worries about family (are they caring for an adult?) bullying, self esteem etc. 
· Sexual health, sexuality & gender are difficult issues to raise. It is sometimes best handled by pointing out information/relevant agencies rather than asking direct questions.

· For example, agencies need to acknowledge the issue of sexual health without at the same time seeming to say ‘I am assuming you are sexually active’. All young  people who might become sexually active should be made aware of the ‘C’ Card Scheme and where local young person’s clinics are. However, this needs to be balanced with a reference to the existence of appropriate LGBT agencies so that it des not appear to the young person that we assume that they are heterosexual.

· All assessments should begin with an explanation of why we are asking young people about their lives. By finding out what their needs are, we can find the best ways to help them. 

· It should be made clear to the young person that all those accessing the agency are asked similar questions – “That’s how we assess what people’s needs are.” 
· Black and Asian young people – male and female – are just as likely to have concerns around sexual orientation and gender as others. However, their name calling experience is likely to be different and their internalized self-perceptions (including internalized homophobia and gender identity) have specific dynamics that relate to their cultural experience.
· Do not assume that sexual orientation is not an issue because the young person has not raised it him/herself, has not responded to a question/invitation from you, has denied it or has been abusive about it with you.
~ ~ ~ ~ ~

STRATEGIES – IN DETAIL

1. Check your environment – room, information, noticeboards etc. Is it inclusive of all young people?

· Check your organisation’s environment – images & posters, magazines available in the waiting area, information giving details of services including national websites and local LGBT Youth Group poster, switchboards etc. What message does the environment send out?

· What happens to graffiti in the area? How soon is it removed?

· Zero-toleration notices – if categories are specified do they include lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgendered.

· Having a collection of ‘give-away’ information in the room where the assessment takes place is always useful. Having things to ‘hand’ gives the message the information is not unusual. This helps normalise the issue.

2.  Use ‘permission-giving’

‘Permission-giving’ is a technique where the worker makes reference to a subject in passing before asking any specific questions. This tells the listener that the worker is OK to talk to about these issues. Use appropriate language & set a ‘permission-giving’ tone. In practice it might be nothing more complicated than simply saying something along the lines of  “This agency works will all young people lesbian, gay, bisexual’ or transgendered between the ages of 16-19 years living in the Calderdale area. “Using ‘he or she’, ‘partner’ or ‘boy or girlfriend’ , as a general practice tells the young person you acknowledge diversity in practice and are comfortable with sexuality & gender issues. It is more likely that young people will open up to workers who are approachable in this way. 

3.  Normalise sexuality & gender issues

· Design/use a standard assessment format/ questionnaire (maybe using using multiple choice prompts?) and explain that it is done with all young people you work with - so it is ‘not personal’. 

· Sexuality should be placed alongside a range of other ‘sensitive’ issues in assessments. This normalizes this aspect of life.

· One approach is to run through a list of topics of concern to young people across the board. Using the ‘list’ technique and then simply checking out body language can indicate areas of concern for that young person. 

4.  Use distancing techniques

· Distancing techniques can be useful. These are commonly employed in trying to assess needs in sensitive areas (such as mental health, sexual health, bullying, self-esteem etc.). Any way in which the young person can respond with some honesty but at the same time ‘distance’ him/herself from owning their statements/ thoughts could be described as a distancing technique.

· Examples would include strategies such as formulating a series of questions using multiple choice answers which are not directed at the young person. 

Eg.Question: Which of these topics would you say people of your age worry    about most…?  [List …”Can you put them into order?”]

Eg.Question: Which would you say most young people find it hardest to talk about?   

 parents /  thinking you might be gay  /  worries about your body, etc.

· Use distancing strategies and activities such as story, prompt sheets, statement prioritisation, agree-disagree continuums, consequences, feeling scales, number cards, cartoon situations with thought bubbles which the y/person has to say what the character thinks etc. These enable a young person who is reluctant to talk to do so without exposing themselves.

· Another strategy in a youth group or school setting is to use a questionnaire seeking the views/worries of many young people, collate the results and then use them for discussion with the group (or individually).

5.  Think about the role of language    
· All needs assessment discussions and history taking should be gender neutral. eg. ‘he or she’, ‘partner’, ‘boy or girlfriend’ (not ‘boyfriend or girlfriend’), ‘sexualities’ 
· Perhaps the single most effective thing any worker can do is to use the word ‘lesbian’ or ‘gay’ or  ‘trans’/‘transgendered’ in a comfortable, ‘matter-of-fact’ tone; as you might use adjectives such as ‘tall’ or  ‘Canadian’. 70% of communication is non-verbal. If the tone is not accepting - that is the message they will receive.

· Open questions are generally more effective in drawing young people out than closed questions. Closed questions can be answered with one word answers that give less information and generally make it easier for the young person to keep quiet about issues that might be worrying them. 
Open questions should be used alongside direct, specific questions; each has their place.

6.  Names may be significant – beware assumptions & ask about preferred names
Asking and checking names is a common part of many assessments. In meeting any new person we are often asked to give our our name. 90% of the time this is routine and presents no issue. However, for some young people, their identity issues begin here. Our name is a label which is linked to our core identity. 
The following strategies are good practice and help rapport building:

· With less usual names, checking how that individual wants their name to be pronounced.

· Checking how the young person feels about their given/legal name. Many young people have surnames but feel uncomfortable about them. This gives us a clue about their family experience. 

· Ask the young person how they feel about their name and if they have a preferred name. Nicknames can tell stories and may be liked or not by the individual. Ask if they would rather have a different first name or what they would choose if they did. If gender neutral names are given in answer to this question then there is opportunity to further explore; possibly at a later time when the young person has got to know you better. Opening up a conversation about names requires a light-hearted approach. Maybe try something like, “And is that the name you would have chosen for yourself? If you had to choose a different name, what would it be? … What do you like about that name?”

If a young person has gender concerns (and those who do will often do so well before puberty) this strategy can be really helpful to them. It helps by taking away some of the automatic assumptions that transgendered people face every day. The message that you are giving them is that you do not make the assumptions that ‘everyone else’ makes. This approach acknowledges that people can be different and feel uncomfortable or  ‘not right’ in their assigned gender. This will make a big difference to any transgendered young person and will give an opportunity, usually later, for them to come back and explore any concerns they might have with you.

7.  Questions to ask / Issues to raise / Invitations to explore further.

Often when we work with young people we have a strong sense that something is not right with them. We know that they are worried or distressed by something but it can be difficult to pin it down or to know how to tackle it. Trying something along these lines might be of use:

· Ask about mood. Sometimes giving a simple 10-point scale from ‘really happy’ to ‘very sad/couldn’t get any worse’ can throw up some surprising responses.

· Ask how that young person feels about home/where they are living. How have they been getting on at home recently? Has anyone, a parent or care-giver, expressed any negative (including homophobic?) views whether apparently quite ‘trivial’ or much more strongly expressed. The young person may simply need space to express their ambivalent emotions or an opening to say that their home situation has become very difficult for them.  
· Ask if they feel ‘different’; or if they experience feelings of ‘not fitting in’

· Ask (in a light–hearted way) if they have developed feelings for someone (‘him or her’) – and note their body language

· All young people should be asked about falling-out with friends, name-calling & bullying.

Asking directly if a young person is being bullied is appropriate when you know them well and have a good relationship with them. Generally when we first meet a young person we need to use more subtle questions possibly along the lines of:

· Are you happy at school/ college /work?

· Is it the work, friends, other people or …

· When was the last time you felt differently/OK about school /college?

· So what’s changed?

· What is your school like on bullying… does much go on?  What sort?

· What do they try to do about it?


· These issues could be the entry for more focused questioning. 

It could go along the lines of,  “…So, Chris, sometimes life can feel pretty overwhelming if people feel on their own or if someone is picking on them. People get talked about /bullied for a lot of reasons – sometimes because of their colour or religion, or because of what they wear or what they look like, or who they find attractive, if people think they are lesbian or gay, or anything that might make them seem different…Is anything like that going on for you…?  .   Note body language.

8.  Working with the young person’s response

· It is not unusual that this invitation meets with a denial, or aggression (especially from young people concerned about their sexuality). “No, I’m not bloody queer, what makes you think that?” etc. 

· Try to remain neutral, gentle and warm. Follow through calmly with, “This is what we say to all young people who seem a bit down. Thank you for letting me know that worries about sexual health or being gay/lesbian are not part of what is bothering you at the moment. Here at [Bruddersford School] we respect and protect all young people gay, straight or transgendered. That is why we ask everyone these questions. You are definitely worried about something…If I can’t help, maybe I could suggest someone who could…  [PAUSE] … Well OK, Lets see if we can look at things you can do to make yourself feel better…”
· If you ‘open the door’, they can & often will come back to you when they are ready.

· Remind them that you are here to help them.

9.  Follow-up – with all young people

· Finally ask if they can name any trusted adults to whom they could talk.

· Provide Childline number, 24-hour helplines, websites and a list of local services (who are culturally & LGBT aware) about many topics; not just sexuality. 

· This is best in discreet credit-card size format.

· Point out a wall poster that lists helplines & local agencies; including local LGBT Groups, London Lesbian & Gay Switchboard (24 hours). They might not take the information you give them but they can return to check a poster in a public area.

10.  And if the young person does say that they are gay or not sure…

Here are a few basic strategies to try:

1. Reassure them that they will be OK - even if they don’t feel like it yet. They have taken a big step and have been able to voice their concerns. Reassure them that they are not alone and that you will continue to support them.

2. A difficult but essential task for any worker is ‘staying with’ the young person’s internal conflict and feelings of uncertainty. Some reassurances can be given but this process takes its time.

3. Develop positive internal mantras with the young person. These will help replace negative self talk. So, for feelings of ‘being different’ perceived as ‘not as good’ try Claire Rayner’s “Not better, not worse, just different.”  Or for a protracted period of internal conflict, try “Hold on tight, you’ll be alright.”[5]
4. Support the young person in accessing an LGBT youth group - GALYIC in Calderdale.
This can be done by linking with the LGBT youth worker before he or she takes any decisions about going to the group. If the young person is not yet ready to do this they can have some contact by text – when they are ready.

5. If needed refer to culturally competent (gay-friendly) counsellors, family & youth workers etc. In the case of transgendered young people this should always be done. This requires specialist counselling.

6. Provide leaflets, information and details of websites & telephone helplines.

Angela Hodgson

