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Health inequalities in cancer and Lesbian, Gay, 
Bisexual, Transgender (LGBT) communities 
 

Introduction 
There are an estimated 3.6 million Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender (LGBT) individuals 
living in the UK, accounting for around 5 per cent of the total population; urban areas tend 
to have LGBT population rates higher than the national average. For example, Brighton is 
estimated to have the largest percentage of the overall population in the UK at around 20 
per cent, within London it is thought be around 10 per cent.1 Although the evidence is 
limited there does appear to exist unmet need within this group for information, support and 
health services.  

Lifestyle Factors 
It is estimated that around half of all cancers could be prevented by changes to lifestyle. 
Research suggests that a higher percentage of gay and lesbian teenagers and adults are 
smokers compared to the general population and that among the LGBT communities a high 
proportion are heavy smokers.2, , , ,  3 4 5 6 Current estimates put smoking rates at around 25 per 
cent among lesbians and 33 per cent among gay men. 7

Among LGBT communities there also appears to be a higher rate of alcohol consumption 
compared to the general population8,9; as well as greater levels of difficulties related to 
alcohol consumption.10,11 For example Creith (1994) found that around 37 per cent of 
lesbians drank over the recommended level compared to 11 per cent of women in the 
general population. 12 There is some evidence that a lack of meeting places, other than bars 
and clubs, makes it more likely that individuals within this group will drink more than the 
general population.13

Among lesbians there is mixed evidence relating to overweight and obesity, with a number 
of studies finding increased rates within this group. One American14 study found that lesbians 
were twice as likely to be overweight, while others found no correlation between sexual 
orientation and overweight/obesity.15, ,  16 17 Conversely among gay men there is evidence of 
higher rates of eating disorders, such as bulimia, compared to heterosexual men.18,19 These 
differing health issues illustrate the need to tailor information to meet the needs of diverse 
communities and groups. 

Health services 
Although the Equality Act (2006) prohibits discrimination on the grounds of sexual 
orientation in the provision of goods, facilities and services including health care there is 
evidence of discrimination towards this group occurring within the NHS (towards those 
working within the NHS and those utilising services).20, 21
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Within the health community, and among lesbian women, there is some confusion over 
whether or not this group need to undergo routine cervical screening; with the result that 
uptake of such services is often low in this group. Although research in this area is limited, 
evidence suggests that transmission of HPV (the main cause of cervical cancer), is possible 
within this group and therefore regular cervical testing is required.22  

Gay men, particularly those who are HIV positive, have an increased risk of anal and penile 
cancer due to high rates of HPV within this group; studies in the US have also found that 
HPV is overtaking tobacco and alcohol as the leading cause of oral cancer in men.23 Trials are 
currently being undertaken exploring the effectiveness of offering the HPV vaccine to men. 
While some campaigning groups and doctors are calling for regular anal pap smears to be 
made available to gay and bisexual men.24

Next steps 
Currently the evidence base relating to LGBT communities and their experiences of cancer 
and cancer information, support and services is limited. Cancer Research UK therefore 
believes that in order to effectively provide such services, which meet the needs of the LGBT 
communities, the Government and related stakeholders should commission and undertake 
research to better understand the: 

• Unmet need for information and support relating to cancer  
• Availability of charity and private sector cancer information, support and services   
• Rates of lifestyle behaviours, which impact upon cancer rates 
• Cancer and HPV rates  
• Experiences of individuals when accessing health and cancer services  
• Awareness of the needs of LGBT communities among health professionals 

 

Finally, much of the evidence relating to the health of LGBT communities is undertaken in 
other countries, mainly the USA. Undertaking UK based research, and involving LGBT 
individuals in service development, would develop our understanding of the health needs of 
this group further.  

 
 
For more information contact Cancer Research UK’s Policy and Public Affairs team on 020 
7061 8360 or publicaffairs@cancer.org.uk.  
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