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This study explores the psychological well-being of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and 

transgender (LGBTQ) individuals in Malaysia, focusing on their experiences 

of identity formation, societal understanding, and the impact of prevailing 

attitudes on their mental health. Through qualitative methods, including in-

depth interviews with nine participants from the LGBTQ community in 

Kuantan, Pahang, this research delves into the personal narratives of two 

lesbians, two gay individuals, two bisexuals, and three transgender persons, to 

understand the complexities of living as an LGBTQ individual in a society 

marked by religious and legal considerations. .The findings reveal that 

participants recognized their LGBTQ identity during adolescence, often,  
navigating societal expectations discreetly to avoid backlash. Despite 

challenges, participants demonstrated resilience and found support within 

familial and community networks. Notably, the study highlights a shift towards 

greater understanding of LGBTQ individuals in Malaysia, potentially reducing 

instances of psychological distress within the community. This research 
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underscores the importance of supportive environments and the need for 

culturally competent mental health care for LGBTQ individuals. It also calls 

for further studies to include broader societal perspectives and professional 

insights to enrich the discourse on LGBTQ mental well-being. This study 

contributes valuable insights into the evolving landscape of LGBTQ 

perceptions and the factors influencing the psychological health of LGBTQ 

individuals in Malaysia. 

Keywords: 
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Introduction 

The categorization of individuals as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer (LGBTQ) 

encompasses a broad spectrum of sexual orientations, gender identities, and expressions that 

diverge from the prevailing societal norms cantered around heterosexuality and cisgender 

identity. This divergence is not merely a manifestation of sexual attraction or behaviour but 

encapsulates a wide array of experiences, identities, and expressions challenging the 

conventional binary frameworks of gender and sexuality (Butler, 1990). To dispel prevalent 

misconceptions and foster a nuanced understanding of LGBTQ identities, it is crucial to 

recognize the complexity and diversity within this community. 

 

Lesbians are women who experience romantic and sexual attraction towards other women, 

while gay individuals typically refer to men attracted to the same sex. The term bisexual 

describes individuals who experience attraction to both their own gender and other genders, 

highlighting the multifaceted nature of human sexuality that includes elements of attraction, 

identity, and behaviour. These categories underscore the importance of considering the broader 

context of attraction and identity beyond mere sexual behaviour, addressing common 

misunderstandings that arise from a narrow focus on sexual acts without acknowledging the 

complexity of sexual orientation and gender identity (Diamond, 2008). 

 

Transgender individuals, whose gender identity does not align with the sex assigned at birth, 

may also identify as gay, lesbian, or bisexual. Their experiences may include gender-affirming 

surgeries to align their physical appearance with their gender identity, further emphasizing the 

distinction between sexual orientation and gender identity (American Psychological 

Association, 2015). The term queer, reclaimed by some within the LGBTQ community, 

signifies a questioning or rejection of specific labels related to sexual orientation or gender 

identity, pointing to the fluidity and complexity of these concepts (Sedgwick, 1990). 

 

The development of LGBTQ identities is often influenced by a combination of environmental 

factors and personal experiences beginning in childhood or adolescence, marking a crucial 

period for the emergence of feelings and attractions that deviate from heteronormative 

expectations (Herek, 2009). This developmental trajectory underscores the significance of 

recognizing and understanding the diverse pathways through which LGBTQ identities are 

formed and expressed. 

 

The western concepts of cisheterosexism, which includes cisgenderism and heterosexism, 

highlights what to those societies are considered societal biases that pathologize LGBTQ 

identities and privilege cisgender and heterosexual norms. This framework has been 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/?ref=chooser-v1
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historically entrenched in various cultures and legal systems, including colonial laws and 

religious doctrines that regulate expressions of gender and sexuality. For instance, in Malaysia, 

Sharia laws have played a significant role in shaping societal attitudes towards LGBTQ 

individuals, reflecting broader patterns of legal and cultural regulation of gender and sexuality 

(Peletz, 2007). Additionally, the criminalization of LGBTQ individuals dates back to British 

colonization, further enforced by federal legislation, Penal Code Section 377A, Act 574, 

penalizing same-sex relationships. 

 

In the field of psychology, the influence of cisheterosexism has been evident in the practices 

and attitudes of mental health professionals, often leading to the marginalization of LGBTQ 

individuals within therapeutic contexts. This contributes to a reluctance among LGBTQ people 

to seek mental health services due to fear of stigmatization and misunderstanding, underscoring 

the need for culturally competent and inclusive approaches to mental health care (Meyer, 2003; 

American Psychological Association, 2013). 

 

The discourse around LGBTQ identities has evolved significantly over the past few decades, 

with scholarly work challenging traditional notions of sexuality and gender. Judith Butler's 

theory of gender performativity (1990) argues that gender identity is not a fixed attribute but is 

constructed through repeated social and cultural practices. This perspective has been 

instrumental in fulling the controversy surrounding this community in the Malaysian context. 

 

Research on the psychological impact of minority stress (Meyer, 2003) offers insight into how 

society contribute to mental health disparities among LGBTQ individuals. This body of work 

underscores the importance of considering social and structural factors in the psychological 

well-being of LGBTQ communities, highlighting the need for supportive and affirming 

environments that recognize and validate diverse sexual orientations and gender identities. 

 

Furthermore, studies on the effects of legal and cultural environments on LGBTQ individuals 

(Herek, 2009; Hatzenbuehler, 2010) highlight the significant role that societal attitudes and 

norms play in shaping the experiences of LGBTQ people, including their mental health 

outcomes.  

 

In addition to the impact of societal attitudes and norms, research has also explored the role of 

family acceptance and support in the well-being of LGBTQ youth (Ryan, Russell, Huebner, 

Diaz, & Sanchez, 2010). This research indicates that family acceptance plays a critical role in 

protecting against mental health risks and promoting positive outcomes for LGBTQ 

individuals, further emphasizing the importance of inclusive and affirming environments for 

the development and well-being of LGBTQ youth. 

 

Our research aims to explore the perceived negative attitudes towards LGBTQ individuals and 

their impact on psychological well-being. Through qualitative methods, including in-depth 

interviews with LGBTQ community members, we seek to understand the lived experiences 

and psychological landscapes of this community. This approach allows for a rich exploration 

of the complex interplay between societal attitudes, identity, and psychological well-being 

among LGBTQ individuals, contributing valuable insights to the broader discourse on 

sexuality and gender (Hatzenbuehler, 2010). Our hypothesis posits that negative views towards 

LGBTQ individuals persist within the population, potentially adversely impacting their 

psychological wellbeing.  
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Methodology 

This research employed a qualitative primary data collection method, focusing on firsthand 

experiences intertwined with non-quantifiable elements such as emotions, feelings, and verbal 

expressions. The collection methods drew upon the participants' experiences, judgment, and 

intuition. 

 

Sample Size and Subject Recruitment 

Volunteers from the LGBTQ community in Kuantan, Pahang, were purposefully selected for 

this study. Subject recruitment involved contacting the LGBTQ community representative to 

elucidate our research purpose. Subsequently, the representative assisted in identifying and 

gathering willing participants for our research. The final sample comprised 9 participants, 

distributed across 2 lesbians, 2 gay individuals, 2 bisexuals, and 3 transgender individuals. 

 

Data Collection Procedure 

A planned visit and breaking fast and praying together event with the LGBTQ community. The 

program coordinator liaised with the LGBTQ representative to discuss program planning. 

Before the event, we distributed a Google Form to collect participant demographic data with 

identity omission for reference and participant privacy. Simultaneously, a questionnaire was 

sent to the event manager responsible for community gathering and venue preparation. This 

ensured that non-controversial questions were posed, respecting participant privacy and 

opinions. 

 

On the event day, participants were interviewed based on their LGBTQ classification: Lesbian, 

Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender. Substantial insights were gained through personal 

interactions. All interviews were recorded and treated with utmost confidentiality to uphold 

participant privacy. 
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Results 

Based on the table above, we can see that the percentage of the group’s gender is leaning 

towards male, which is 77.8%, while female only 22.2%. 
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Discussion 

Lesbian 

A lesbian, in essence, is a woman whose emotional and physical affections are directed towards 

other women. The term "lesbian" has historical roots tracing back to the Greek island of Lesbos, 

where the poet Sappho, a figure in ancient Greek literature, composed poetry that celebrated 

love between women (Faderman, 1981). Although lesbianism is not legally accepted in 

Malaysia, this research challenges prevailing notions, echoing broader discussions on the 

intersection of sexuality and culture (Goh, 2014). 

 

The study introduces the narratives of two lesbian participants. Lesbian participant 1 

recognized her belonging to the LGBTQ community during high school, notably in an all-girls 

school environment. She recounts developing a more masculine personality, acknowledging 

her attraction to feminine women. Despite stereotypes associating lesbianism with all-girls 

schools, the research highlights that her innate identity was likely the triggering factor, aligning 

with findings that sexual orientation is a complex interplay of biological, environmental, and 

psychological factors (Savin-Williams, 2005). 

 

Lesbian participant 2 realized her sexual orientation later in life, attributing it to suppressed 

feelings in an era marked by significant backlash against the LGBTQ community. This reflects 

broader trends where societal pressures and stigma can delay self-acknowledgment and 

acceptance of non-heterosexual identities (Meyer, 2003). 

 

Both participants, despite differing backgrounds, shared a common realization and closure. 

They observed a growing fondness for the same gender as they entered adulthood, navigating 

societal expectations with varied strategies. Participant 1's masculine appearance allowed her 

to go unnoticed, while participant 2 kept her relationships private, avoiding societal backlash, 
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a testament to the diverse coping mechanisms employed by LGBTQ individuals in hostile 

environments (Ryan et al., 2010). 

 

Despite initial opposition, family members moved towards acceptance, recognizing the 

strengths and weaknesses of each other. Both participants reported being emotionally and 

mentally unaffected by societal views, possibly attributed to their discreet approach in 

revealing their relationships only to family and close friends. This discreetness and eventual 

family acceptance highlight the nuanced dynamics of support and rejection within familial 

settings (Goh, 2014). 

 

Remarkably, both participants confessed to never seeking professional psychological help, 

citing a lack of disturbance in their lives. Their narratives reflect a broader issue within LGBTQ 

communities, where mistrust towards mental health services and fear of stigma can deter 

individuals from seeking support (King et al., 2007). Participant 1's decision to cease 

testosterone use and maintain a marriage illustrates the complexity of the situation (Peletz, 

2007) and that Islam and Iman plays a vital role at the core of these individuals. 

 

Gay 

Understanding the experiences of individuals identifying as gay in Malaysia requires a nuanced 

approach that integrates psychological principles to analyze societal attitudes, cultural nuances, 

and personal narratives (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). In the Malaysian context, 

the interplay of cultural and religious influences frequently results in forgetting that LGBTQ 

community are also humans who are struggling with their own internal struggles (Goh & 

Kananatu, 2019). However, the results of this research challenge such stereotypes, contributing 

to a growing body of literature that seeks to understand the complexity of LGBTQ experiences 

in various societies (Lee, 2011). 

 

The participants' responses in the study reveal that both individuals recognized their affiliation 

with the LGBTQ community during their early years, particularly in high school. Participant 

1's reflections on confusing moments dealing with romantic feelings towards men during 

adolescence underscore the common experiences of self-discovery and confusion that 

characterize this developmental period (Savin-Williams, 2005). Conversely, Participant 2's 

experiences highlight the diversity within the gay community, where some individuals may 

find friendships that do not adhere to traditional gender roles (Diamond, 2008). 

 

Remarkably, both participants did not face backlash from their immediate communities, 

suggesting an evolving acceptance of the LGBTQ community in Malaysia. This observation 

aligns with research indicating a gradual shift in societal attitudes towards LGBTQ individuals 

in various parts of the world (Flores, 2019). Managing stress independently, they exhibit 

resilience in navigating the challenges associated with their sexual orientation, an attribute that 

has been noted as crucial for the well-being of LGBTQ individuals (Meyer, 2003). 

 

The primary source of mental and emotional support for both participants being their own 

families highlights the critical role of familial acceptance and support in mitigating the potential 

negative effects on emotional and mental health (Ryan et al., 2010). This finding echoes the 

broader recognition of diverse sexual orientations and the importance of support systems in 

fostering understanding toward the LGBTQ community (Kosciw et al., 2018). 
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Bisexual 

Bisexuality, an intricate facet of human sexuality, encompasses attraction or interest in various 

genders. Individuals identifying as bisexual experience sexual and/or romantic attraction to 

both their own gender and those of other genders, reflecting the diversity within human sexual 

orientation (Rodríguez Rust, 2000). The spectrum of bisexuality is diverse, with varying 

perceptions and attractions among individuals, challenging binary notions of sexuality 

(Diamond, 2008). 

 

It is imperative to distinguish bisexuality from pansexuality, as they often overlap but possess 

clear distinctions. Pansexuality embraces attraction to all genders, including cisgender, 

transgender, agender, non-binary, and other gender non-conforming individuals, reflecting a 

broader inclusivity of gender diversity (Barker & Scheele, 2016). In contrast, bisexuality 

involves attraction to multiple genders, highlighting the fluidity and spectrum of sexual 

orientation (Callis, 2014). 

 

During our exploration, two participants identifying as 'bisexual' shared their insights. Their 

narratives contribute to the understanding of bisexual identity formation and the challenges 

faced within the Malaysian context, where societal norms and pressures can significantly 

impact individuals' lives (Goh, 2012). The participants' journey of self-discovery and the 

subsequent realization of their bisexuality, often in the face of societal challenges, mirrors 

broader themes in bisexual research, emphasizing the importance of supportive communities 

and safe spaces (Weinberg, Williams, & Pryor, 1994). 

 

Interestingly, both participants viewed their exploration of gender identity as a precursor to 

understanding their bisexuality, a phenomenon that underscores the interconnectedness of 

gender and sexual orientation in personal identity development (Rosario, Schrimshaw, & 

Hunter, 2011). This complexity arises from the intricacies of personal identity (Diamond, 

2005). 

 

Despite familial acceptance, societal pressure looms large. The reluctance to disclose their 

bisexual status publicly highlights the challenges bisexual individuals face, including 

invisibility and marginalization within both heterosexual and homosexual communities 

(Eisner, 2013). Both participants found solace and support within their communities across 

Malaysia, participating in events organized by NGOs and religious departmtents to foster 

connections and mutual support, highlighting the critical role of community in navigating 

bisexual identities (Balsam & Mohr, 2007). 

 

Notably, both respondents expressed no desire to revert to their previous gender, underlining 

the subjective nature of personal experiences and the significance of self-acceptance in the face 

of societal pressures (Goh, 2016). Their stories contribute to the broader discourse on 

bisexuality. 

 

Transgender 

Transgender individuals, locally known as Mak Nyah, have a significant history in Malaysia, 

evolving from associations with cross-gender lifestyles in the 1960s to a more inclusive 

definition in the 1990s that encompasses those not conforming to traditional gender norms. The 

complexity of transgender identity has been explored from various perspectives, including 
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genetic, hormonal, experiential, and psychological, yet remains without a definitive scientific 

explanation (Hines, 2010; Winter et al., 2016). 

 

Three transgender representatives participated in our study, highlighting their unique 

experiences and reinforcing the notion that a sense of belonging to the LGBTQ community has 

been ingrained since childhood, a common sentiment among transgender individuals (Goh, 

2014; Koh, 2015). Navigating societal expectations poses significant challenges for 

transgender individuals, who often face confusion related to biological anatomy, behavioral 

patterns, and self-perception, leading to a journey toward self-acceptance (Winter et al., 2016). 

 

In Malaysia, legal and constitutional protections against gender-based discrimination do not 

explicitly cover transgender people, leaving them vulnerable to exclusion, discrimination, 

stigma, bullying, and violence (Human Rights Watch, 2014). Despite these obstacles, the 

participants expressed resilience, echoing findings that emphasize the strength and 

determination of transgender individuals in the face of societal prejudice (Lee & Kwan, 2014). 

Unlike some other LGBTQ groups, transgender individuals typically do not express a desire to 

change their gender but rather seek acceptance for their true identity. This stance reflects a 

deep-rooted belief in the inherent nature of their transgender identity (American Psychological 

Association, 2015). Family and friends often become crucial pillars of support, with the 

resilience of transgender individuals leading to eventual familial acknowledgment. Strong 

friendships within the LGBTQ community, facilitated through NGOs and the Islamic 

departments, providing a supportive network (Koh, 2015). 

 

The respondents' reflections on their childhood experiences, despite societal adversity, 

highlight their mental fortitude and the importance of finding solace and understanding within 

a community that values diversity (Goh, 2016). 

 

Conclusion 

Prevailing public sentiment toward LGBTQ individuals is notably shifting towards 

understanding, indicating a decrease in instances of psychological distress within their 

community. It is evident that many LGBTQ individuals recognize their distinct sexual interests 

from adolescence, a realization influenced by their upbringing and childhood behaviors.  

 

Remarkably, most participants report relatively few challenges in managing their mental 

health. This suggests a reduction in external pressures, indicating a growing societal 

understanding and the LGBTQ community's enhanced ability to navigate societal expectations. 

 

Recognizing the constraints of our study in terms of resources and time, future research 

endeavors should expand by engaging both the general public and professional psychologists. 

Soliciting public opinions will offer valuable insights into societal perspectives on LGBTQ 

issues, shedding light on how individuals reconcile societal norms with LGBTQ identities. 

Simultaneously, collaborating with psychologists will enrich our understanding, drawing from 

their extensive experience in handling diverse cases, potentially including those related to 

LGBTQ individuals. 

 

In essence, our study underscores the evolving landscape of LGBTQ perceptions and mental 

well-being, paving the way for broader and more nuanced investigations that capture the 

multifaceted dimensions of this dynamic subject. 
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