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The Decision to Self-Disclose is an Important One 

If you are a person with a mental health disability, a member of the 
LGBTQ+ community, or both, then you are most likely aware that telling 
others about your experiences can have consequences. These 
consequences may help or hurt you, depending on the situation and the 
people involved. While self-disclosing may affect how others perceive you 
or help them better understand you, it can also help you obtain certain legal 
protections under state and federal anti-discrimination laws.  

But the decision to tell others is personal and is best made through an 
analysis of the pros and cons of self-disclosing. In this workshop we will 
discuss the challenges of disclosing as a member of the LGBTQ+ 
community and as an individual with a mental health disability. We will 
identify the similarities between self-disclosing a mental health disability 
and self-disclosing a sexual orientation and/or gender identity. Finally, we 
will explore the costs and benefits of self-disclosing in various situations, 
such as at home, school, or the workplace. 

This workshop was originally designed specifically for an audience of 
people who were all members of the LGBTQ+ community, and who all 
identified as having a mental health disability. It has been modified to 
account for those who use only one of these labels, in the hope that people 
who share both can continue to find it helpful and inclusive of their 
experiences. We want to emphasize that identifying with one of these 
communities may allow you to sympathize with the other, but it is difficult to 
fully understand the complexities of it.  
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Do You Identify as a Person with a Mental Health Disability? 
People with mental health disabilities may choose to identify themselves 
differently when they tell others about their disability. This may reflect how 
they see themselves and how they want others to see them. But how you 
present and describe yourself is a personal choice. 

Do you identify as someone with a mental health disability? 

YES/NO 

Why or why not?   

 

If you answered YES to the previous question, what term would you use to 
identify yourself?  

The list below has a few suggestions, but only to help you consider 
possibilities. Only you can decide what - if any - work for you:   

− Mentally ill 
− Person with a mental health diagnosis 
− Person with a mental health disability 
− Person with a mental health challenge 
− Person with mental health experiences 
− Person in recovery 
− Person with lived experience 
− Neuroatypical 
− Neurodivergent 

How do you identify yourself?  

____________________________________________________________ 
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Do You Identify as a Member of the LGBTQ+ Community? 
Similarly, members of the LGBTQ+ community may choose to identify 
themselves differently when they tell others about their sexual orientation or 
gender identity. Again, how you decide to present and describe yourself is 
a choice only you can make. 

Do you identify as a member of the LGBTQ+ community? 

YES/NO 

Why or why not?  

 

If you answered YES to the previous question, what term would you use to 
identify yourself? 

The list below has a few suggestions, but only to help you consider 
possibilities. Only you can decide what - if any - work for you:   

− Lesbian 
− Gay 
− Bisexual/Pansexual/Fluid 
− Transgender/Non-Binary/Agender 
− Genderfluid/Genderqueer 
− Queer 
− Questioning 
− Asexual/Aromantic 

 
How do you identify yourself?  

____________________________________________________________ 
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Let’s Talk About Stigma  

Look at the words you listed in the previous sections. What kind of stigma 
is attached to them? What do you think of when you use them to describe 
yourself? What do you think people who do not belong to either of these 
communities think of when they hear them? Are the connotations that other 
people expect different from the meaning that the word holds for you? 

Because of the way we use language, it is not surprising that some people 
would view certain words as positive celebrations of their experiences, 
while others would view those same words as derogatory. People’s 
experiences and backgrounds heavily influence how a word affects them, 
and how they perceive certain labels. It is always our goal to use language 
that indicates respect for the experiences of others.  

The terms we use to describe ourselves might also impact the way in which 
we self-disclose our experiences. It may have an effect on the people we 
decide to disclose to or the settings we feel comfortable disclosing in. The 
beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors others have about the labels we use for 
ourselves may influence the reasons why someone may or may not self-
disclose an identity. 

Several reasons why people might disclose are listed in Table 1 on the 
next page. Put checks next to the reasons that especially stand out for you.  

After reviewing the table, here are some questions to think about: 

Why do you think rows 1 through 3 have similar reasoning? Why are these 
reasons comparable between both experiences?  

How are other people’s perceptions of these reasons similar? How are they 
different?  

What kind of stigma is attached to both of these experiences? Why do they 
share some of the same societal stigma? 

How are these experiences different? Why do such different experiences 
have similar reasoning behind them? 
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Table 1: Reasons Why People Decide to Disclose 

1. To Tell the Secret 
“I just want someone else to know…” 
“I don’t want to feel like I’m sneaking around…” 
“I feel bad keeping it private. I don’t want to feel bad anymore…” 
“I want to be open with the people I care about…” 

2. Understanding 
“I’m hoping others will understand my identity and how it’s difficult to hide 
it…” 
“I just want to have someone to relate to…” 
“Sometimes I’m afraid no one will understand my identity. I need friends 
who understand my fears…” 

3. Support and Assistance 
“I’m looking for supportive friends…” 
“I just need someone to talk to about these feelings…” 
“I want to be around others who share my experiences…” 

4. Reasonable Accommodations for Mental Health Disability 
“If I tell my employer, I may be able to get reasonable accommodations to 
help me do my job…” 
“I’m feeling down this week; can I turn in my assignment late?” 
“I may get accommodations from my employer or my landlord to have an 
emotional support animal at work or at home...” 

5. Finding LGBTQ+ Community 
“I’m just looking for friends who also belong to the community...” 
“I’m interested in dating...” 
“I want to expand my support network specifically to include other 
LGBTQ+ people…” 
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Considering the Pros and Cons of Disclosing 

These are only some of the reasons you might choose to disclose – you 
may have other reasons for making your decision, depending on the people 
involved and the specific situation.   

Now, let’s make a list of all the pros and cons of telling other people about 
your experiences. Pros refer to why you would do it - how will letting other 
people know about your identities help you? Cons refer to reasons you 
would not do it - would talking about your experiences hurt you? Table 2 
and Table 3 below are intentionally left blank for you to complete on your 
own.  

Table 2: Pros & Cons of Disclosing a Mental Health Disability 
Pros   Cons 

  

  

  

  

Table 3: Pros & Cons of Disclosing as LGBTQ+ 
Pros   Cons 
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Feel free to consider the list of advantages and disadvantages in Table 4 
below for additional ideas about the pros and cons of disclosing. However, 
don’t feel like you need to limit yourself to these options. 

Table 4: Ideas about Pros and Cons of Disclosing 

 

Pros Cons 

You don’t have to worry about 
hiding your identity. 

Others may disapprove of your 
identity or your disclosure. 

You can be more open about your 
day-to-day affairs. 

Others may gossip about you.  They 
might think you are “faking it” or that 
it is a “phase.” 

Others may express approval or 
might better understand you. 

Others may exclude you from social 
gatherings. 

Others may have similar 
experiences. 

Others may exclude you from work, 
housing and other opportunities. 

You may find someone who can 
help you in the future. 

You may worry more about what 
people think about you.  

You are promoting your sense of 
personal power. 

You may worry that others will feel 
sorry you. 

You are a living testimony against 
stigma. 

Your future may be more stressful 
because everyone will be watching. 

You can access reasonable 
accommodations for your mental 
health disability 

Family members and others may be 
angry you disclosed. 

You might help someone else who 
is afraid of disclosing. 

Others may give you “advice” about 
your identity. 
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You now have a comprehensive list of pros and cons for self-disclosing. 
Only you can decide how these advantages and disadvantages balance 
out.  

Before you weigh your pros and cons, there are a few things to consider: 

1. What is your goal in disclosing? What do you expect from the 
outcome or impact of your disclosure?  

After weighing the pros and cons, your reasons may change. What do you 
want and what expectations do you have when you decide to disclose. 
What reactions are you expecting from others?  This is only important if you 
choose to disclose. If disclosing is not right for you, you may choose not 
pursue it at this time. 

2. Don’t dismiss any cost or benefit, no matter how “silly” it may 
seem.  

Put them all on the list so that you can consider all advantages and 
disadvantages together. Sometimes the items you are tempted to overlook 
are truly important, so add them to the list even if you think they’re not 
relevant.  

3. Put a star next to one or two items on your list that seem 
particularly important.  

Important items are the ones you spend a lot of time thinking about. These 
could be items that make you nervous or give you hope.  

4. Your decision depends on the setting.  

Whether you decide to disclose will depend on the specific situation. For 
example, you may want to tell close friends, but are not ready to disclose to 
co-workers. Therefore, you will need to list the pros and cons for each 
setting.  
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Comparing Identities 

Although some might describe self-disclosing a mental health disability as a 
“coming out” process, “coming out” is terminology specific to the LGBTQ+ 
community. As mentioned previously, someone who identifies with both 
communities might describe their experiences as very similar, and 
members of one community might be able to relate to the experiences of 
the other, but the two are often very different.  

Below is a Venn Diagram for you to use to identify the similarities and 
differences of disclosing a mental health disability and a sexual orientation 
or gender identity. 

    Sexual Orientation/Gender Identity        Mental Health Disability 
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Am I Protected? 

One of the most important issues to consider when deciding to self-disclose 
is knowing if there are any legal protections available to you as a member 
of the LGBTQ+ community or as a person with a mental health disability. 
This will mostly apply to employment, housing, and educational settings, 
and as we’ve previously discussed, your pros and cons will change 
depending on the situation you find yourself in.  

So are you protected?  

Yes. Disability-based discrimination is illegal under federal and state law, 
as is sexual orientation and gender identity discrimination in certain cases. 

Before we continue, it is important to remember that different laws define 
disability differently and different laws will interpret sex, sexual orientation 
and gender differently.  

In general, you can meet the definition of having a disability, and thus be 
protected under the ADA and Section 504, under the following 
circumstances: 

1. The person has a physical or mental condition that “substantially 
limits” a major life activity (such as walking or seeing).  

2. The person has a history of disability (such as a condition that is 
“episodic” or “in remission”). 

3. The person is regarded as having a disability. 

Sex, sexual orientation, and gender identity will be discussed in more detail 
in the following sections.  

Employment 

Title I of the federal Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) protects people 
with disabilities in employment. It applies to private employers with 15 or 
more employees. State, county, and local governmental employers are 
covered regardless of the number of employees. In the case of 
harassment, the California Fair Employment and Housing Act (FEHA) 
applies to all employers. FEHA also prohibits discrimination in employment 
because of a mental health disability and includes employers (both public 
and private) with five or more employees. 
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To be protected in employment, a person must be qualified to perform the 
essential functions of the job, with or without reasonable accommodations. 
The term “essential functions of the job” means the fundamental job duties 
of the employment position the individual with a disability holds or desires. 

FEHA also protects employees from discrimination and harassment in the 
workplace on the basis of sexual orientation, gender, gender identity, and 
gender expression. Although Title VII of the Civil Rights Act does not 
explicitly include sexual orientation or gender identity in its list of protected 
bases, the United States Equal Employment Opportunity Commission 
(EEOC) interprets and enforces prohibition of sex discrimination as 
forbidding any employment discrimination based on gender identity or 
sexual orientation, regardless of any contrary state or local laws.  

Housing 

If you have a disability in California, you have the right under state and 
federal law to be free from discrimination in the sale or rental of housing. 
The laws against discrimination apply to sellers and providers of public 
housing as well as some private landlords. Federal fair housing laws 
include the Fair Housing Amendments Act, Section 504 of the 
Rehabilitation Act, which covers housing programs that receive federal 
financial assistance such as the Section 8 program, and Title II of the 
Americans with Disabilities Act, which covers housing operated by the state 
or local government. State laws include the California Fair Employment and 
Housing Act as well as the Unruh Act and other Government and Civil 
Codes.  

If you are a member of the LGBTQ+ community in California, then you also 
have the right under state law to be free from housing discrimination. 
Specifically, FEHA and the Unruh Act outlaw discrimination based on 
sexual orientation, gender, gender identity, and gender expression. 
Currently, there are no federal laws that protect LGBTQ+ individuals from 
housing discrimination. The Fair Housing Act does not specifically include 
sexual orientation and gender identity. However, discrimination against a 
member of the LGBTQ+ community may be covered by the Fair Housing 
Act if it is based on not conforming to gender stereotypes. 
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Education 

There are two primary federal laws (ADA and Section 504) that protect 
people with disabilities from discrimination in higher education. 

Title II of the ADA prohibits all state and local governmental entities, 
including public colleges and universities, from discriminating against 
people with disabilities. Title II covers state universities such as Chico State 
University, state and local community colleges such as Pasadena 
Community College, and the University of California school system such as 
UC Davis. Title III of the ADA prohibits private colleges and universities 
from discriminating against people with disabilities. Title III of the ADA 
covers private universities such as the University of Southern California 
and Stanford University. 

Section 504 prohibits “any program receiving federal financial assistance” 
from discriminating against an individual because of their disability. Section 
504 covers any college or university that receives direct or indirect federal 
financial assistance, including those that accept students who receive 
federal financial aid. Thus, Section 504 covers almost all colleges and 
universities. Even though the statutes are different, courts will usually 
interpret provisions of the ADA consistently with similar provisions of 
Section 504. 

To be protected by Section 504, you must be a "qualified individual with a 
disability.” The ADA protects similarly defined individuals. The term 
"qualified" means that you are capable of fulfilling the essential functions 
and requirements of the program, with or without the provision of 
reasonable modifications. 

The United States Department of Education provides federal protections for 
members of the LGBTQ+ community. Specifically, Title IX of the Education 
Amendments prohibits harassment and discrimination based on sex in 
education programs and activities in federally funded schools at all levels. 
This protects not only students, but also employees and applicants from all 
forms of sex discrimination, which includes discrimination based on sexual 
orientation, gender identity, and failure to conform to gender stereotypes, 
even though some of these traits are not explicitly mentioned in the statute. 
Most campuses currently have Title IX Coordinators to help remind school 
officials that all students must have equal access to all programs.  
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Members of the LGBTQ+ Community are also protected by state law. The 
California Education Code states that no person shall be subjected to 
discrimination on the basis of gender, gender identity, gender expression, 
and sexual orientation in any program or activity conducted in the 
educational institutions of the state, which includes the University of 
California and California State University programs. This also applies to 
educational institutions that receive state financial assistance or that enroll 
individuals who receive state student financial aid.  

The California School Success and Opportunity Act also requires that 
students be permitted to participate in gender-segregated school programs, 
activities, and use facilities consistent with their gender identity, regardless 
of the gender listed in the individual’s records. 

We hope you use this information to help you further decide if disclosing is 
right for you. 
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The Pros and Cons Worksheet for Disclosing My Mental 
Health Disability and/or LGBTQ+ Identity 

Setting: ___________________ To Whom: __________________ 

- The two tables below are intentionally left blank for you to complete 
on your own. 

- Don’t discount any ideas. Write them all down.  
- Put a star next to costs and benefits you think are especially 

important.  

 

Short-Term Pros Short-Term Cons 

  

  

  

  

  

 

Long-Term Pros Long-Term Cons 
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What is your goal in disclosing?  

 

 

What do you expect will happen after disclosing? 

 

  

Given these costs and benefits: 

☐   I have decided to disclose. 

 ☐   I have decided NOT to disclose. 

 ☐   I have decided I am not ready to make that decision. 

   


