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percent about abuse, 61 percent 
about verbal/physical harassment, 
and 61 percent that they would be 
refused access to needed services, 
like in-home assistants and in-
residential care.

The survey “found high demand 
for long-term care providers 
who actively welcome the LGBT 
community and demonstrate 
awareness and knowledge of the 
specific needs of LGBT adults as 
they age. More than 8 in 10 … say 
they would feel more comfortable 
with providers who are specifically 
trained in LGBT patient needs (88 
percent).”

OutReach’s Senior Advocacy 
Program’s Am I Welcome Here? 
Project is my response. I’d hoped 
to reach all of the senior residences 
and care facilities around Dane 
County. When I learned there are 
almost 300, I decided to focus on 
assisted living and memory care 
residences because of what going 
into assisted living means: the 
aging person can no longer care 
for themselves in the self-sufficient 
way that characterizes much adult 
life. To need assistance in the tasks 
of daily living is to be dependent 
on other people whom you do not 
know in ways that you never were 
before. This represents a huge loss 
to anyone, but for LGBT people, 
this may well mean dependency on 
individuals who may disapprove of, 
dislike, or even be hostile toward 
them, just because they’re LGBT.

A survey with a cover letter 
explaining the Am I Welcome Here? 
Project’s purpose and goals has 
been sent out twice to almost 90 
facilities. It asks facility directors to 
assess LGBT cultural competence 
in three areas: overall knowledge 
about LGBT elders’ histories and 
how lifelong discrimination has 

affected them, LGBT terminology 
and culture, and specific action 
steps to make their facility LGBT 
affirming, from adding additional 
options to gender and marital-
status questions on forms to putting 
LGBT images and information into 
their décor and resource libraries to 
making antidiscrimination policies 
known to staff and residents alike.

I offer staff training in each of 
these areas, and participating 
organizations are given a free listing 
in OutReach’s annual directory to 
show they have engaged in building 
their LGBT cultural competence. 

Cultural shifts take place steadily 
but gradually. In addition to 
training, my goal is to bring the 
discussion about LGBT elders’ 
needs, wants, and realities to the 
larger community. LGBT older 
adults have made countless 
contributions, large and small, to 
their communities throughout their 
lives. When they’re no longer able 
to fully care for themselves, they 
deserve to be able to call the place 
they move to their new home, not 
their new closet.

Michal Osier, MA, LPC, is the LGBT 
Senior Advocate at OutReach LGBT 
Community Center. She’s a recently 

retired community mental health 
psychotherapist and a lifelong 

writer who lives in Madison with her 
beloved wife, Nancy Hutson, and 

their excellent dog, Rosie.

When I started as the LGBT Senior 
Advocate at OutReach LGBT 
Community Center in Madison, 
several people asked me for help in 
finding a safe, welcoming residence 
to meet the growing needs of their 
aging LGBT parent or partner. 
While Dane County has a wealth of 
senior residential options, including 
assisted living and memory care 
facilities, skilled nursing homes, 
and adult family homes, I quickly 
realized there was no information 
concerning policies about, and 

knowledge of, LGBT elders’ unique 
needs and challenges. I had some 
anecdotal information, but nothing 
to base a recommendation on; 
this question had not yet been 
systematically asked, nor had 
training been offered.  

And more, there were no shared 
benchmarks for LGBT cultural 
competence. What would 
organizations need to know in 
order to be able to recognize that 
LGBT seniors’ life experiences were 

different in many regards from 
that of their heterosexual peers? 
It’s crucial to understand that 
LGBT seniors born between the 
1920s and the 1950s came of age 
during a time when discrimination 
and bigotry against LGBT people 
was universal, unrelenting, and 
unquestioned. Even now, safety 
from prejudice remains a strong and 
valid concern. The new AARP study, 
Maintaining Dignity, found that 67 
percent of LGBT respondents 45+ 
were concerned about neglect, 62 

Am I Welcome Here?
PROJECT

BY MICHAL OSIER, MA, LPC

INDEPENDENT LIVING, INC.
(608) 274-7900
independentlivinginc.org

THE JEFFERSON 
9401 Old Sauk Rd.
Middleton 53562
(608) 831-4038
Live independently and enjoy 
chef-prepared meals and weekly 
housecleaning. With a calendar of 
daily activities, you can choose from 
a variety of events. Enjoy the library 
or coffee chat with your friends. 
Wine tastings and live concerts. 
Now you are home! Call to book 
your complimentary meal!

JEWISH SOCIAL SERVICES 
OF MADISON
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jssmadison.org
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WISCONSIN INSTITUTE FOR 
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wihealthyaging.org
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