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Abstract 
Salutogenesis and sense of coherence can buffer the effects of external threats such as stigma, discrimination, and emergencies. Lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, trans, and queer (LGBTQ+) communities globally face discrimination, prejudice, and victimization. Understanding salutogenesis and 
sense of coherence among LGBTQ+ people could improve policy and health promotion responses and reduce the impact of these stressors on 
LGBTQ+ people’s health. This scoping review addressed the following question: To what extent has salutogenesis, either qualitatively or through 
measurement of sense of coherence, been explored among LGBTQ+ populations globally? Systematic searches of five databases identified 
448 unique sources: 413 were excluded through title and abstract screening, and 18 by full-text screening. Of the 17 included studies, 14 were 
quantitative, two qualitative, and one mixed methods. Studies recruited participants from 11 high-income countries. Two-thirds (11) recruited 
participants only from within the LGBTQ+ community and six had more broadly based samples. The studies sampled a diverse range of sub-
populations and subgroups from a variety of contexts limiting generalizability. The quantitative measure of sense of coherence most often used 
was the SoC-13 (n = 7), however, heterogeneity in the results reporting prevented quantitative synthesis. The limited evidence suggests that 
sense of coherence may be lower in LGBTQ+ populations than in comparison groups of cisgender heterosexuals, at least in some contexts, and 
is related to measures of wellbeing and discrimination. Further research is needed to understand how sense of coherence and its dimensions 
influence, and is influenced by, LGBTQ + people’s life experiences and resources and their responses to external stressors.
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Contribution to Health Promotion

•	 Salutogenesis and sense of coherence can buffer the effects of external threats, such as the discrimination experienced by 
minority groups. It could also buffer the impacts of public health emergencies, such as pandemics.

•	 Our review found that in lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, and queer (LGBTQ+) populations, sense of coherence is related to wellbe-
ing and discrimination, and more limited evidence suggests sense of coherence may be lower compared to cisgender hetero-
sexuals.

•	 Therefore, the three dimensions of sense of coherence—particularly the behavioural aspect of manageability—should be con-
sidered when developing and implementing health promotion interventions to improve health and wellbeing in the LGBTQ+ 
community.

INTRODUCTION
The salutogenic approach to health, first proposed by Aaron 
Antonovsky (Antonovsky 1979, 1987), focusses on the fac-
tors and resources that enable people to maintain their health 
and wellbeing in the face of adversity. Sense of coherence is 
a core concept in salutogenesis that Antonovsky proposed 
to comprise of three dimensions. Comprehensibility—the 
cognitive dimension—refers to the perception that the cir-
cumstances of one’s life are structured, predictable, and 

explicable. Manageability—the behavioural dimension—cap-
tures the perception that the resources available to a person 
are enough to meet the demands posed by life circumstances. 
Meaningfulness—the motivational dimension—refers to the 
perception that tackling these demands is worthwhile and 
meaningful for the individual (Antonovsky 1979, 1987, 
Mittelmark et al. 2022). Many researchers posit sense of 
coherence as health-promoting (Antonovsky 1996), enabling 
tension management and successful coping by mobilizing 
what Antonovsky terms ‘generalized resistance resources’, 
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such as social support, self-efficacy, personality, and culture 
(Antonovsky 1979, 1987).

Sense of coherence is generally measured using Antonovsky’s 
original 29-item sense of coherence scale (abbreviated to SoC-
29) or a 13-item version (SoC-13) of this scale (Naaldenberg 
et al. 2011), although shorter versions of the scale have been 
developed, such as, the SoC-9 (Klepp et al. 2007, Eriksson 
and Mittelmark 2017). All of the above scales yield scores 
on the three dimensions of comprehensibility, manageabil-
ity, and meaningfulness, and have been shown to have good 
validity, reliability, and consistency in a variety of popula-
tions (Klepp et al. 2007, Naaldenberg et al. 2011, Eriksson 
and Mittelmark 2017). Sense of coherence has been shown 
to be positively associated with mental and physical health 
(Eriksson and Lindström 2006, 2007), as a mediator between 
resources and subjective health and wellbeing (Eriksson and 
Mittelmark 2017), and as a buffer for the impacts of pub-
lic health emergencies, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, on 
stress and mental health (Schäfer et al. 2020).

Lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, and queer (LGBTQ+) com-
munities face varying degrees of discrimination, prejudice, 
and victimization across the world (Katz-Wise and Hyde 
2012, Pachankis and Branstrom 2018). In some countries, 
discriminative legislation has been repealed, with a marked 
increase in legal protections for LGBTQ+ people in recent 
decades (Herre and Arriagada 2024). However, other coun-
tries have seen increased criminalization of LGBTQ+ people 
in recent years (Herre and Arriagada 2024). Even in countries 
with legislation protecting LGBTQ+ people against discrim-
ination, this remains a problem, and in some countries, this 
may be increasing (Poushter and Kent 2021). For example, in 
the USA there have been homophobic protests at drag shows 
and increasing visibility of anti-trans lobby groups (United 
Nations 2022, Gabbatt et al. 2023). Changes in governments 
can result in marked changes in policy, as happened following 
the inauguration of the 47th President of the USA in January 
2025. The incoming administration rapidly implemented a 
number of executive orders that impacted LGBTQ+ popula-
tions, particularly those who are trans and non-binary. These 
were informed by ‘Project 2025’ a legislative programme prop-
agated by a right-wing ‘think tank’ (The Heritage Foundation 
2024). Public health organizations have highlighted that the 
aims of Project 2025 are a threat to public health and, in 
particular, the health of gender and sexual minorities in the 
USA (American Public Health Association 2025). For exam-
ple, executive orders issued in January 2025 instructed the 
US Centers for Disease Control to remove references to gen-
der and trans identities from their health information, web-
sites, and academic publications, which will have negative 
impacts on the well-being of LGBTQ+ communities (Clark 
and Abbasi 2025). In the UK there are indications that hate 
crimes against LGBTQ+ people, particularly incidents against 
trans individuals, have increased in recent years (Home Office 
2023), whilst the British Social Attitudes survey has found 
that the proportion of people saying that same-sex relations 
are ‘not wrong at all’ has plateaued since 2017 after grad-
ual but consistent rise over the preceding two decades (Clery 
2023). The most recent British Social Attitudes survey also 
found that attitudes towards transgender people have become 
less liberal over the last three years; for example, the propor-
tion agreeing that the sex recorded on birth certificates should 
be changed if someone transitioned has decreased from 53% 
in 2019 to just 30% in 2023 (Clery 2023). These changes 

have been accompanied by a rise in anti-LGBTQ+ rhetoric, 
with the alternative right-wing media and the so-called ‘cul-
ture wars’ challenging the equality rights of LGBTQ+ com-
munities (Castle 2019, Siegel 2020).

LGBTQ+ communities experience multiple health and 
wellbeing inequalities, with these inequalities reflecting the 
negative impact of the discrimination, prejudice, and mar-
ginalization that they experience (King et al. 2008, Kelleher 
2009, Hendricks and Testa 2012, Frost et al. 2015, Borgogna 
et al. 2019). These health inequalities include disparities in 
physical health (Bränström et al. 2016, Jackson et al. 2016, 
Simoni et al. 2017, Tran et al. 2023), higher levels of smok-
ing and alcohol and drug use (Jackson et al. 2016, Rosner et 
al. 2021) and sexual health (Sullivan et al. 2021). Research 
across many geographic regions has consistently shown 
LGBTQ+ people experience poorer mental wellbeing than 
cis-gendered heterosexuals, including higher rates of anxiety, 
depression, suicide ideation and attempts; and elevated risks 
for depression (King et al. 2008, Plöderl and Tremblay 2015, 
Zeeman et al. 2019).

In addition, LGBTQ+ persons experience widespread bar-
riers to accessing healthcare, and report negative experiences 
of health services; including stigma, denial or refusal of care, 
and physical and verbal abuse (Elliott et al. 2015, Ayhan et 
al. 2020). There are also health disparities in the LGBTQ+ 
community; bisexual and trans individuals are at even higher 
risk of physical and mental ill health than their cisgendered 
or gay/lesbian counterparts (Dilley et al. 2010, Colledge et al. 
2015, Booker et al. 2017).

The recent Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pan-
demic may have had a disproportionate impact on the well-
being of LGBTQ+ communities (Flentje et al. 2020, Gonzales 
et al. 2020, Sanchez et al. 2020, Santos et al. 2021, Hope et 
al. 2023), potentially amplifying the existing health inequali-
ties. For example, evidence from studies conducted in the USA 
showed LGBTQ+ persons were at higher risk of contracting 
COVID-19, and experienced worse mental health and more 
problem drinking during the pandemic (Akré et al. 2021, Sell 
and Krims 2021). A UK study found that LGBTQ+ people, 
when compared to the rest of the general population, were 
significantly more likely to report being unable to access suf-
ficient food and required medication, and were more likely 
to be eating less healthily, exercising less regularly, experi-
encing poorer quality sleep and taking more pain medicine 
than usual (Hope et al. 2023). Isolation and being unable to 
access social networks were concerns commonly reported by 
LGBTQ+ participants in this study (Hope et al. 2023). More 
recently the LGBTQ+ community was disproportionately 
impacted by the global outbreak of Mpox during 2022 and 
2023 (Vaughan et al. 2022). The response to this may have 
amplified the stigma experienced by LGBTQ+ community 
and impacted engagement in healthcare (Bragazzi et al. 2023, 
Biesty et al. 2024).

A strong sense of coherence may mediate the harms aris-
ing from external threats, such as discrimination and stigma 
(Ying et al. 1997, Lam 2007, Switaj et al. 2013, Baron-Epel 
et al. 2017, Grothe et al. 2022). For example, sense of coher-
ence has been reported to have a role in mediating the rela-
tionship between perceived racial discrimination and both 
depression and anxiety (Lam 2007), and to be a significant 
predictor of lower levels of stigma in people with mental ill-
ness (Switaj et al. 2013). At the same time, sense of coher-
ence is widely thought to itself be shaped by stressors and 
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life experiences, with stressors such as discrimination and 
stigma either improving or diminishing the sense of coherence 
depending on the availability and use of generalized resistance 
resources and specific life situations (Global Working Group 
on Salutogenesis 2024).

The three dimensions of sense of coherence—comprehen-
sibility, manageability, and meaningfulness—may be particu-
larly relevant for LGBTQ+ people for whom their LGBTQ+ 
identity is a source of meaning but whose lifestyles may dif-
fer from prevalent heteronormative values, and whose man-
ageability may be impacted by a lack of familial or societal 
support. Sense of coherence could thus potentially buffer 
LGBTQ+ individuals from the harmful effects arising from 
external threats, such as stigma, and the amplification of these 
during public health emergencies, such as pandemics, while 
also being improved or diminished by their life experiences.

A better understanding of salutogenesis and sense of coher-
ence among LGBTQ+ people, therefore, has the potential to 
inform the development of responses to mitigate the harm-
ful impacts of external threats and promote good health and 
wellbeing in this population that often experiences discrimi-
nation, prejudice, and victimization.

The current scoping review aimed to broadly assess the 
extent to which salutogenesis and sense of coherence have 
been explored, either qualitatively or quantitatively, among 
LGBTQ+ communities globally. The secondary aims of this 
study were to identify the associations between sense of 
coherence and stigma, discrimination, and mental and physi-
cal health, and to highlight gaps in current knowledge.

METHODS
This scoping review followed a review plan that was prepared 
prior to commencing the searches (Supplementary Annex 1). 
A scoping review was undertaken as the focus of this review 
was to map the body of literature on salutogenesis and sense 
of coherence in LGBTQ+ populations, and because initial 
exploratory searches had indicated a heterogeneous and lim-
ited body of extant literature.

The review plan was formulated using the Population, 
Concept, and Context (PCC) framework, and was informed 
by Arksey and O’Malley’s framework for scoping reviews 
(Arksey and O’Malley 2005) alongside methodological guide-
lines for scoping reviews (Peters et al. 2015, 2020). Reporting 
of the review follows the PRISMA Extension for Scoping 
Reviews checklist (Tricco et al. 2018) (Supplementary Annex 
2).

Ethical approval was not needed as this study is a review of 
the extant literature, and so did not involve the collection of 
any new primary data.

Review question
To what extent has salutogenesis, either qualitatively or 
through measurement of sense of coherence, been explored 
among LGBTQ+ populations globally?

Inclusion and exclusion criteria
The inclusion and exclusion criteria used for the record 
section are set out in Table 1. The only limits applied were 
peer-reviewed manuscripts reporting on primary research and 
published in English. The outcomes of interest were either a 
quantitative measurement of sense of coherence (e.g. using 
standardized measures such as SoC-29 or SoC-13 scales) 

or a qualitative analysis exploring salutogenesis or sense of 
coherence.

Search strategy
Searches were conducted on five electronic databases: 
Medline All, PsycINFO, CINAHL Plus (via EBSCOHost), 
Web of Science Core Content, and Scopus. The searches were 
undertaken on 16 February 2023 and then updated on 5 June 
2024. The search terms for each of the components of the 
PCC were first built into strings using the Boolean operator 
‘OR’. The searches using these three strings were run in each 
of the databases, and these searches were then combined 
using the Boolean operator ‘AND’ to identify sources of inter-
est in each database. The search strategy used in Medline, 
from which the other database searches were developed, is 
shown in Supplementary Annex 3.

Screening
After de-duplication in Endnote, using the Endnote duplicate 
finder and then by undertaking manual checks by sorting 
on article title and the name of the first author, the records 
were then imported into Rayyan (https://www.rayyan.ai/) for 
screening (undertaken by VH, DT, CB, and HM). The title 
and abstract screening was undertaken independently by two 
people, with any disagreements resolved by a third member 
of the study team.

Full texts were then obtained for all of the sources that 
were not excluded during the title and abstract screening 
stage. Full-text screening was then undertaken using the same 
approach as used for title and abstract screening, but with 
any disagreement resolved by discussion involving all four of 
the authors involved in the screening process.

Data charting
A Microsoft Excel spreadsheet was used to create a form 
for the extraction and charting of the data. The extraction 
focussed on key study characteristics (e.g. population, recruit-
ment approach, data collection method, etc.), year of data col-
lection (to account for changes in legislation, understanding, 
and acceptance that might affect LGBTQ+ people), the mea-
surement of sense of coherence and/or assessment of saluto-
genesis used (e.g. quantitative measure of sense of coherence 
used, or qualitative approach taken), the types of analyses 
undertaken, and the outcomes (e.g. sense of coherence values, 
and associations between sense of coherence or salutogenesis 
and health and wellbeing measures).

Data extraction for the included papers was undertaken by 
the four authors (VH, DT, CB, and HM). One author would 
extract the data, and then this extraction was reviewed by a 
second author. To ensure consistency across the four authors’ 
data extraction, the papers extracted by one author were allo-
cated across the other authors for reviewing.

Collating, summarizing, and reporting the results
As this was a scoping review, and considering a range of 
study types, no quality appraisal of the included studies was 
undertaken. The aim of this review was to summarize exist-
ing evidence on the topic to inform future research, and so 
a descriptive narrative approach was used to synthesize and 
summarize the charted data. The focus was on how sense of 
coherence or salutogenesis was explored or measured, what 
was found, comparisons between different sexual orientation 
and gender identity groups (e.g. gay and bisexual men vs. 
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heterosexual men, or trans women vs. cisgender women), and 
any associations that were found with measures of discrimi-
nation or stigma, and measures of physical or mental health.

RESULTS
The database searches, after de-duplication, yielded a total of 
448 unique sources. Of these, 413 were excluded during the 
title and abstract screening, with the full texts obtained for 
the remaining 35 sources. The full-text screening resulted in 
a further 18 of the sources being excluded. The remaining 17 
sources were then charted (see Fig. 1).

Study characteristics
Table 2 summarizes the characteristics of the studies reported 
in 17 included sources. These studies recruited participants 
from 11 countries, however, the country of data collection 
was not explicitly stated in three of the papers. The USA was 
the most common country of data collection (five studies). The 
included studies were from North America, Europe, Israel, 
and Australia; there were no studies from low- or middle- 
income countries. The year of data collection was given for 12 
of the studies, with this ranging from 2007 to 2021.

Eleven of the studies (65%) recruited participants only 
from within the LGBTQ+ community, with six studies hav-
ing more broadly based samples. Four studies had recruited 
only gay and/or bisexual men (Kertzner 1999, Lyons et al. 
2014, McDaid et al. 2020, McGarty et al. 2021), two only 
lesbian and/or bisexual women (Szymanski and Chung 2003, 
Bjorkman and Malterud 2012), and two only trans people 
(Veldorale-Griffin and Darling 2016, Breidenstein et al. 2019); 
with three having recruited gay and/or bisexual people more 
generally (King and Noelle 2005, Fish et al. 2019, Mahon et 
al. 2021). Of the studies with broader samples four were of 
young adults or adolescents (Ciria-Barreiro et al. 2021, Dyer 
2022, Jastrzębska and Błażek 2022, Shechory Bitton and 
Noach 2022), one had recruited adult men (Issler et al. 2023), 
and one had recruited adult women (Kotowska et al. 2020).

The studies used a range of methodological approaches: 
14 were quantitative, two qualitative, and one used a mixed 
methods approach (Table 2). The quantitative studies had 
all administered surveys, and all but one had used a cross- 
sectional design with no follow-up. A range of approaches 
were employed to recruit participants, with most studies hav-
ing used some form of convenience sampling.

Table 3 summarizes the findings of the included studies. 
The quantitative studies measured sense of coherence using 
a number of tools: seven studies used the SoC-13 scale 
(Szymanski and Chung 2003, Lyons et al. 2014, Breidenstein 
et al. 2019, McDaid et al. 2020, Ciria-Barreiro et al. 2021, 
Mahon et al. 2021, McGarty et al. 2021), four studies used 
the SoC-29 scale (King and Noelle 2005, Kotowska et al. 
2020, Jastrzębska and Błażek 2022, Shechory Bitton and 
Noach 2022), and one the SoC-9 scale (Issler et al. 2023). 
The measure of sense of coherence used in the remaining two 
quantitative studies and the mixed methods study were not 
clearly described. The approaches to the qualitative assess-
ment of salutogenesis varied between the two qualitative 
studies and the mixed-method study.

Measurement of sense of coherence in LGBTQ+ 
populations
Heterogeneity in the scoring of the sense of coherence mea-
sures in the quantitative studies and the diversity of popula-
tions studied severely limited comparison and prevented the 
use of meta-analytic techniques. Although the sense of coher-
ence items are normally measured on a seven-point scale, not 
all studies did so (Table 3). Studies also differed in how they 
calculated the total scores—some summed the items (e.g. the 
SoC-29 scale would yield scores of 29 to 203), while others 
used the mean (e.g. the SoC-29 scale should yield scores of 1 
to 7). Only one study, Kotowska et al. (2020), reported the 
scores for each of the three dimensions of sense of coherence 
(for the SoC-29 scale).

The most commonly used measure was SoC-13, however, 
four studies using this reported the total scores (Lyons et al. 
2014, McDaid et al. 2020, Mahon et al. 2021, McGarty et 
al. 2021), and three reported mean scores (Szymanski and 
Chung 2003, Breidenstein et al. 2019, Ciria-Barreiro et al. 
2021). Some comparison is possible for the SoC-13 total 
score in men who have sex with men as four studies reported 
the total score in this group (Lyons et al. 2014, McDaid et al. 
2020, Mahon et al. 2021, McGarty et al. 2021). This score 
was lowest (mean = 40.4, standard deviation [(SD] = 13.4) 
for a broad sample recruited from the population of men 
who have sex with men in the United Kingdom and the 

Table 1. The inclusion and exclusion criteria

Inclusion Exclusion

PCC 
compo-
nents

Popu-
lation

Lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
trans, queer (LGBTQ+) 
people and communities, 
and associated terms 
(such as gender minori-
ties, MSM, etc), including 
studies of component 
populations, and where 
part of a general popu-
lation study the data is 
reported separately for 
LGBTQ+ people

Where data is not reported 
for LGBTQ + people, 
or any of the subgroups 
within this umbrella 
category.

Adults (all, or mostly, aged 
18 years and over)

Only people aged under 18 
years.

Con-
cept

Quantitative measure of 
sense of coherence OR 
qualitative assessment of 
salutogenesis or sense of 
coherence

No quantitative measure of 
sense of coherence OR 
qualitative assessment of 
salutogenesis or sense of 
coherence

Con-
text

All countries –

Limits

Lan-
guage

In English Languages other than English

Study 
types

Primary studies: quantita-
tive, qualitative, or mixed 
methods.

Reviews

Case reports and series

Conference abstracts

Thesis

Commentaries and editorials
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Republic of Ireland (McGarty et al. 2021) and highest 
(mean = 59.2, SD = 15.0) for gay men aged over 40 years 
recruited in Australia (Lyons et al. 2014). Two studies with 
trans participants had used mean scores from the SoC-13 
scale; these found sense of coherence was higher for German 
trans women aged over 18 years who had received gender- 
affirming surgery (mean = 4.97, SD = 1.11, (Breidenstein et al. 
2019)) than among Spanish trans adolescents (mean = 3.69, 
SD = 1.00, (Ciria-Barreiro et al. 2021)). It is not possible to 
do any comparison for women who have sex with women as 
the two quantitative studies using the SoC-13 scale reported 
different scores: the mean score (Szymanski and Chung 2003) 
and the total score (Mahon et al. 2021), and the two studies 
with women who have sex with women using the SoC-29 
scale also used either the mean score (Shechory Bitton and 
Noach 2022) or the total score (Kotowska et al. 2020).

Comparing sense of coherence between 
population groups
Five studies compared sense of coherence values for partic-
ipants from subpopulations of the LGBTQ+ community to 
sense of coherence values of participants who were hetero-
sexual and/or cisgendered. Four studies found significantly 
lower sense of coherence scores among participants who were 
from LGBTQ+ communities (Table 3):—these compared cis- 
gender and transgender Spanish adolescents aged 15 to 18 

years, (Ciria-Barreiro et al. 2021); Israeli Lesbian/Gay and 
heterosexual young adults aged 18 to 25 years, (Shechory 
Bitton and Noach 2022); Polish women aged 20 to 50 years 
who had sex exclusively or mostly with women and those 
who had sex exclusively with men (Kotowska et al. 2020); 
and Polish cisgender and non-cisgender, and heteronormative 
and non-heteronormative young adults aged 18 to 30 years 
(Jastrzębska and Błażek 2022). One study of cisgendered 
German men (Issler et al. 2023) found no difference (Table 3). 
A study of German trans women (Breidenstein et al. 2019), 
compared the sense of coherence score obtained with that for 
‘normative samples reported in the respective test manuals’ 
and found no significant difference.

The study by Kotowska et al. (2020) of adult women in 
Poland also presented data for each of the three dimensions of 
sense of coherence (using the SoC-29 scale). It found women 
who had sex exclusively or mostly with women, when com-
pared to women who had sex exclusively with men, scored 
lower on comprehensibility (P = .045) and manageability 
(P = .005) subscales. No difference was found between the 
two groups of women on the meaningfulness (P = .609) sub-
scale (Table 3).

It was common for articles not to report sense of coherence 
separately for all groups, e.g. Ciria-Barreiro et al. (2021) or 
to only include it as a covariate, e.g. Dyer (2022). The study 
by Shechory Bitton and Noach (2022) conducted in Israel 

Figure 1. PRISMA flowchart.
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Table 2. Characteristics of the studies report in the 17 included sources

Author/s Paper title Publication 
year

Country Year 
of data 
collection

Population/
subgroups

Setting and recruitment Data 
collection

Approach

Bjork-
man and 
Malterud

Lesbian women cop-
ing with challenges 
of minority stress: 
a qualitative study

2012 Norway 2007 Lesbian 
women.

Recruitment through 
gay/lesbian websites 
(incl. those of organ-
isations), and media 
promotion (gay/
lesbian as well as 
general).

Online 
survey.

Qualita-
tive

Breidenstein 
et al.

Psychosocial 
resources and 
quality of life 
in transgender 
women following 
gender-affirming 
surgery

2019 Germany 2016 Trans women 
who had 
received 
gender- 
affirming 
surgery 
aged 18 
years and 
over.

Clinical database 
search at one Urol-
ogy Clinic to identify 
trans women who 
had received gender- 
affirming surgery. 
Those eligible were 
invited to participate 
via mail.

Postal paper 
survey.

Quantita-
tive

Ciria- 
Barreiro 
et al.

A comparative study 
of health and 
well-being among 
cisgender and 
binary and non- 
binary transgender 
Adolescents in 
Spain

2021 Spain 2018 Adolescents 
(aged 15–18 
years).

Data from Health 
Behaviour in School-
aged Children study. 
Multi-stage stratified 
sampling to select 
students at Spanish 
schools.

Survey 
completed 
on digital 
device at 
school.

Quantita-
tive

Dyer Refining research on 
the intersection 
between sexual 
orientation, suicide, 
and religiosity

2022 USA 2011 Students aged 
under 30 
years and 
with sexual 
orientation 
data

Stratified random sam-
ple of students at 74 
participating colleges 
and universities, 
response rate 26%.

Online 
survey.

Quantita-
tive

Fish, 
Williamson, 
and Brown

Disclosure in lesbian, 
gay and bisex-
ual cancer care: 
towards a saluto-
genic healthcare 
environment

2019 UK Unclear: 
2017/18

Lesbian, gay 
and bisex-
ual cancer 
patients.

Oncology depart-
ments in five parts 
of England plus 
Community support 
groups.

Semi- 
structured 
interviews.

Qualita-
tive

Issler et al. The relationship 
between childhood 
gender nonconfor-
mity, aversive child-
hood experiences, 
and mental health 
in heterosexual and 
non-heterosexual 
cisgender men: The 
buffering effect of 
sense of coherence

2023 Germany 2021 Cisgendered 
men

Recruitment through 
online advertising 
utilizing social media 
and distribution of 
flyers across Ger-
many.

Online 
survey.

Quantita-
tive

Jastrzębska 
and Błażek

Questioning gender 
and sexual identity 
in the context of 
self-concept clarity, 
sense of coherence 
and value system

2022 Poland† NS Young adults Recruitment via social 
media posts.

Online 
survey.

Quantita-
tive

Kertzner Self-appraisal of life 
experience and 
psychological 
adjustment in mid-
life gay men

1999 North 
Amer-
ica†

NS Middle-aged 
gay men 
(aged 40–55 
years)

Recruitment through 
newspaper adver-
tisements, notices 
placed in newsletters, 
electronic bulletin 
board postings, and 
flyers in bars.

Self-complete 
survey and 
semi- 
structured 
interview

Mixed 
Method: 
Quan-
titative 
and 
Qualita-
tive
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Author/s Paper title Publication 
year

Country Year 
of data 
collection

Population/
subgroups

Setting and recruitment Data 
collection

Approach

King and 
Smith

Happy, mature, and 
gay: Intimacy, 
power, and difficult 
times in coming out 
stories

2005 USA NS Gay men and 
lesbians

Recruitment through 
advertisements in 
local publications, 
and using flyers in a 
gay bookstore and a 
women’s bar. Postal 
survey, including 
free text question on 
coming out.

Postal paper 
survey.

Quantita-
tive

Kotowska, 
Nizio, and 
Kurpisz

The health behaviour 
of homosexual 
and heterosexual 
women in context 
of theory of saluto-
genesis

2020 Poland NS Women: 
women who 
have sex 
exclusively 
or mostly 
with 
women, and 
women who 
have sex 
exclusively 
with men

Recruitment via social 
media networks 
across Szczecin.

Paper survey Quantita-
tive

Lyons, 
Pitts, and 
Grierson

Sense of coherence as 
a protective factor 
for psychological 
distress among gay 
men: a prospective 
cohort study

2014 Australia Baseline 
survey 
11/2010–
04/2011; 
follow- 
up 
11/2011–
04/2012

Gay-identified 
men aged 
40 years 
and older.

Recruitment through 
adverts social media 
and websites.

Online 
survey.

Quantita-
tive

Mahon et 
al.

Risk and Protective 
Factors for Social 
Anxiety Among 
Sexual Minority 
Individuals

2021 Republic 
of Ire-
land

2018 Adults 
expressing 
sexual 
minority 
identity. 
Excluded 
trans and 
non-binary.

Recruitment through 
targeted adverts on 
social media and 
LGBTQ+ organiza-
tions email lists.

Online 
survey.

Quantita-
tive

McDaid 
et al.

Informing theoret-
ical development 
of salutogenic, 
asset-based health 
improvement to 
reduce syndemics 
among gay, bisex-
ual and other men 
who have sex with 
men: empirical 
evidence from 
secondary analysis 
of multi-national, 
online cross- 
sectional surveys

2020 Canada 
and 
UK

2014–
2015, 
2016

Gay and 
Bisexual 
men and 
other men 
who have 
sex with 
men

Recruitment through 
adverts targeting gay 
and bisexual and 
other men who have 
sex with men using 
geosocial networking 
apps and websites, 
plus community 
groups, social media, 
and gay media in 
Canada.

Two online 
surveys.

Quantita-
tive

McGarty 
et al.

Mental health, poten-
tial minority stress-
ors and resilience: 
evidence from a 
cross-sectional sur-
vey of gay, bisexual 
and other men who 
have sex with men 
within the Celtic 
nations

2021 UK and 
Repub-
lic of 
Ireland

2016 Gay and 
Bisexual 
men, or 
those who 
sought sex 
with other 
men.

Recruitment through 
adverts men who 
have sex with men 
geosocial networking 
apps and sociosexual 
websites.

Online 
survey.

Quantita-
tive

Table 2. Continued
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was the only one to report sense of coherence scores bro-
ken down by both gender and sexual orientation (SoC-29, 
using a 5-point scale), highest score was in heterosexual men 
(mean = 3.69, SD = 0.44), and lowest score in homosexual 
men (mean = 3.34, SD = 0.48).

Associations between sense of coherence and 
measures of wellbeing, discrimination, and stigma
Sense of coherence was found to be associated with a range 
of other measures (Table 3). These included having a pro-
tective effect for moderate-to-severe depression and anxiety 
(McGarty et al. 2021) and psychological distress (Lyons et 
al. 2014); being associated with the presence of sexual, phys-
ical, or mental ill health outcomes (McDaid et al. 2020); and 
being negatively associated with both minority stress and 
social anxiety measures (Mahon et al. 2021), and psycho-
logical distress (Shechory Bitton and Noach 2022). A strong 
sense of coherence was identified as a possible protective fac-
tor against the effects of stigma in a sample of trans parents 
(Veldorale-Griffin and Darling 2016). Religiosity was asso-
ciated with a higher sense of coherence in bisexual and het-
erosexual participants, but not in lesbians or gay men (Dyer 
2022). Sense of coherence was positively associated with rela-
tionships with significant figures, but this result was not dif-
ferentiated between LGBTQ+ and heterosexual participants 
(Shechory Bitton and Noach 2022).

Qualitative exploration of salutogenesis
The two studies using qualitative approaches to explore 
salutogenesis (Table 3) were a study of lesbian, gay, and 
bisexual cancer patients in the UK (Fish et al. 2019) and a 
study of Norwegian lesbian women coping with difficult sit-
uations within or outside the healthcare system (Bjorkman 

and Malterud 2012). Both of these studies noted the salu-
togenic potential of disclosure of identity in relation to 
quality of life. The study of cancer patients identified three 
themes: ‘Authenticity as a driver for disclosure in cancer care’; 
‘Partners as a (potential) salutogenic resource’; and ‘Creating 
safe, salutogenic healing environments conducive to disclo-
sure’ (Fish et al. 2019). The study of lesbian women identified 
two themes: ‘Disclosure and openness are means to counter 
anticipated prejudice’; and ‘Maintaining dignity when prej-
udice appears’ (Bjorkman and Malterud 2012). Both stud-
ies suggest that disclosing sexual orientation and confidence 
in identity can benefit patient health. In the mixed methods 
study by Kertzner (1999), the application of sense of coher-
ence or salutogenesis is ambiguous. The qualitative element 
of this study examined how middle-aged gay men made sense 
of ageing and look back on their lives, acknowledging the 
importance of life having meaning and their lives making 
sense to them. Although these concepts echo the salutogenic 
approach, the concept of salutogenesis is not explicitly dis-
cussed in this paper and they do not use a standard measure 
of sense of coherence in the quantitative analysis.

DISCUSSION
This scoping review identified 17 studies that had explored 
salutogenesis, either qualitatively or through the measure-
ment of sense of coherence, among LGBTQ+ populations. 
These studies had used a wide range of approaches and over-
all provided some evidence to indicate that a strong sense of 
coherence could buffer harms among LGBTQ+ populations. 
However, the studies included in this review varied greatly in 
their approach, and most had recruited comparatively small 
samples typically from with-in subgroups of the LGBTQ+ 

Author/s Paper title Publication 
year

Country Year 
of data 
collection

Population/
subgroups

Setting and recruitment Data 
collection

Approach

Shechory 
Bitton and 
Noach

Psychological factors 
and the use of 
psychoactive sub-
stances in relation 
to sexual orienta-
tion: a study on 
Israeli young adults

2022 Israel 2019 Young adults 
(aged 18–25 
years): 
either Les-
bian/Gay or 
heterosex-
ual.

Research assistants 
distributed the ques-
tionnaire to young 
adult on university 
and college cam-
puses.

Paper survey Quantita-
tive

Szymanski 
and Chung

Feminist attitudes and 
coping resources 
as correlates of 
lesbian internalized 
heterosexism

2003 USA NS Lesbian and 
bisexual 
women 
aged 18 
years or 
older.

Online recruitment 
(list servers), ‘coming 
out’ group, plus via 
social networks. 
Participants asked to 
distribute additional 
surveys to eligible 
contacts.

Postal paper 
survey.

Quantita-
tive

Veldorale- 
Griffin and 
Darling

Adaptation to 
parental gender 
transition: stress 
and resilience 
among transgender 
parents

2016 North 
Amer-
ica†

2011–2012 Transgender 
parents.

Recruitment through 
gay/lesbian websites 
(incl. those of organ-
isations), and media 
promotion (gay/
lesbian as well as 
general).

Online 
survey.

Quantita-
tive

†Country not explicitly stated.

Table 2. Continued
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population, or samples recruited from specific contexts 
or from demographic subgroups in the wider population. 
Furthermore, all the studies included were from high-income 
countries, thus limiting the generalizability of the findings.

In the few studies that made this comparison, sense of 
coherence was often reported as being lower in the LGBTQ+ 
people studied than in the other population groups included 
(Kotowska et al. 2020, Ciria-Barreiro et al. 2021, Jastrzębska 
and Błażek 2022, Shechory Bitton and Noach 2022). There 
are several potential explanations for these findings. Sense 
of coherence is often considered to develop and stabilize in 
childhood and early adulthood (Antonovsky 1979, 1987, 
Super et al. 2016), and the populations recruited for these 
studies were younger in age. It may be, therefore, that the 
sense of coherence has not yet fully developed in these indi-
viduals. However, sense of coherence was lower than non-
LGBTQ+ individuals of a similar age, suggesting further 
explanation is required. Two of these studies that reported 
a lower sense of coherence for LGBTQ+ participants were 
conducted in Poland (Kotowska et al. 2020, Jastrzębska and 
Błażek 2022) where acceptance of LGBTQ+ people is report-
edly lower than in some other high-income countries (ILGA-
Europe 2023, Our World in Data 2023, Equaldex 2024). 
Given sense of coherence’s conceptualization as comprehensi-
bility, meaningfulness, and manageability, the life experiences 
of LGBTQ+ young people in these countries and elsewhere 
might either diminish or enhance the development of their 
sense of coherence. On the one hand, a feeling that one’s life 
is counter to the norms and expectations of one’s culture and 
society, exacerbated by experiences of stigma and discrimina-
tion and a lack of support from friends, family, and the wider 
community has the potential to curtail the development of 
sense of coherence in LGBTQ+ young people. However, being 
able to draw on other sources of support from LGBTQ+ net-
works or allies might enable coping, reduce the impact of 
stressors, and enhance sense of coherence. More research is 
needed on young LGBTQ+ people globally in order to under-
stand the individual and sociocultural factors influencing the 
development of sense of coherence in this population. Indeed, 
this research should extend across the life course, as propo-
nents of salutogenesis suggest that sense of coherence is con-
tinually shaped by life experiences, stressors, and individuals’ 
responses to these—suggesting targets for health promotion 
interventions to strengthen sense of coherence (Super et al. 
2016, Langeland et al. 2022). Longitudinal studies would be 
of particular benefit in identifying changes in sense of coher-
ence over time and the interactions between the three dimen-
sions of sense of coherence and life experiences, stressors, and 
generalized resistance resources in LGBTQ + populations.

In line with previous research (Eriksson and Lindström 
2006, 2007, Eriksson 2022), a few studies reported associ-
ations between sense of coherence and negative mental and 
physical health outcomes, and outcomes related to stigma and 
discrimination. All suggested a protective effect for sense of 
coherence, supporting the notion that sense of coherence is a 
health-promoting resource (Antonovsky 1979, 1987, 1996) 
in this population. Few studies explicitly reported associa-
tions or mediation analyses between sense of coherence and 
resources that might enhance coping, and none reported asso-
ciations between the three dimensions of sense of coherence 
and any other factors. More research is therefore needed in 
order to identify the potential mediating effect of sense of 
coherence, and its three dimensions, between harms arising 

from external threats such as discrimination, stigma, or the 
impacts of public health emergencies on LGBTQ+ people.

Across the 14 studies that had measured sense of coher-
ence quantitatively, this was most often measured using either 
the SoC-29 (4 studies) or SoC-13 (7 studies) scale. However, 
the results of these studies were presented in a range of dif-
ferent ways, including as the total score or as a mean score. 
Furthermore, several studies used rating scales to record 
participants’ responses to the sense of coherence items that 
varied from the seven-point scale used in the validated ver-
sions of these two measures (Eriksson and Mittelmark 2017). 
These issues severely limited our ability to make comparisons 
between studies. This review highlights the need for a stan-
dardized approach to the analysis and presentation of sense 
of coherence measures, or for studies that measure sense of 
coherence to report both the mean and total score.

The two qualitative studies (Bjorkman and Malterud 2012, 
Fish et al. 2019) that discussed salutogenesis suggest that 
when people feel confident and secure about their sexual ori-
entation, and disclosing this, it can benefit their health. These 
findings suggest that healthcare professionals can contribute 
to physical and psychological wellbeing by providing condi-
tions for lesbian, gay, and bisexual people to be their authen-
tic selves. Doing so might enhance the three dimensions of 
sense of coherence by improving lesbian, gay, and bisexual 
people’s subjective experience of support, reducing feelings of 
disconnect from societal norms, and enabling them to live a 
life full of meaning. While synthesizing the findings between 
the qualitative and quantitative studies was challenging due 
to the varying conceptualisations and measurement of sense 
of coherence, a recent position paper on the future of saluto-
genesis encouraged alternative approaches to both, including 
qualitative research (Bauer et al. 2020).

Strengths and limitations
This scoping review, through utilizing extensive searches, 
provides a comprehensive synthesis of the extant published 
peer-reviewed primary research evidence in relation to the 
examination of salutogenesis among LGBTQ+ populations, 
either qualitatively or through the measurement of sense 
of coherence. There are, however, several limitations to 
this review. Although we implemented an extensive search 
approach, it is possible that some relevant peer-reviewed 
studies were not identified through these. Furthermore, our 
review only included studies that were published in English 
and so omitted those published in other languages. We also 
restricted our inclusion to peer-reviewed publications, and 
so excluded grey literature. Further, due to heterogeneity of 
the included studies we did not undertake an assessment of 
publication bias, thus there could be bias if the results of any 
unpublished studies differed from those of the published stud-
ies. Combining quantitative and qualitative approaches to 
salutogenesis and sense of coherence does mean that concepts 
and definitions varied, making synthesis of findings challeng-
ing. Moreover, as this was a scoping review that considered 
a broad range of study types to assess the extent of current 
knowledge, we did not undertake a quality assessment. The 
included studies were undertaken with a diverse range of 
sub-populations, subgroups, and contexts so limiting the 
generalizability of the findings. Finally, the reviewed studies 
originated from high-income westernized countries, mainly in 
North America and Europe, consequently, the review findings 
will not be generalizable to all LGBTQ+ people, especially 
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considering the heterogeneity of this population and vary-
ing sociocultural and legal contexts across the globe. Despite 
these limitations, this review illuminates the limited research 
in this area and highlights the inconsistency in reporting mea-
sures of sense of coherence as well as providing important 
insights for future research.

Implications and future directions
This review suggests that both sense of coherence and salu-
togenic approaches to health in general are undervalued and 
under researched in LGBTQ+ populations. The potential role 
of sense of coherence in helping people to mobilize existing 
resources, including individual dispositional factors (such 
as personality and resilience), and external sociocultural 
factors (such as social support, education, and political sta-
bility), to help them cope with adversity is vital to promote 
and maintain good health and wellbeing (Antonovsky 1987). 
Simultaneously, developing and utilizing these resources to 
reduce the impact of stressors can either enhance or diminish 
one’s sense of coherence. Amongst LGBTQ+ people, feeling 
as if one’s life makes sense, has meaning, and is manageable, 
might enable them to understand and make use of resources 
that are available to them in order to prevent the negative 
impacts of stigma, discrimination, and health inequalities, 
and the potential amplification of these during public health 
emergencies—and further enhance their sense of coherence. 
In other populations, a strong sense of coherence has been 
found to mediate the harms arising from external threats, such 
as discrimination and stigma (Ying et al. 1997, Lam 2007, 
Switaj et al. 2013, Baron-Epel et al. 2017, Grothe et al. 2022) 
and to buffer the impacts of public health emergencies, such 
as the COVID-19 pandemic (Schäfer et al. 2020), on stress 
and mental health. Further research should therefore focus on 
the development, stability, and impact of sense of coherence 
in LGBTQ+ populations, with a view to developing public 
health interventions and messaging that might enhance sense 
of coherence and its effects. For example, interventions aim-
ing to increase the skills and abilities of LGBTQ+ people and 
communities in understanding and perceiving life experiences 
and stressors in a way that enables them to identify appropri-
ate generalized resistance resources might reduce their stress 
and other negative consequences and enhance their sense of 
coherence (Super et al. 2016, Bauer et al. 2020, Langeland et 
al. 2022).

Conclusions
This review indicates that there has so far been limited 
research focussed on salutogenesis in LGBTQ+ populations. 
Most of the research conducted to date has involved the 
quantitative measurement of sense of coherence, using vali-
dated measures. This review found that the reporting of the 
data from these validated scales was variable and inconsis-
tent across the studies and highlights a need for a standard-
ized approach for reporting this data. The available, albeit 
very limited, evidence suggests that sense of coherence may 
be lower in some LGBTQ+ populations than in comparison 
groups of cis-gender heterosexuals, and that sense of coher-
ence could help buffer the mental wellbeing of LGBTQ+ peo-
ple from the effects of external threats such as stigma and 
discrimination, pandemics, and other emergencies. However, 
these need further investigation through robust studies that 
include sufficient numbers of participants from across the 
range of LGBTQ+ population subgroups. Studies exploring 

salutogenesis and sense of coherence and the potential of this 
to buffer mental wellbeing also need to be conducted across 
different sociocultural and legal contexts to reflect global dif-
ferences in legislation, attitudes, and consequent LGBTQ+ 
experiences including levels of discrimination, prejudice, and 
victimization.

Supplementary data
Supplementary data is available at Health Promotion 
International online.
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