
Our 
authentic 
selves



“Bringing our whole 
selves to work 
means showing up 
authentically. When 
we have the courage 
to be ourselves 
and be authentic, 
it both liberates 
us and gives other 
people permission 
to do the same.  
We can’t bring our 
whole selves to 
work without being 
authentic”.

Mike Robbins.

If you’re openly LGBT+ at work, you’re automatically a role model.

The choice is, how good you want to be at it. 

Acknowledging your potential to influence those around you 
means you’re better placed to make informed choices about 
using that influence constructively. You’re in a position of being 
able to change hearts and minds.

If there are no out LGBT+ role models at work, how can others be 
sure they’ll be able to progress? It’s much harder to be what you 
can’t see.

Good LGBT+ role models don’t want to be defined just by their 
sexual orientation or gender identity. While that is an important 
part of who we are, there are more dimensions to us than those 
attributes.

Visible role models will hopefully help others feel they can be 
authentic at work. 

This also validates an organisations integrity around diversity.

Simon Pearson

CNTW LGBT+ 
Network Chair

Foreword 



My experience: My name is Simon. I am a gay man and my pronouns are he/him. 
The environment I grew up in was quite strict. The expectation was that I should do as I was 
told and not to question my elders. It wasn’t until college that I truly began developing a sense 
of who I was. This (to the torment of my parents) saw me become a political and social rebel 
which was encouraged by my new found friends. 

During my teens, something about my sexuality kept niggling at me which my brain 
continuously pushed away. Maybe it was my catholic upbringing or having an army Sergeant 
Major for a father! I left home as soon as I could but the same thoughts followed and pestered 
me no matter how hard I kept pushing them away.

I felt so ashamed and guilty for feeling attracted to men that I told myself this was wrong and 
suppressed my thoughts. I then convinced myself I could change.  Eventually, I got married and 
we had a gorgeous child.  Nevertheless, those thoughts couldn’t be held down and eventually 
they re-surfaced. It was a hard time for us all which ended in divorce.  Despite all of that, I 
wouldn’t change a thing because I have a wonderful son and we have a great relationship.

In 1978 I started my nurse training and by the 80’s I was living and working in London. 
Professionally I rose through the ranks quite quickly, eventually becoming a Clinical Services 
Manager. After being in post for two years I decided that I preferred being a clinician so, in 1996 
I left to work as a Community Mental Health Nurse and I have remained in similar roles since.

Once I started listening to those niggling thoughts and started to accept who I was, all of the 
guilt, shame and anxiety started to leave me. Eventually, I became a whole new person.  I truly 
believe that accepting myself as a gay man was the most liberating thing I have ever done. 
Although some would say I was selfish.

London became my playground and I relished being surrounded by likeminded people.

During the onset of the AIDS epidemic, my political leanings rose to the fore again and along 
with thousands of people, I took to the streets to demand action from the government. I also 
played my part in the campaign of civil disobedience when Section 28 was passed.

I have seen many changes in the law and in society’s acceptance of us.  When I came out in the 
80’s I could have been sent to jail if my boyfriend was under the age of 21! People were sacked 
for being queer and most people viewed us as perverts. Sadly, I’m more scared now than I 
was in the 80’s. Hate crime towards us is at its highest and there seems to be a new wave of 
intolerance under the cover of freedom of speech.

This is why the CNTW LGBT+ Network is so important to me. Being part of this incredible 
Network alongside these amazing people has helped me regain my voice and has relit my 
passion for encouraging others to find theirs. Attempting to create changes, to tackle the 
ignorance and prejudices that are growing in society, working to embed acceptance and 
inclusivity within the Trust so that LGBT+ staff can be their authentic selves at work and service 
users don’t experience health discriminations. This work embodies the values of this Network.

These are some of the experiences over the years that have helped me become the proud gay 
man I am today.

Name:  Simon Pearson
Job title: Community Practitioner

My advice: Be true to yourself. Don’t let anyone ever put you down. Be 
proud of who you are and every little facet of uniqueness that makes 
you the wonderful person you are. Be honest, sincere and kind to 
yourself and to others. Celebrate yourself.



My experience: I’ve had the pleasure of working in the public sector for all of my working life. I started work 
as a Nursing Assistant working across Cambridgeshire and West Sussex. When I moved to the North East I 
worked as an administrator. My first post was at the RVI, then the Freeman before moving to work at the 
Local Authority. I came back to the NHS in 2016 for NTW where I worked as a Secretary in the Mental 
Health Legislation Team, and now in my current post, as Personal Assistant to the Executive Medical Director.

I ‘came out’ very young. I was still at school but was always aware of my sexuality. As a teen, I worked 
with the local council in East Anglia. I started an LGB youth group, something which at the time, 
had only just became legal because Section 28 had been repealed. We worked to improve access 
to sexual health services and delivered talks and presentations to schools to dispel some of the 
myths that were around at that time with HIV. 

It was when I moved to Sussex that I first really encountered homophobia in the workplace. 
That was from a ward manager. It frightened me that something so innocuous and
 insignificant in the grand scheme of things could generate such a strong reaction from 
someone. A person who should have been a role model. I was able to seek out other
LGBT+ members of staff who advised me just to keep quiet about it, which I did. It frightened 
me back into the closet for quite some time and I followed the advice I was given – stay out
 the way, and keep your head down. 

Not long after, I moved to the North East and found the friendliness that it’s so famous 
for. I felt more able to open up about myself but was still reluctant and reticent to be my
true and honest self, so I didn’t really talk about my home life or relationships to my
colleagues. I was vague about my relationship and sexuality and would refer to 
my husband as ‘the other half’. My colleagues would eventually figure it out 
and a few asked why I kept it to myself.  I couldn’t really give an answer! 
I almost felt embarrassed by it, and worried that people would treat me 
differently, even though deep down I knew they probably wouldn’t. 

I joined the LGBT+ staff network not long after joining 
the Trust and the support that came with it was fantastic.
 I was encouraged to attend Pride to help spread the word – 
my first ever! – and had a blast. I knew that I was able to be 
my true self and the only person holding me back was 
myself. Since then, I’ve come out to all my colleagues 
and don’t hide away from it anymore. I’m more 
comfortable in my own skin and more sociable. 
I’ve started to socialise more with the 
community and have made some 
fantastic friends. I can be me! 

Name: Paul Anderson-Glew
Job title: Medical Assistant

My advice: Be proud of who and not what you are. Be supportive 

of everyone, including our allies, as we are stronger together.



Name: Sophie Robinson
Job title: UNISON NTW Health Branch Vice-
Chair and LGBT Officer / Crisis Assessor, 
Northumberland and North Tyneside Crisis Team

My experience: Since I socially transitioned in early 2016 I have become involved 
in raising awareness of issues related to LGBT+ rights and in particular challenging 
discrimination against members of the trans community.

I became LGBT Officer for UNISON NTW Health Branch and working in partnership with 
the Trust, was the founder of NTW’s LGBT+ Staff Network.

In addition to my roles within NTW I have embarked on charitable work to support 
LGBT+ rights in my home county of Northumberland.

I was the Vice-Chair on the Committee of Northumberland’s first ever Pride event 
and have since gone on to develop a collective network of organisations called the 
Transgender Wellbeing Partnership Northumberland, who’s aims are to promote 
equality, diversity and inclusion, advance education and eliminate discrimination 
in relation to transgender, including non-binary people, their families, friends and 
significant others.

In early 2018 I was elected as Co-Chair of UNISON Northern’s Regional LGBT Group and 
later that year was elected on to UNISON’s National LGBT Committee.

I am also active within a self-organised network of trans NHS employees called Trans 
NHS, who have already made contributions to NHS England in promoting trans equality 
and inclusion. I was also the first trans woman to be a guest speaker at an NHS England 
Women’s Network event.

My most recent venture is in developing a Charity called Trans Equality 
Northumberland, who will work within the Transgender Wellbeing Partnership, 
providing support and education to both statutory and community and voluntary 
sector organisations. 

In my spare time I play drums in a band and support my son in his keen interest in 
playing American Football.

Be respectful: Members of the LGBT+ community are historically subject to 
discrimination. They are as entitled to dignity and respect as anyone else in society.

Never assume anything: Statistics would indicate that we will have about 400 members 
of LGBT+ staff working within NTW. Approximately 30-40 of these will be trans or non-
binary.

Challenge discrimination: If you become aware of homophobic, biphobic or 
transphobic behaviours, challenge it at the source. If you feel unable to do so, contact 
the LGBT+ Staff Network in confidence.

My advice:
Be respectful
Never assume anything
Challenge discrimination



Name: Karen Rolfe
Job title: Telephonist / Receptionist

My experience: Hi, I’m Karen and I work on the main switchboard for the Trust 
and also the main clock tower reception at St Nicholas Hospital so please feel free 
to say hi when passing. 

I have worked for the Trust for almost 12 years and thankfully I have been lucky 
enough to have always been open and confident about my sexuality at work.

I’ve never actually “came out” at work in an announcement kind of way but when 
asked about my relationship situation I have quite happily told people about my 
long term partner Tracy. 

I met Tracy a few years ago and she relocated from Stockton three years ago 
to Newcastle and she popped the big question on my 50th birthday last year 
a massive shock to everyone including myself. So in February 2020 I became a 
married woman. I honestly never ever thought that would happen but I couldn’t be 
happier. 

I’ve got three grown up daughters and two grandchildren so I have lived as a LGBT+ 
family for over 20 years. My daughters when at school got a little bit of stick for 
having a gay mam but they all handled it amazingly well. 

I’ve always been pretty open about who I am to the people close to me and knew 
from an early age I was different to my friends and I struggled a lot in my teens and 
early 20s with peer pressure and wanting to fit in. (A friend once said I did the gay 
hokey cokey I had my left foot in and my left foot out for years). I think losing both 
my parents in my 20s within a year of each other was my wake up call to just live 
my life and be who I am and totally accept myself so I guess I officially came out 
openly as a gay woman around that time.

My advice: Be kind to yourself don’t worry or stress about who you are and who 
you are not it doesn’t really matter just be the best you for you at that time.

I lost two friendships during this time both I had known for years. This was my 1st experience of homophobia directly. One just sort of stopped contact with me and one 
actually said she was not comfortable being around me since I told her and I must admit I was hurt and angry as I was the same person and I couldn’t really get my head 
around it for many years. 

My eldest daughter Natalie came out very early around 14 or 15 and as a parent I’m extremely proud that she was so happy and confident in who she was and never struggled 
with her identity as I had done. She’s now married to my daughter in law Laura has been for 11 years and they have two beautiful children Logan and Iris and they carried one 
each how amazing is that!! One very proud nana.

I’ve had a few comments over the years and a few remarks even as recent as last year on holiday. Myself and Tracy were just walking down a street in Tenerife out for a meal 
and we were heckled by a group of men. We both just ignored them but it makes me sad rather than angry that people still feel the need to do this. 

The support from my friends and workmates is great I’m never made to feel anything other than just Karen and that’s the best feeling to just be accepted at your home and 
work life. I understand that some people are not that lucky and that’s why this network and others like it are so important. I guess it’s just nice to know someone’s got your 
corner.



  

Name: Kelly Jackman
Job title: Communications Assistant

My experience: If I am honest I was a bit reluctant to write this because the 
thought of being a role model would be one of me filling some pretty big shoes when 
I’m just an average size 7. 

I am a Communication Assistant within the Communications team and this year will 
mark ten years since I started at CNTW. My life is totally different now from when I 
started back in 2009. I was newly married at 26 to the man that had stuck by 
my side at one of the hardest times in my life.  At the age of 19, I was diagnosed 
with acute kidney failure and spent three days a week attached to a dialysis
machine. After a successful kidney transplant in 2004, healthier days followed 
and we had our gorgeous daughter in 2011. We were together for ten years
but looking back I can’t remember ever feeling truly happy.  It was as if
something essential was missing. 

A bit of background, being the only girl with five older brothers I think
my mam had wanted a daughter who was into the stereotypical girly 
things. However I ended up being that girl that played on the boys’ basketball
team at school, wanted ninja turtles instead of Barbie’s and hated wearing
dresses!  I’ve known that I was attracted to women since my early teens. 
All of my mates had a favourite member of Take That or Boyzone, 
I had an obsession with Gillian Anderson aka “Dana Scully” which still 
stands to this day. 

I’ve only been ‘out’ for three years, I was 33. Everything 
happened really quickly…  in the famous words of Katy Perry  
“I kissed a girl and I liked it” which I already knew I would.
My marriage ended more or less straight away. The feelings and 
thoughts that I had pushed to the back of my mind and felt
such guilt over for years had to be acknowledged.
My family, friends and work colleagues were all 
amazing when I told them and to be honest, no one was 
particularly shocked. A year later I met my beautiful 
girlfriend Clair. She’s the piece of me that I have been 
missing, she is my penguin and along with my daughter, 
the happiness that I have always wanted. 

Truthfully, I haven’t personally come face to face with 
homophobia or discrimination, but I know that we don’t 
live in a perfect world and I’m sure it will happen at 
some point. I am proud to be a part of the CNTW LGBT+
network even though I feel like a newbie! I know that
I’m not alone and that there is an amazing support
network there for me if and when I need it. 

Be true to yourself! It is never too late to be 
who you are and live the life you choose.  
 
Be supportive and respectful of people’s 
differences.

My advice:



Name: Andrew McMinn 
Job title: Associate Director, for Neurological and 
Specialist Services

My experience: I knew I was a gay man from the age of 13.  After a visit to the 
cinema with my family to see Free Willy 2, I fell in love with Jessie, the lead boy 
in the film (he was the same age as me)

I was fortunate in having a very supportive family who were very open about 
sexuality.  Having a lesbian auntie and gay uncle helped with this, it was almost 
as though they had educated my family throughout their lives meaning it was 
easier for me to come out to family.  For that I will always be grateful to them.  

Although I knew I was gay at 13 and told my mum I didn’t actually come out until 
I was 25.  This was for many reasons but mainly because when I told my mum at 
13 she gave me great advise, she said:

‘You may well be and if so that’s great and I am proud of you, but be sure as you 
are young and having a lot of feelings at the minute.  Be yourself and decide 
when you are ready’.  

I like to think I spent the years from 13 – 25 getting to know who I am and when I 
knew for certain I came out.  

There was also a large part of me that felt society was telling me to marry and 
have children.  I soon realised that society was changing and that this idea of 
marriage and kids did not mean to a woman!

My coming out story was far more dramatic!  I decided to get all my friends 
together and tell them in the pub car park one by one.  The way I picked them 
off one by one, escorted them outside, looked terrified and built it up made my 
friends think I was ill or had some terrible news to tell them.  When I told them in 
the car park (after a wee drink) that I was gay they hugged me and said ‘thank 
god!  We thought you were dying!!!  We knew you were gay but wanted you to 
know yourself’.  

It took me a long time to identify as a gay man and I am still learning who I am at 
36.  I wanted to be seen as Andrew not as Andrew who is gay.  However I know 
realise that I am proud of being gay and like that people know.  I love identifying 
as a gay man and love the work I do with Pride Radio and the CNTW LGBT+ 
network.

CNTW is a great place to work and people have accepted me for who I am.  I 
think this is because I am happy with who I am.

 My advice: Be yourself and take the time to know who you are. Don’t
     rush or feel rushed in to making any decisions. From a work perspective I      
   think it can be daunting.  There is a balance between people at work 
  knowing your personal details to also sharing information about yourself so 
people know you and you get to know them.  I would always say go with 
your gut and remember no matter what, the LGBT+ network is here to 
support you.



Name: Katie Dalby 
Job title: Mental Health Nurse

My experience: I grew up in Amble as an only child, I had a happy childhood, 
playing outside a lot with a good group of friends and surrounded by a loving 
family. 

I was ‘asked out’ by boys at school which I turned down. I became anxious as I 
began to be teased for being a ‘lesbian’ despite having never had any encounter 
with another girl. My solution to this was to find a boyfriend and I suppressed 
my feelings to try and fit with a life that was expected. Section 28 was still in 
place meaning homosexuality was not allowed to be mentioned at school. Sex 
education at school was entirely based on heterosexual relationships. This felt 
extra cringy, and also led to me feeling more alienated and shameful inside. 

After leaving school I went to University, I found a boyfriend and lived with him 
over a period of years, although I called it off on several occasions when I began 
to feel overwhelmed. I suppressed my true feelings for so long and found myself 
in an environment where coming out as gay just really did not feel like a safe 
or sensible option. My own mental health suffered and I was deeply unhappy, 
but I continued to feel unable to even contemplate coming out. A mental health 
nurse even asked me at one point if I had thought about my sexuality and was I 
gay. I was mortified that she brought it up and I became super defensive! I had 
suppressed it so much and I didn’t want to face up to inevitable changes I would 
have to make in my life if I acknowledged it. 

However soon after my life changed dramatically, my boyfriend and I split for 
good I left my home, job and friendship group and returned to the North East. 
Years later I found myself developing feelings towards another woman who 
made an advance on me. Nothing else came of it but it brought all my feelings 
back to the surface and the battle commenced again. I continued to date men 
but relationships never lasted beyond a few months. 

Then I started my nurse training and this prompted some real reflection! I felt 
more comfortable to accept my inner feelings and I built up the courage to come 
out. 

It was the biggest weight off my shoulders!!!! My friends and family are very 
supportive and accept the real true me. I now have a wonderful long term 
girlfriend and am lucky to be in a position to hopefully be able to offer support 
to others. I joined the LGBT+ Network this year and I am passionate about raising 
awareness of the difficulties faced by many people who identify as LGBT+ and 
find positive ways forward.

My advice: Try not to bury your feelings. Reach out for support, even if you 
don’t feel comfortable talking to a friend or family member there are lots of 
charities and organisations who offer support and can give advice. You’re not 
alone, there are many people who identify as LGBT+ who may have similar 
experiences, and there are many people who do not identify as LGBT+ who are 
there for you too as allies. Also please celebrate your bespoke individuality! I 
think I’d feel disappointed if someone described me as ‘normal’. 



My advice: Be yourself. I have been happier and more fulfilled since 
I came out. It is so important to understand yourself and to be true 
to yourself. I feel very fortunate to have been able to come out and 
to live as a gay man and to be accepted at work.

Name: Ken Jarrold 
Job title: Chair of CNTW

My experience: I have known that I am gay since I was seven. However, 
I did not come out until I was 59. My late coming out was the result of a 
combination of factors;

• The “times” – I was 19 when gay sex was legalised
•  My very religious family
•  My decision to enter a heterosexual marriage and have children
•  My commitment to my family

I married when I was 25 and never even considered living as a gay man. I 
was very fortunate to marry someone who was also a good friend and I am 
very fortunate indeed that, although we divorced in 2008, we are still close 
friends and text every day and see each other at least once a week. We are 
both very committed to our sons who we love very much. I retired from full 
time work when I was 57 because of a combination of work and personal 
stress. For 36 years I had been an NHS Manager- 20 of those a Chief 
Executive and three at national level as the Director of human resources 
for the NHS in England and Deputy to the Chief Executive. For the last 18 
months of my time at national level I was also Director of Corporate Affairs.

Since I left full time work I have done consultancy, mainly coaching for 
Chairs, CEs and Directors, and have held a number of Non Executive 
Director roles in national and local government, the NHS and the wider 
public sector.

I have never been aware of adverse behaviour towards me because of 
my sexuality. By the time I came out in 2008, LGBT+ people were widely 
accepted in senior roles of all kinds. If I had come out when I joined the 
NHS in 1969, or soon after, the situation might have been very different and 
I would almost certainly have chosen to work in London where there was 
acceptance earlier than elsewhere in the NHS.  



My experience: I’ve worked in the NHS now for over 12 years, but first really 
developed an interest in people and relationships when studying for my psychology 
degree. My first post in the NHS was as a Rehabilitation Assistant with the Acquired 
Brain Injury Team, but I have worked in First Step for almost 10 years. I worked first as a 
Psychological Wellbeing Practitioner before completing my CBT training in 2015. I now 
work as a High Intensity Therapist working with people with depression and anxiety, 
and am now completing my training in Interpersonal Therapy.

I knew from a young age that I was queer, though I suppose that’s not the word I would 
have used at the time. In fact in those days it was still seen as a slur. I’m not really 
sure how I would have identified at that age. I was never really taught anything about 
sexuality or relationships, and I recall being discouraged by the adults around me when 
I voiced anything that might have indicated an attraction to a woman, and so I stopped.

I began to identify as bisexual in my teens and later once I discovered it, I identified 
more as pansexual. I soon realised however that as a woman with a male partner, that 
side of my identity would be generally erased by others. I was keen to engage more 
with the LGBT+ community and that led me to get more involved with diversity in 
my work life. This started by attending Pride every year as a trust representative, and 
developed into offering drop in sessions at the LGBTHQ in Carlisle and attending a 
European Conference on LGBT+ issues. Ultimately I became a Diversity and Inclusion 
Champion, mainly working on the LGBT+ side of things.

I then went on to complete training outside of work on trans awareness, and this led me 
to become involved with OutReach Cumbria, an LGBT+ charity. Last year I took over 
the position of chair and have been involved with so many different things with them – I 
love it and am so proud of the work we do. I still attend Pride every year, and I feel part 
of the LGBT+ community! Finally!

I realise now that the fact I have been ‘straight passing’ has had its advantages sadly, 
but that it doesn’t mean I shouldn’t call myself queer. Being part of the community has 
allowed me to be around people who identify as all parts of the spectrum, and we are 
ALL equally valid. Some people still assume I am straight, and wonder why I am ‘so 
involved’ with LGBT+ issues. But now I correct them. I am actually proud to be queer, to 
stand up for the rights of others and to embrace all parts of who I am. 

Name: Laura Cairns 
Job title: High Intensity Therapist

My advice: Don’t let the feelings of others define who you 
are. Every part of the LGBT+ community is valid.



Name: Chris Reader
Job title: Peer Support Worker

My experience:
 I started working for CNTW over four years ago.  Around the same time was 
my ‘coming out’.  I remember both starting the job and starting the process 
of sharing the real me with those around being both exciting but also anxiety 
provoking.  

I initially felt coming out was going to be this big thing; like a big announcement 
that had to made where I was going to have to justify myself.  That terrified me.  
But slowly I began to realise that this was my ‘thing’ to own, be proud of, and 
share with those who I wanted to know and not something I had to hide away or 
apologise for.

And so I started the process of ‘coming out’.  

First to family, then friends, work colleagues, until, it was just out there…and 
accepted.  

I know they say hindsight is a wonderful thing, and that’s true for me.  I’d spent 
so long hiding the real me out of fear that people would not like or accept me, 
but since coming out I have had so much love and support from family, friends 
and colleagues for which I am so grateful for.  

Since then, and since coming out, I’ve felt far more comfortable being me.  And 
far happier.  I feel like I can be myself around others and not have to pretend to 
be someone else.  

It’s helped me connect more with others and to get more involved with LGBT+ 
issues that historically I felt unable to get involved with or that I had to shy away 
from.  

My advice:
I know that the thought of coming out can be scary.  I am grateful that everyone 
in my life accepted me for who I am and I was fortunate in that sense, however 
I am very much aware that this isn’t always the case for others.  So my advice is 
to just take your time with it, and remember that this is your thing and you don’t 
need to rush it. 

You have a right to be you, and you have a right to be proud.  Sometimes, we 
can feel like we have to rush things, or tell people because of pressures coming 
from elsewhere.  This is your thing; your precious thing.  But look after yourself 
too!  Find those around you who will support you, root for you, and who can give 
you advice if you need it or even just be there to listen.  

So my advice is to just take your time with it, and 
remember that this is your thing and you don’t need to 
rush it.



My experience: I’ve worked for the Trust for fourteen years and two years ago I joined 
the CNTW LGBT+ Network. 

Joining the Network has given me several opportunities to meet wonderful people and 
to develop my own knowledge, understanding and awareness of LGBT+ issues. 

I joined the NHS when I was 26 in 2005. In the early days as a basic grade therapist, 
I built a good relationship with Jude Sewell my Occupational Therapy supervisor 
in Sunderland. I enjoyed my supervision and it was a safe space to talk about any 
concerns and I knew that I would always be fully supported in my role.  It was my first 
job so I needed a lot of direction. 

We would talk about wellbeing regularly but inside there were some personal things 
that I wanted to talk about but I held back. I wasn’t fully aware of my orientation, what 
I wanted or how to proceed in my personal relationships. I remember thinking that 
worrying about this would affect my clinical duties.

I guess there was a part of me wondering how people would react including my 
colleagues. There was also another part of me that would say “Jude will be absolutely 
fine”. I really wanted to talk but I felt it wasn’t the right time. I left my job in 2008. 

I started working in a different NHS Trust and I still experienced similar difficulties. I 
shared the news with my family that I had a partner and his name was Matt. Largely 
my family didn’t take the news so well and that was possibly one of the hardest times I 
have faced to date. It took them a long time to accept my circumstances. 

I thought if I could manage that hurdle, I am sure it must be easier to talk with my 
colleagues. I returned to CNTW in 2010. This is when I met Lisa Evans, my Occupational 
Therapy colleague. I told her on the first day, after a home visit that my partner was 
called Matt. It was the 2nd August, I remember it well. She said “Tell me a little bit more!” 
I laughed and then I said “what do you want to know?!”

We had an instant connection and equally a sense of relief. Our relationship continued 
to develop over the years. 

Since then we have shared many stories and been to events such as Pride singing along 
with Heather Small and Sonia. They say the best thing about memories is being able to 
create them. When I talked with friends about my orientation, they were absolutely fine. 
It generally opened up conversation and curiosities which made me smile. 

It has been easier to be myself and talk with people about the issues and circumstances 
we are all faced with. It helps me be a better clinician as I can relate to other people 
who identify as LGBT+ who access our services.

If you identify as LGBT+ my advice is to talk to someone you trust, a close friend or 
email the Network for advice. We are here to help. 

It’s been a remarkable journey to date which hasn’t come without its challenges. I’m in a 
far better place and I really do owe my gratitude to both Jude, Lisa, my colleagues and 
the LGBT+ Network for enabling me to be where I am today.  

Name: Paul Wales
Job title: Occupational Therapist

My advice: Be proud of who you are. You are amazing. 
Connect with people close to you. Link in with this Network, 
we are a great team who are here to help.



Name: Paula McDonald 
Job title: Ward Manager

My experience: My working career has been very varied, I initially worked 
for a steel manufacturer back in the late 1980’s, I have worked for the 
Police as a ‘civvy’, I was a housing officer in social housing or 20 years 
before leaving that all behind to go to university (as a mature student) to 
embark on my nursing career.  I chose to specialise in mental health. I know 
it is a cliché however I do not apologise for saying I wish I had did this 
years ago. I have a passion for patient experience, care and compassion.

I ‘came out’ when I was 31. I had been aware of my sexuality since at 
school, however I was in denial, as so many do/are. Coming out was a 
shock to my family, friends and work colleagues however all have been so 
supportive and accepting, embracing the new (old) me.

I have always lived in West Cumbria. ‘The scene’ over here is minimal 
however I soon developed a small network of LGBT+ friends. I am lucky 
when I can say I have never encountered any homophobic challenges or 
issues in the public or work setting.  I know that in some cases this may 
not be so. Some of my friends speak of their own challenges and to this I 
always offer support.

I joined the Cumbria Partnership LGBT and Equality and Diversity Network 
to support and champion Equality and Diversity in the workplace. However 
I am excited to be part of the CNTW LGBT+ network so I can continue to 
support the team and patients, and the wider community.

My advice: 
Be you, be confident that you are loved and supported.
Be honest, hold your head high and own it.
Be proud, of what you have achieved and what you are still to achieve.
Be happy.



My experience: I was a child of the sixties and seventies, and an adolescent of the 
eighties. Growing up in Carlisle, my journey to self-acceptance was a fairly long one 
with a number of twists and turns along the way. But thank goodness I got here…

The Carlisle of my youth did not feel like a place which nurtured difference and 
so the disconnect between my gender identity and my gender presentation was 
something I kept totally silent.  I spent a lot of time riding round on motorbikes and 
partying – partly to send out a clear message to myself and others that my gender 
identity was well within social norms and partly as an escape from my deeper 
thoughts 

Increasingly, I was unable to contain my feelings which impacted on my mental 
health. I started to come out in my mid-thirties. A turning point was the death of 
my mother in 2004. I realised life is too short. I transitioned from a male to female 
role in 2005, on my 40th birthday. It was not an entirely smooth affair. There was 
a rift with a family member that is only partially healed and I lost some friends. My 
relationship with my dad and other friendships were enhanced. I carried on doing 
the same job in engineering design and my relationship survived for the most part. I 
felt happier and more comfortable. If there was one thing this taught me, it was that 
change can be good and it is important to be alive to new ideas and opportunities.

The next change was career. I enrolled on a psychology degree with the Open 
University and night school counselling courses. In 2016 I accepted a band 4 
Assistant Psychologist post. Six months later I took a job as a CBT practitioner in 
IAPT. I hope to graduate in September 2020 with a doctorate in clinical psychology.

I also re-found my activist voice. I work with two local charities providing therapy 
for LGBT+ people. I joined the board of OutREACH Cumbria working with and for 
the LGBT+ community and strategically with the police, local councils and the NHS 
as well as being involved with community projects. Currently I’m working to build 
a free at point of use therapy service for LGBT+ people in Cumbria. I also deliver 
LGBT+ and trans specific awareness training. 

Finally, I began to re-assess my gender identity – moving from identifying as a trans 
woman to a non-binary position. This was a gradual shift and was partly motivated 
by my increased psychological understanding of gender as well as a personal view 
that, for me at least, gender is largely a social construct. This helped me to feel even 
more comfortable with who I am, the things I do and the variable way I present 
myself. The most important thing about being and working with transgender 
people is to accept their own view of their gender identity whilst allowing space 
for that to evolve. There are as many ways of being transgender as there are 
transgender people… Oh, I still love motorbikes, but I can’t manage anywhere near 
as much partying these days!

Name: Debbie Wood 
Job title: Trainee Clinical Psychologist

My advice: Being true to yourself works and change is good even if 
it’s scary. Change is still possible. If you do make change there will 
almost certainly be good bits and bad bits – so be ready for that.



My experience:  I grew up in a family and environment that held traditional 
masculinity norms. My mother is a devout Catholic and adhered to most, if 
not all, of the church’s teachings. Up until I was 16 years old, I believed that 
I wanted to be priest. 

During my childhood, people around me knew I was gay even before I 
knew it myself. Apparently, I had mannerisms that indicated it.  Additionally, 
I never played with boys and spent more time with girls (I have three 
sisters). I struggled in high school.  I was bullied, picked on and ridiculed. 
I was made to believe that being gay was disgraceful and disgusting.  
When I turned 15, I “trained myself” to walk and talk like a “straight man”. 
I resented and rejected the idea that I could be gay because I wanted 
to serve God. I strongly believed that I can overcome homosexuality by 
praying hard and following the teachings of the Catholic church. Needless 
to say, I developed and struggled with internal homophobia.  

By the time I went to university, I became proficient in masking my 
homosexuality that I passed as a heterosexual man. However, after 
graduation, I became very unhappy and confused with my identity that I 
started to struggle with my mental health. I decided to move away from my 
hometown and started to meet non-heterosexual people. I identified with 
their experiences and became aware of the reality that my sexuality is just 
one aspect of my identity – I have a lot more to offer. At age 23, I prayed 
in a church for the last time – I declared my love for God but explained 
that if I were to be true to myself, that I cannot be a Catholic anymore.  I 
apologised to Him and left the church for good.

After that, I surrounded myself with people like myself and I started to feel 
better. Now, I am doing a doctorate in clinical psychology and hoping to be 
a LGBT+ psychologist when I qualify.

My advice: Be the best version of yourself that you can be. Work 
hard. Aim high and surround yourself with people who inspire and 
understand you. Life is tough but not always – you have the power 
to turn things around. Don’t be afraid to ask for help.  Celebrate your 
achievements, however small (or silly). Don’t settle for less than what 
you deserve.

Name: Ray Alexander Cabrera 
Job title: Trainee Clinical Psychologist 



My experience: My LGBT+ story starts not too long ago. I grew up in a small village outside 
of Cambridge. For me growing up, the examples of what being “gay” looked like were very 
limited. The idea that I could possibly fit into that category had not even crossed my mind. 

It was only when I started university to study psychology in 2015 that my knowledge and 
understanding of the LGBT+ community expanded. I was surrounded by a wonderfully 
diverse group of people. I began to realise that you did not have to just fit into one box to be 
gay. Each person’s identity and preference can be completely unique and just as valid.

I was very fortunate that many of the people who surrounded me were out and proud of 
who they were which gave me the confidence to explore my sexuality. My friends were all 
open minded and coming out as bisexual, I was accepted straight away.

I was nervous to come out to my parents. My mother comes from an Irish catholic family and 
my father from Malawi where being homosexual is still to this day illegal. To my surprise my 
parents accepted who I was, not always understanding but always being willing to learn. 

I will never take for granted that I have grown up in a generation and country where being 
yourself, no matter what that looks like, is becoming more and more accepted. Coming from 
a family where a large majority of my relatives live in a country where you can be imprisoned 
for being who you are highlights to me that we are still a far way off from equality. It is still 
imperative that we campaign for and support those that are still persecuted for simply being 
themselves. 

I don’t fit into the stereotype of what a “gay” woman looks like. Some might say being a 
bisexual femme woman makes my life easier, however, it means constantly having to come 
out as well as justifying my sexual orientation. I came into my current post in the NHS only a 
few months ago and it is always nerve racking having to share your sexuality with those who 
you work with. I am lucky that on the most part and particularly with my experience in the 
NHS I have had positive reactions although this is not always the case. There is still a large 
amount of ignorance and bisexual erasure is something that I often experience. It is very 
common for people to assume that because I am in a long term relationship with a woman I 
am now a lesbian or that because I am bisexual and have the ‘option’ to be with a man, that 
is what I am eventually going to do. 

For me this has made being open about who I am even more important. I am proud of 
my sexuality and I want others to be too. Most cis heterosexual people would not count 
themselves fortunate for being accepted for who they love, it is an unfortunate truth that in 
this current culture I find myself feeling lucky for having experienced such a limited amount 
of prejudice and I want to fight for those who have not been so lucky. I’m excited to have 
joined the LGBT+ network and I truly believe that we are stronger together. Seeing others be 
proud of their identity made being honest about mine so much easier and led me to finding 
my person, who I can be completely unconditionally myself with. If I can do the same for 
someone else, I will feel as though I’ve done a good job. 

Name: Esther Matupi
Job title: Assistant Psychologist

My advice: Surround yourself with likeminded people and 
those that allow you to be your best and most authentic self. 
Never apologise for being you, our differences are what make 
the world so beautiful, be PROUD of them. 



“All LGBT+ people 
have to make decisions 
about whether to be 
open about their sexual 
orientation at work. They 
report that the burden 
of not being open about 
their sexual orientation, 
and worrying about 
whether or not they 
can be out at work, has 
a significant impact 
on their efficiency and 
productivity”

Jo Bostock MBE.


