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BACKGROUND
In 1992, the NASW National Committee on Lesbian and Gay Issues
(NCLGI) issued a ground-breaking document focused on the negative
and stigmatizing impact of the use of ‘transformational ministries’ or
‘conversion or reparative therapies’ in an attempt to change or modify a
person’s sexual orientation (NASW, 1992). Later that decade, the
NASW National Committee on Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual Issues
(NCLGBI) updated the position statement. In 2000 the National NASW
Board of Directors passed a ‘motion to adopt’ the Reparative and
Conversion Therapies for Lesbians and Gay Men Position Statement
(NASW, 2000). As advocacy efforts have grown, both for and against
the use of conversion therapy, so has the need to educate clients and
communities about the impact of these practices on individuals and
families, and the implications for social work practice. In 2015, the
NASW National Committee on Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and
Transgender Issues (NCLGBTI) updated the position statement utilizing
the umbrella term sexual orientation change efforts (SOCE).

INTRODUCTION
Reparative therapy, conversion therapy, or transformational ministries
(increasingly included within the term sexual orientation change efforts
(or SOCE), received wider attention against the backdrop of a growing
conservative religious political climate in the 1990s, and through
ongoing social media supported by the Focus on the Family and
affiliates (NASW, 1992; Johnston, J., 2011). Proponents of reparative
therapy and conversion therapy claim that their processes are supported
by scientific data. Of note is that an often cited researcher, Robert
Spitzer, admitted flaws in his research and in 2012 formally retracted
his 2001 study that claimed gay men and lesbians could switch their
sexual orientation (Hein, L. & Matthews, A., 2010). Despite the lack of
scientific evidence, supporters of these practices continue to believe
sexual orientation can be successfully changed (Panozzo, D., 2013).
While there is increased effort at the state and local level to pass laws
against the use of SOCE, there is a growing movement to pass
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legislation that will limit implementation of state law banning the use of
SOCE with minors. Under the guise of ‘parental and family rights’, the
proposed legislation will limit the ability for state governments to prohibit
certain types of counseling for minors, with specific reference to the
parental right to access SOCE for ‘counseling’ (Southern Poverty Law
Center, 2014; Kern, S., and Brecheen, J., 2015). SOCE, conversion
therapy and reparative therapy have been discredited or highly
criticized by all major medical, psychiatric, psychological and
professional mental health organizations, including the National
Association of Social Workers. 

What are sexual orientation change efforts?
The term sexual orientation change efforts (or SOCE) include any
practice seeking to change a person’s sexual orientation, including, but
not limited to, efforts to change behaviors, gender identity, or gender
expressions, or to reduce or eliminate sexual or romantic attractions or
feelings toward a person of the same gender. Within this position
statement, SOCE includes any form of reparative therapy, conversion
therapy, and/or transformational ministries that use interventions
claiming to “repair” or “convert” a person in order to reduce or
eliminate a person’s sexual desire for a member of his or her own
gender. The use of SOCE can include use of psychotherapy, medical
approaches, aversion therapy, religious and spiritual approaches, as
well as the use of sexual violence (referred to as ‘corrective rape). There
are no studies of adequate scientific rigor to conclude whether or not
SOCE or conversion therapy can modify or change sexual orientation or
gender identity or expression (APA, 2009). 

What are sexual orientation, sexual identity, gender
identity, and gender expression? 
According to NASW’s “Definitions: A Primer” (2009), sex is assigned
at birth and determined usually by external, physical genitals. Additional
sex markers include chromosomes and internal and external reproductive
organs. Gender is an ascribed social status assigned at birth, which is



assumed to be congruent with the assigned birth sex, but may or may
not be congruent with the anatomical sexual identifiers.

Sexual orientation is defined by whom people are emotionally,
romantically, and erotically attracted to, for the most part and over a
period of time. It exists on a continuum of feelings and attractions, and
is not necessarily congruent with behavior. 

Sexual identity refers to a person’s self-perception of his or her sexual
orientation, and sexual behavior refers to a person’s sexual activities. 

Gender Identity refers to the gender with which one identifies regardless
of one’s assigned sex at birth. Gender expression is the communication
of gender through behaviors (mannerisms, speech patterns, etc.) and
appearance (clothing, hair, accessories, etc.) culturally associated with a
particular gender. 

Can therapy change sexual orientation or gender identity?
People seek mental health services for many reasons. Accordingly, it is
fair to assert that people who have same-sex attraction seek therapy for
the same reasons that heterosexual people do. However, media
campaigns, often coupled with coercive messages from family and
community members, can create an environment in which LGBT persons
are pressured to seek conversion therapy. The stigmatization of LGBT
persons creates a threat to the health and well-being of those affected
which, in turn, produces the social climate that pressures some people to
seek change in sexual orientation or gender identity (Haldeman,
D.,1994; HRC, 2015). However, no data demonstrate that SOCE or
reparative therapy or conversion therapy is effective, rather have
succeeded only in short term reduction of same-sex sexual behavior and
negatively impact the mental health and self-esteem of the individual
(Davison, G., 1991; Haldeman, D., 1994, APA, 2009). 

The NASW National Committee on Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and
Transgender Issues believes that SOCE can negatively affect one’s mental
health and cannot and will not change sexual orientation or gender identity.
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