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In 2013 in Croatia a referendum took place regarding the issue of the Constitutional definition of marriage as a 

union between a man and a woman. However, less than a year later the Croatian Parliament passed Life Partnership 

Act making same-sex couples equal in all rights to married couples, except for adoption. In this study we wanted to 

explore reactions of LGB individuals to the referendum and immediately after the Life Partnership Act was adopted. 

Aim of this study was to test the minority stress model in the changing context of Croatian society regarding the 

rights of LGB individuals. We wanted to explore cognitive, emotional and behavioural reactions of LGB persons 

following the referendum (that banned gay marriages) as well as the possible changes in their attitudes after the 

Life Partnership Act (that makes same-sex couples equal to married couples in everything except adoption) was 

adopted. Therefore, we conducted a qualitative study, specifically interviews with eleven LGB individuals 

(homosexual and bisexual, activist and non-activists) in two time points: immediately after the Referendum and 

following the Life Partnership Act. We analysed the results in terms of Meyer’s minority stress model. Taken in 

general, our findings confirm the minority stress model and highlight social context as an important determinant of 

minority stress for LGB individuals. The current state of the LGB rights is viewed as inadequate, but positive 

changes are expected in the future. The results also confirm the protective role of social support, both individual 

and collective, for LGBT individual when faced with minority stress. However, in some cases the LGB community 

fails to fulfil the expectations of its members which can turn it into a source of stress instead of support. 
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Introduction 

The rights of sexual minorities in Croatia have expanded in recent years; however, it was a winding road 

for LGBT rights in Croatia to occupy the 12th place in a group of 49 observed European countries in 2014. 

Only a year before a national referendum was held to change the Croatian Constitution so that marriage could 

be defined only as a union between a man and a woman and it received support. However, the government 

continued to work on expansion of rights for same-sex couples through a new law (announced in 2012) and   

less than a year after the referendum, the Croatian Parliament passed the Life Partnership Act to make  

same-sex couples equal to married couples in all rights, except for adoption. In this study we wanted to explore 

reactions of LGB individuals in Croatia immediately after the Life Partnership Act had been adopted and after 

the first gay couple was able to register their life partnership in Croatia. In this qualitative study we shall focus 

on their reactions to the changes in that one year, as well as attitudes regarding LGB rights and their future in 

Croatia. 
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In 2013 in Croatia a referendum (initiated by the citizens’ initiative In the Name of the Family) took place 

regarding the issue of the Constitutional definition of marriage as a union between a man and a woman (Š. V., 

& T. K, 2013). The fact that the referendum was held resulted in strong and diverging public reactions. While 

the LGBT community protested and emphasized that such a referendum directly threatened the rights of LGBT 

minority, making them second-class citizens by denying them the right to marriage, the supporters of the 

referendum insisted on claims that the referendum was non-discriminatory and that they only wanted to protect 

the family. Soon another initiative was formed under the name Citizens Vote Against and a highly polarised 

debate took place in Croatian society with many public figures (politicians, actors, media representatives) 

taking a stand, and leaving no one indifferent. 

Although the turnout was relatively weak (about 40%), the results of the referendum showed that 65.87% 

voted for such a definition of marriage to be part of the Croatian Constitution. The results yielded many 

reactions in the local, but also international media, mostly emphasizing the role of the Catholic Church in 

organizing the referendum and interpreting the results as an indicator of strong conservatism and rightist views 

in Croatia. 

However, immediately after the referendum, a new initiative started to legalize homosexual partnerships 

through a new legal act. Seven months after the referendum the Croatian Parliament adopted the Life 

Partnership Act to legalize homosexual partnerships and give them equal rights to married couples in 

everything except for full adoption. Nevertheless, the Act includes an institution similar to step-child adoption 

called partner-guardianship. Despite the opposition of the In the Name of the Family initiative and their 

supporters who announced repeal of the Act, in September 2014, the first homosexual partnership in Croatia 

was registered. In the following six months (by February 2015) about 40 homosexual partnerships were 

registered. 

All these changes that took place in just one year (from the initiative to hold the referendum to the 

adoption of the LPA) potentially present major stressors for LGB individuals from several perspectives. Firstly, 

they were brought in the centre of public attention with everyone giving an opinion on whether or not they 

should be allowed to have certain rights. Additionally, their feeling of being accepted in and by the society 

might have changed due to the abovementioned events that took place. Furthermore, the fact that many people 

voted against their having the right to marry might have an impact on LGB individuals’ perception of injustice 

and discrimination against them, as well as on their feelings of safety. On the other hand, the fact that many 

heterosexual people supported their cause might have led to feelings of being supported, accepted and equal to 

the majority group. In the same vein, the legalization of homosexual partnerships might have led to 

strengthening of the LGB community and victorious feeling, but at the same time it might have led to 

attenuation of LGB activism because the major goal was accomplished. 

The minority stress model (Meyer, 2003) proposes that LGB individuals possess poorer mental health 

when compared to heterosexuals and that the main cause of such discrepancy lies in higher levels of stress 

experienced by sexual minorities. The model emphasizes interactions among several factors: the individual’s 

minority status, the strength of identification with the minority group, available social support and coping 

mechanisms, general stress and stress caused by an individual’s awareness of societal level incidents of 

prejudice, discrimination or violence due to one’s minority status. In other words, a stressor induced by a 

hostile and homophobic culture can result in significant stress which affects physical and mental health 

outcomes (Dohrenwend et al., 1992; Marshall et al., 2008). According to Meyer (2003), minority stressors are 
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unique (not experienced by non-stigmatised populations), chronic (related to social structures that are almost 

unchangeable) and socially based (social processes, institutions, structures). Thus, although stress is not unique 

to LGB individuals, minority stress comes from disadvantages, the social stigma and prejudices that LGB 

people encounter and it requires special adaptive responses. 

Indeed, the findings from several studies confirmed that minority sexual orientation is a risk indicator for 

psychiatric morbidity. However, levels of an increased risk vary within this subpopulation by both gender and 

patterns of sexual orientation expression (Cochran & Mays, 2000). Specifically, the results indicated higher 

prevalence of depression, panic attacks, and psychological distress among gay and bisexual men than among 

heterosexual men. In the same vein, lesbian and bisexual women showed greater prevalence of generalized 

anxiety disorder than heterosexual women (Cochran, Mays, & Sullivan, 2003). Furthermore, gay, lesbian, 

bisexual, and self-conscious students consistently reported higher levels of mental health issues and a more 

frequent impact on academics because of these issues than heterosexual students. Additionally, bisexuals 

frequently reported higher levels than students identifying themselves as gay, lesbian and self-conscious 

(Oswald & Wyatt, 2011). Shilo and Savaya (2011) emphasized a particular vulnerability of bisexuals who 

showed lower level of well-being than gays and lesbians, as well as higher levels of mental distress. The latter 

relationship was fully mediated by family support and acceptance, internalised homophobia and the LGB social 

contact. Finally, many studies demonstrated the relationships between poor mental health outcomes and 

perceived and experienced discrimination (Nemoto, Operario, Keatley, Han, & Soma, 2004; Diaz, Ayala, Bein, 

Jenne, & Marin, 2001; Mays & Cochran, 2001). 

The minority stress model seems to represent an adequate theoretical frame to investigate the impact of 

such dramatic events and changes regarding sexual minorities’ rights in Croatia. Especially relevant for our 

study is the notion that distal (societal level) stressors can cause stress simply by being aware of their existence 

or possibility. The experience of prejudice, discrimination and violence related to the minority status contains a 

symbolic message that one is devalued or rejected by a larger social group. The confirmation for this comes 

from an American study that compared LGB respondents living in the States which passed antigay marriage 

amendments in 2006 to those living in the States without such amendments and showed that the former had 

higher psychological distress than the latter (Rostosky, Riggle, Horne, & Miller, 2009). Thus, Link and Phelan 

(2001) argue that bans on gay marriage, together with the social environments that give rise to them, are 

examples of institutional discrimination. Although most research has examined associations between individual 

discrimination experiences and health outcomes (Krieger, 2003; Williams, Neighbors, & Jackson, 2003), the 

interest in the impact of institutional discrimination experiences on health outcomes has increased lately (Gee, 

2002; Peterson & Krivo, 1999; Collins & Williams, 1999; O’Campo, Gielen, Fade, Xue, Kass, & Wang, 1995). 

It becomes more and more recognised that multiple forms of institutional discrimination exist, such as 

deprivation of rights for the LGB minority or heated public discourse that causes them stress, but only a few 

studies examined the consequences of institutional discrimination for the mental health of LGB individuals. 

One such study looked into psychiatric disorders among LGB individuals living in the States that banned gay 

marriage (Hatzenbuehler, McLaughlin, Keyes, & Hasin, 2010). Their findings suggested a significant increase 

of several psychiatric disorders (mood disorder, generalized anxiety disorder, any alcohol use disorder and 

psychiatric comorbidity) after the bans on marriage rights for same-sex couples. Interestingly, such increase of 

psychiatric disorders was found neither among LGB respondents living in the states without such constitutional 

amendments nor among heterosexuals living in the states with constitutional amendments. 



MINORITY STRESS IN THE FACE OF CHANGES IN LGB RIGHTS IN CROATIA 

 

277

The minority stress model also describes stress that accrues through expectations of rejection, hiding, 

concealing the minority identity, internalized homophobia (i.e. LGB person’s acquisition of social stigma) and 

ameliorative coping processes. On the one hand, an LGB person who comes out and is highly identified with 

the LGB community can therefore be exposed to higher stress due to rejection or discrimination by others or by 

the society. On the other hand, involvement in the LGB community offers an increasing social support, which 

may help them cope with stress. For example, Jones and colleagues (1984) argue that involvement in the LGB 

community offers two coping mechanisms for LGB individuals. Firstly, it offers LGB individuals social 

environments in which they are not stigmatised by others. Secondly, it provides support for negative evaluation 

of the stigmatised minority group. Finally, according to the social evaluation theory (Pettigrew, 1967) the sense 

of community cohesiveness offers LGB individuals the possibility to evaluate themselves in comparison with 

other in-group members (i.e. other members of the LGB community who are like them) rather than with 

members of the majority group (i.e. heterosexuals), which makes the result of such comparisons less stressful 

and injurious to the psychological well-being. 

The aim of this study was to test the minority stress model in the changing context of Croatian society 

regarding the rights of LGB individuals. We wanted to explore cognitive, emotional and behavioural reactions 

of LGB persons following the referendum (that banned gay marriages) and after the adoption of the Life 

Partnership Act. Therefore, we conducted interviews with ten LGB persons immediately following the Life 

Partnership Act. We analysed the results in terms of Meyer’s minority stress model. 

Specifically, we focused on the following goals: firstly, we wanted to investigate the perception of 

changes in Croatian society regarding the LGB minority in the year after the referendum. We expected the 

subjects to perceive positive changes in a sense of greater visibility and more civil rights for LGB individuals, 

but also that the prevailing attitude of the heterosexual majority toward the LGB minority hasn’t changed. 

Secondly, we aimed to investigate reactions to the Life Partnership Act and its content. We expected the 

participants to express positive reactions to the Life Partnership Act, but also to emphasize that equal rights 

with heterosexual majority have not been accomplished yet. Third, we wanted to determine whether in the last 

year the subjects were exposed either to distal stressors and experiences or certain proximal stressors 

(according to Meyer’s model). We expected that at least some participants experienced discrimination, 

prejudice or even violence due to their sexual orientation in the last year. Additionally, we expected that 

concealment of their sexual orientation might be the most prominent proximal stressor. Fourth, our goal was to 

determine which coping mechanisms and sources of support the subjects use as a buffer from the effects of the 

minority stress. We expected all the participants to report on social support of their close others, as well as the 

role of the LGB community in coping with the minority stress. Fifth, we wanted to explore potential changes in 

experience, perception and behaviour of the subjects in the last year and determine if these changes indicate 

impaired mental health. We expected the feelings of insecurity (not being safe) and the heightened levels of 

stress would be at the same level as at the first time point, but that life satisfaction might remain intact and 

relatively high. Compared with the time after the referendum, we expected the participants after the Life 

Partnership Act to be less proactive and that they would consider leaving Croatia to a lesser extent. 

Method 

The participants were approached using the snow-ball method and chosen according to several 

criteria—age, sexual orientation and their involvement (active or passive) in the LGBT community. The 



MINORITY STRESS IN THE FACE OF CHANGES IN LGB RIGHTS IN CROATIA 

 

278 

targeted age group was young adults because such a group was most affected by the issue of gay marriage. 

Considering sexual orientation, the chosen participants were lesbian, gay, or bisexual. Finally, four respondents 

were LGBT activists and other six were non-activists. We considered this kind of division relevant because 

activists were more directly involved in the events and they were more dedicated to fight for LGBT rights than 

non-activists, therefore we expected somewhat different reactions. The socio-demographic structure of our 

sample is presented in Table 1. 

The data were gathered in December 2013 (first wave) and during October and November 2014 (second 

wave) using semi-structured interviews that were audio recorded with the permission of the participant, and all 

of them signed a written consent before the beginning. All of the interviews took place in the interviewer’s 

home which assured the same conditions and privacy for the participants. The average duration of the 

interviews was approximately 50 minutes. When the interviews were conducted, transcripts of audio records 

were made. In this paper we focused mainly on the results from the second wave (as participants were asked 

about changes that took place in the previous year and probed for explanations when their answers differed 

from the ones they gave in the first wave of the study). Data was coded based on concepts of the Meyer’s 

model. 
 

Table 1 

Demographic Structure of the Subjects in This Study 

Sex Male Female 

Number 5 5 
Age 
20-25 
26-31 
32-37 

 
3 
1 
1 

 
1 
 
4 

The size of the place in which the participant spent most of his life 
Village 
Town 
City 

 
0 
3 
2 

 
2 
2 
1 

Sexual orientation 
Homosexual 
Bisexual 

 
3 
2 

 
4 
1 

Activist 
Yes 
No 

 
2 
3 

 
2 
3 

Education level 
Secondary school 
Bachelor degree 
Master degree 

 
2 
2 
1 

 
1 
0 
4 

Financial status 
Average 
Below average 

 
4 
1 

 
3 
2 

Relationship status 
In a relationship 
Single 

 
4 
1 

 
3 
2 

The person is “out” 
Yes 
No 

 
5 
0 

 
5 
0 

Results 

We shall analyse and present the results in terms of Meyer’s minority stress model. 
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Contextual Factors—Circumstances in the Environment 

Firstly, we focused on the changes of the circumstances in Croatian society regarding the LGB minority in 

the year after the referendum and on the perception of the typical attitude of the heterosexual majority. Most of 

the participants noticed some changes in Croatian society that go parallel in two opposite directions— 

strengthening of both the conservative and the liberal current in Croatia. 

After the referendum a positive change happened because the LGBT community got stronger and more ready to react. 
But the conservative current also doesn’t rest—you can see this in their new initiative on forbidding abortion. (a female, 
lesbian, 25) 

Even though the participants recognize that the LGBT community experienced a great step forward with 

the Life Partnership Act, they perceive their social status as more or less unchanged in Croatia. In other words, 

regardless of the changes in the legal system, the attitude of the heterosexual majority toward the LGBT 

minority has remained the same. 

I don’t have an impression that the majority opinion has changed. (a male, gay, 23) 
I don’t think that enough time has passed for some drastic changes in attitudes of the majority. (a female, bisexual, 

36) 

Regarding the content of the Life Partnership Act all the participants express positive reactions to the Life 

Partnership Act and hope that it might eventually lead to better social status of the LGBT people in Croatia. 

They see it as a great new opportunity, as a way of taking the LGBT people away from society margins, and as 

a step forward towards human rights and equality in Croatia. 

It is a way of taking community that has been on the edge of the society towards the centre of it. (a female, lesbian, 
36) 

I think that the law is one step forward to change rights in Croatia. (a male, bisexual, 32) 

However, for most of them it is disappointing that the rights are not equal to those of married heterosexual 

couples and that inequalities still exist. Some of them even see the LPA in a negative light—as hypocrisy, as a 

way of pretending that the rights of LGB couples are equal to those of married heterosexual couples, when in 

fact important differences still exist. 

For me this is another prejudice because this is not marriage, we cannot call it marriage, we cannot adopt a child, and 
straight couples cannot get into life partnership. Considering all of that, we are still not equal. (a male, gay, 23) 

Only three participants (all women) find this law personally relevant for different reasons—because it 

gives them a choice in life, it makes their life easier regarding administration, and for one of them it is 

emotionally relevant as that person regards it as a revenge (to the opposing heterosexual community) for the 

referendum. Contrary to expectations, most participants do not find this law personally relevant, at least not at 

the moment. They explain this by the fact that they don’t plan to get married so the possibility of life 

partnership does not change anything in their life. However, each of them emphasized that they are happy 

because of their friends and other people that already have, or do want to get into life partnership and for whom 

this Act has made their greatest wish possible. 

No. It isn’t important to me personally. I’m generally not interested in marriage, I don’t consider it important. But, it’s 
positive and good that it exists because there are people for whom it is important, I am not the only one in this society. (a 
female, bisexual, 36) 
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For me it is personally relevant. Now I have a possibility to deal with many complicated legal things in one simple 
step. It makes my life simpler. (a female, lesbian, 36) 

Regarding the content of the new law, all the participants are generally very satisfied with the law and its 

content, but they all also express great dissatisfaction with the fact that adoption is excluded from their rights 

when compared to the rights of married couples. They insist on a legal possibility of adoption for the same-sex 

couples in order to regard the LGBT rights in Croatia as equal to the human rights of heterosexuals. Without it, 

they feel that the law is sending a wrong message that LGBT people are not in fact equally worthy to be parents 

as heterosexual people. 

I think that everything regarding relationships between partners and their social rights such as some financial or 
retirement rights is ok and it is the same as for married couples. But the whole adoption thing is something which hasn’t 
been done at all and I think that should be done. (a male, bisexual, 26) 

Another issue is a fear that the new law might not be implemented in practice. In other words, regardless 

of what the law says, equality will not be accomplished until the society implements that law or until the LGBT 

population has the same social status in Croatian society as the heterosexual majority. 

This law ensures you legally, but it doesn’t ensure integration into society, implementation of the law. It is like some 
other laws, for example, the antidiscrimination law; they exist but aren’t put into effect in the real life. (a female, lesbian, 
36) 

When asked to compare the rights of the LGBT minority to the rights of other minorities in Croatia, most 

of the participants start by stating that the LGBT minority is in the worst position because other minorities have 

legally the same rights as the majority. However, looking at the minority status in the society more deeply, they 

recognize that the status of the sexual minorities has increased and that there are some other minorities, like the 

Roma populations or asylees, who have worse social status than the LGBT minority. 

If we compare ourselves with the majority, we are still in an unfavourable position considering that we don’t have all 
rights like the majority. Therefore, a person that is a member of some other minority like national or religious can still 
adopt a child. (a male, bisexual, 26) 

Our rights are not perfect but it is better now. Asylees are now starting to be a “popular” minority because they have 
almost no rights. The Roma people also don’t have a good social status. It wouldn’t be fair to say that the LGBT 
community is in the worst position. (a male, gay, 23) 

When a larger context is considered, all the participants agree that generally LGBT rights in Croatia are 

not bad at this moment. In comparison to other European countries, the LGBT minority in Croatia seems to be 

in a better position than in the eastern countries, but in a worse position than in some western countries. In sum, 

circumstances in Croatia after the referendum and the Life Partnership Act are not all favourable but are 

moving in a good direction. 

I don’t know much about it, but I know that we are better than in the east, and worse than in the west. This is 
something I know in general. (a female, bisexual, 36) 

I think that LGBT rights are better here than in Serbia or some other eastern countries, but worse than in the USA or 
France. (a male, gay, 23) 

Exposure to Distal and Proximal Stressors in the Last Year 

Following Meyer’s minority stress model, we asked the participants whether they had been exposed to 

prejudice events (such as discrimination or violence) due to their sexual orientation in the previous year. 



MINORITY STRESS IN THE FACE OF CHANGES IN LGB RIGHTS IN CROATIA 

 

281

Additionally, we also asked them about proximal minority stress processes such as concealment of their sexual 

identity and/or coming out, as well as reactions of their environment and possible rejections. 

None of the participants have experienced any kind of violence in the last year. They attribute it to the 

characteristics of the people that surround them daily (their open-minded and tolerant friends, family and work 

colleagues) and to the places that they go to (e.g. gay clubs). In other words, they actually do expect violence 

and actively avoid places and people that could lead to it. 

I minimize situations in which these things could happen. I don’t go to homophobic places or talk to that kind of 
people. (a male, gay, 23) 

I live in a bubble. People that surround me are all open-minded. I only read about that terrible stuff in newspapers or I 
see it on TV. (a female, lesbian, 36) 

However, it seems that they only considered physical violence. Although eight out of ten participants said 

that they had not been victims of either discrimination or prejudice in the previous year, half of them later in the 

interview mentioned situations when they were discriminated. However, for some situations they cannot be 

sure whether discrimination happened due to their sexual orientation, but they still felt hurt. 

I have it in my family. My parents know about me, but we never mention it and I know that if I ever have a partner I 
couldn’t bring her to my home. That’s why I’m not in the same position as my sisters. Except that, at work I can feel this 
silent disapproval. (a female, lesbian, 25) 

I was in a lot of situations in which I felt discriminated and I had to argue my attitude towards some LGBT questions 
and there were a lot of situations where people would say some bad things about sexual minorities and I would feel awful. 
(a female, lesbian, 36) 

My boyfriend and I kissed in a taxi and the taxi driver told us to stop. Maybe he would have done the same if I was 
with a girl, but I think that he probably wouldn’t. (a male, gay, 23) 

When it comes to proximal stressors, almost all of the participants “came out” to new people in the last 

year. Expectedly, it is much easier to self-disclose to another member of the LGBT community or to a tolerant 

and open-minded friend and reactions are mostly positive and accepting. The people they opened up to were 

accepting, some had questions but they weren’t depreciatory. On the other hand, experiences of self-disclosing 

to a family member or at work seem to be more stressful. 

When I indirectly ‘came out’ at work, I experienced some negative reactions only through some of my comments and 
actions. I mean, no one said anything rude or impolite to me directly, everyone was just silent. I think it is some kind of 
“new conservatism” where people are polite and won’t say anything directly to you, because they know that it is not ok to 
insult someone, but they will talk about it in that manner when they are out for a drink. When they see me, they will only 
be silent or be scornful. (a female, lesbian, 25) 

I came out to my dad. That didn’t go well. I was disappointed. It was hard to listen to his comments. (a male, bisexual, 
26) 

Therefore it is not surprising that some people conceal their sexual identity in formal situations. When 

asked about it directly, our participants were unison about never lying about or concealing their sexual identity. 

It is possible that sexual identity is central and very important to all the participants in this study and they might 

consider hiding it wrong and cowardly or as a sign of internalized homophobia (as suggested by Meyer). 

During the interview, however, some situations emerged in which they did conceal their identity in order to 

avoid conflict. Most of the participants would hide their sexual identity if there was a threat to their life or 

financial stability, in any situation in which their existence would be jeopardized. Also, some of them wouldn’t 
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reveal their sexual identity at work because they find it unnecessary to reveal private information. 

Maybe when I started to work at this place… I didn’t hide it, but I just didn’t talk about it. If someone asked me, I 
would answer. (a male, gay, 23) 

I have two friends that I love a lot and their families are extremely conservative. And if I am with them I pretend that 
I am straight. And if they asked me if I’m gay I wouldn’t admit it. (a female, lesbian, 33) 

I don’t talk about that kind of stuff when I get a negative vibe from people, and when I suppose that it could be an 
awkward situation. (a male, gay, 23) 

If I were in a situation in which my physical integrity would be at risk, I would hide it. (a male, bisexual, 26) 

Only two of the participants couldn’t think of any situation in which they would conceal their identity. 

No, I never hide it. If someone has a problem with it, I don’t care, they can go away. (a female, lesbian, 36) 

Coping and Social Support (Community and Individual) 

We explored in what ways, if any, is minority stress (stress due to their sexual orientation) different from 

everyday stress they experience. All the participants consider the former more personal, more stressful and 

continuous for them all. Some of them also notice that the kind of stress they experience because of their sexual 

identity is more intense and makes them feel depressed, helpless, attacked and less worthy as a human being. 

It hits you in a different way, it makes you feel less worthy. It is not fair. It is like some kind of depression. (a male, 
gay, 23) 

It is a different kind of stress because it is personal. It considers my being, it is continuous and it is always with me, 
no matter what happens in other aspects of my life. (a female, lesbian, 36) 

In line with the theoretical assumption of Meyer’s model, we turned our focus to coping mechanisms that 

might serve as a buffer for mental health outcomes. 

Social support seems to play a crucial role in coping with minority stress. All the interviewees emphasized 

the importance of social support during and after the referendum. Their most important sources of social 

support were close friends, romantic partners, and family members. They all agree that it would be harder for 

them to cope with all the changes in the last year in Croatia without the support they had. 

It was important to me. It wouldn’t have been good if it hadn’t been for the support, it would have been three times 
harder for me. (a female, bisexual, 36) 

Support is important, it is important for me that it exists and that I know that I can talk to someone. If I didn’t get it I 
would be very disappointed. (a male, bisexual, 32) 

Although not all the participants are LGBT activists, they all feel included in the LGBT community. 

Therefore, they all receive both individual social supports from people close to them, but also from the fact that 

they are part of a larger community who stand behind them. Interestingly, the role of the LGBT community as a 

source of support remains unclear for two reasons. Firstly, it seems to be difficult to separate individual support 

from LGBT friends from the support from the LGBT community as a whole. Secondly, it depends on 

expectations of each individual, as well as on how much they feel they have invested in it. For majority of the 

interviewees the LGBT community is an important source of social support when dealing with minority stress. 

However, for some the LGBT community was a source of frustration because they were disappointed with the 

work of LGBT activists. 

Communication with LGBT friends helped me the most. I think that there were some things that only LGBT persons 
could completely understand. (a female, lesbian, 25) 
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I didn’t get any particular support from it. Some LGBT organizations asked me to do them favours, so I gave 
something to them, and got nothing in return. I was very disappointed with their activities, so they were only a source of 
frustration to me. (a male, bisexual, 26) 

We were also interested in potential changes in the perceived level of inclusion in the community among 

our participants, as well as their proactivity. Four of them estimate that their inclusion level in the LGBT 

community nowadays is the same as it was during the referendum; four of them consider it lower now than at the 

time of the referendum because there is no need for that level of activity any more, and two consider it higher at 

this point because they have remained active and interested in further perusing equal rights for sexual minorities. 

It is the same. Activities change, but it is at the same level. (a male, bisexual, 32) 
Then it was much more prevalent and everyone was talking about gays and lesbians. Now it is not like that anymore 

so I don’t have that need for intervention. (a male, gay, 23) 
I did activate more. Now I more often go to some protests and community activities, I now talk in situations in which 

before I wouldn’t dare. (a female, lesbian, 36) 

Mental Health Outcomes 

Finally, we explored potential changes in the participants’ experience, perception and behaviour in the last 

year in order to determine if these changes indicate impaired (or improved) mental health. Comparing their 

level of stress and life satisfaction now to that from a year ago (at the time of the referendum), the participants 

gave diverse answers. The only thing they agreed upon is that their level of life satisfaction was mostly 

influenced by specific events in their lives and not by their sexual orientation per se. At the moment, the 

participants are relatively satisfied with their lives. On a scale from one to ten, their estimations varied from 6 

to 9.7, indicating fairly high satisfaction with life. 

For me satisfaction fluctuated during the past year but because of the reasons that don’t have anything to do with my 
sexual orientation. (a female, lesbian, 36) 

On the other hand, when asked about their feeling of safety, six out of ten participants still have 

pronounced feelings of insecurity due to their sexual orientation. Unlike them, others perceive safety in Croatia 

nowadays to be at least on the same level as before the referendum or perhaps even higher. They attribute 

heightened feelings of safety to the new law, and to the fact that Croatian public is not so interested in LGBT 

issues anymore. 

No, for me it is the same. I think that this law hasn’t changed anything in their heads. There will always be fools. I 
don’t feel safe. (a male, gay, 23) 

I feel safer now. I saw that there are a lot of people that support us. I feel that I’m now more courageous. Now even 
the law is here so it gives me some feeling of security. (a female, lesbian, 33) 

The majority of the participants in this study find the idea of emigration appealing. One participant 

decided to leave Croatia after the referendum and doesn’t want to come back, not even on holiday. Others are 

thinking about it, but don’t have any concrete plans yet. It is noteworthy that they do not want to leave Croatia 

because of LGBT rights or status, but mostly because of financial insecurity and general economic situation in 

Croatia. 

I think it is a right decision. I am not coming back. Not even on holiday. (a male, bisexual, 26) 
I am thinking about it, but not because of the referendum, but because of existential reasons. If I don’t find a job soon, 

I won’t have any other choice but leave. (a female, lesbian, 25) 
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Discussion and Conclusion 

Two recent events regarding LGBT rights in Croatia—the referendum limiting the definition of marriage 

to a union between a man and a woman and the Life Partnership Act that made same-sex couples almost equal 

in all rights to married couples—resulted in strong and diverging public debates. Many accusations of 

discrimination could be heard from both sides, and many people felt the urge to take sides. In this study we 

were interested in effects these two events had on LGBT individuals, whose rights were in question. We 

explored reactions of ten LGB individuals in Croatia immediately after the Life Partnership Act had been 

adopted. In this study we focused on potential changes in their experiences and reactions in the year after the 

referendum, as well as attitudes regarding LGB rights and their future in Croatia. 

Results of this qualitative study confirm assumptions based on Meyer’s minority stress model. The 

participants in this study have not been victims of physical violence due to their sexual orientation in the last 

year. However, this finding should be taken cautiously as all participants in this study actively avoid 

homophobic places and people. Additionally, it seems that other forms of violence and discrimination against 

sexual minorities (insults, vilifications etc.) regularly take place in Croatian society. The fact that even LGBT 

individuals, some of who are activists, tend to neglect personal experiences of being discriminated against 

unless being directly asked about them, suggests that “softer” forms of discrimination might represent usual 

behaviour, maybe even a social norm. Thus, future studies of this topic should pose very precise questions to 

determine the proportion of discrimination and homophobic violence in Croatia. 

When it comes to proximal stressors, all the participants regularly come out to new people and the process 

of coming out remains a source of stress for LGBT individuals throughout their lives. Expectedly, it is much 

easier to self-disclose to another member of the LGBT community or to a tolerant and open-minded friend as 

reactions are mostly positive and accepting. On the other hand, experiences with self-disclosing to a family 

member or at work seem to be more stressful. Therefore, it is not surprising that some people conceal their 

sexual identity in formal situations. When asked about it directly, our participants were unison about never 

concealing their sexual identity. During the interview, however, some situations emerged in which they did 

conceal their identity in order to avoid conflict. It is possible that sexual identity is central and very important to 

all the participants in this study and they might consider hiding it to be wrong and cowardly or as a sign of 

internalized homophobia (as suggested by Meyer). Therefore, they are reluctant to consider such behaviour as 

typical of them, regard it as treason, or have rationalizations about why they sometimes do that. But when faced 

with a fear for their existence (their job or even their life) they would conceal it, and some of them think it is 

wise to conceal it at work since it is a private matter, it does not concern work colleagues and it can only cause 

problems. Taking into account that the participants in this study are all out and part of the LGBT community, 

they already minimize the possibility of negative reactions to their sexual orientation by carefully choosing 

their friends and places they go to. This leads to the conclusion that those who are not “out” yet and who do not 

have strong social support network might be much more prone to concealing their sexual identity. Feeling of 

safety and acceptance is still an important issue for LGBT individuals in Croatia. 

An important part of Meyer’s model is the coping mechanism that mediates the effects of distal and proximal 

stressors to mental health outcomes. All the participants differentiate minority stress from regular everyday 

stress. Minority stress seems to be more personal, more stressful, and also more continuous. Unlike everyday 

stress, minority stress can make them feel depressed, helpless, attacked and less worthy as a human being. 
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The perception of the LGBT community directly influences the participants’ motivation to take active part 

in it. Thus some of them feel just as included in the community now as they were during the referendum. 

Others indicate that their inclusion level is lower now than at the time of the referendum as some important 

goals are already accomplished or because they got disappointed. Others still consider their inclusion level in 

the community higher now than before as they have become more and more active and interested in further 

pursuing equal rights for sexual minorities. It seems from these findings that the LGBT community presents a 

strong potential asset for their members but it is not always successful in fulfilling expectations of their 

members. It might be wise for local LGBT associations to communicate their goals more transparently, as well 

as to explore regularly goals and expectations of their members in order to avoid disappointment and 

dissatisfaction. 

Mental health outcomes were explored via life satisfaction, feelings of safety, perceived levels of stress 

and plans for future. From our findings, it seems that the recent events regarding the rights of the LGBT 

minority in Croatia have not left long-term consequences on their life satisfaction. The participants in this study 

are relatively satisfied but emphasize that their satisfaction does not stem from the recent changes in their legal 

rights. On the other hand, feelings of insecurity due to their sexual identity remain strong. In line with our 

expectations, the most interviewees do not feel safe. Some do, however, perceive safety of LGBT people in 

Croatia nowadays to be at least on the same level as before the referendum or perhaps even higher. Even 

though this sounds optimistic, they also indicate that the main reason for such optimism is the fact that LGBT 

individuals are not in focus anymore (as they were in time of the referendum). Contrary to our expectations, all 

the participants in this study find the idea of emigration appealing, and one has even left Croatia. It seems 

however, that the main reason for leaving the country is neither the referendum nor the Life Partnership Act, 

but financial insecurity and a general economic situation in Croatia. 

The main limitation of the present study is the small number of participants that does not allow any 

generalization. Another limitation arises from the method used to collect data. We used face-to-face interviews, 

a method that enabled us to explore reactions to recent relevant events in Croatia to more depth, and to ask for 

additional explanations. However, this method does not allow anonymity and can lead to social desirability and 

includes only those LGBT individuals who are already “out”. 

In general, our findings confirm Meyer’s minority stress model and highlight a social context as an 

important determinant of minority stress for LGB individuals. Our results emphasize the protective role of 

social support, both individual and collective, for an LGBT individual when faced with minority stress. Thus 

despite the relatively low social status of LGB’s in Croatian society, the participants demonstrated good mental 

health, as well as relative resilience to minority stress. This is partly due to the fact that they perceive positive 

changes in their circumstances and partly to the strong social support from people close to them, but also from 

the LGB community. However, in some cases the community fails to fulfil the expectations of its members, 

which can turn it into a source of stress instead of support. Future research should look into the role of the LGB 

community more closely and explore potential differences in expectations of activists in comparison to 

non-activists. 
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