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Abstract 

Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and intersex (LGBTI) police liaison programs were 

established around Australia from the late 1980s onwards to ameliorate discriminatory 

relationships between LGBTIQ people and police. With specialized training to better 

understand LGBTIQ issues, police liaison officers can provide support to LGBTIQ people as 

victims, offenders, or witnesses. Interestingly, very few LGBTIQ people seek support from 

these officers, even though many know they exist. This paper reports the results of a survey of 

a sample of LGBTIQ community members across two Australian states (Queensland and New 

South Wales) that explored why LGBTIQ people seek support from LGBTI police liaison 

officers. An online questionnaire asked LGBTIQ people about their perceptions of, and 

experiences with, police generally, and LGBTI police liaison officers specifically. Similar to 

past research, our analysis primarily found high levels of awareness of liaison officers, but very 

few participants accessed them. Further, and concerningly, the participants were generally 

reluctant to seek them out for support. Key implications of our findings for policy and practice 

development in police and LGBTIQ community services are discussed. 
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Introduction 

For some time now, evidence-based policing research has focused on the frontline interactions 

that police have with vulnerable communities. This research has frequently highlighted how 

racial profiling influences police contact with African American communities in the United 

States (Starr, 2016). Less of this work has focused on the lives of LGBTIQ people around the 

world. Research tells us that police profile transgender people in specific ways (Carpenter & 

Marshall, 2017). More than half of 6,450 transgender people in the United States reported 

contact with police, and one fifth of them reported experiencing police bias (Grant et al., 2011). 

This research shows policing of transgender people is highly problematic, but we are yet to 

understand this statistically when compared with the general American population, and we are 

yet to do this internationally. Similarly, police activities seeking to counterbalance these 

negative police interactions and attitudes have been less visible in evidence-based policing 

research, including service enhancement programs like LGBTI1 police liaison programs. The 

absence of evidence-based policing research about LGBTIQ people and policing is interesting 

given these programs were set up to build relationships and address gaps in service. 

The research discussed in this paper seeks preliminarily to address this gap in evidence-

based policing research with a focus on LGBTI police liaison programs. These programs were 

established as a form of service enhancement process to better support LGBTIQ people to seek 

 
1 In this paper, we use the acronym LGBTI (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, intersex) when speaking about 
police liaison programs as this is the acronym most used by policing organisations around the world. At all other 
times in the paper, we use the acronym LGBTIQ to refer to lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, intersex, queer, 
and questioning people. This is not exclusive – many people in these communities identify in many various 
ways and have different terms for describing themselves. We recognise all the different ways of being sexuality, 
gender, and sex diverse cannot be captured by this singular acronym. 



support from police organisations (Pickles, 2019). They were developed to ameliorate a 

contentious historical context where police officers perpetrated violence and discrimination 

against LGBTIQ people (Dwyer, 2014). Police enforced laws regulating LGBTIQ people as 

sexual and gender deviants (Woods, 2017), giving them unofficial license to perpetrate 

violence and discrimination directly against LGBTIQ people, and to harass them when they 

reported crime to police. These experiences are not historical relics – contemporary studies 

also note violence and discrimination in LGBTIQ-police interactions (Dwyer, 2011; Grant et 

al., 2011; Mallory, Hasenbush & Sears, 2015; McCandless, 2017; Meyer, 2020; Pickles, 2019; 

Robinson, 2020). They shape negative LGBTIQ attitudes towards police (Hodge & Sexton, 

2018; Miles-Johnson, 2013), significantly reduce crime reporting by LGBTIQ people 

(Guadalupe-Diaz, 2016), and have fostered, and continue to foster, deep mistrust amongst 

LGBTIQ people towards police that influences relationships today (Dwyer, 2011). 

The deep mistrust fostered between police and LGBTIQ people drove the development 

of LGBTI police liaison programs. Police organisations around the world have dedicated 

funding and resources towards police liaison programs to build better supportive relationships 

with LGBTIQ people (Tomsen 2009). These programs typically do not have their own sections 

or units in a police organisation – they are often comprised of a collection of police officers 

who volunteer to be trained with specialised knowledge about LGBTIQ issues, but who hold 

other primary assignments. Depending on rostering, these officers are available to provide 

support when on duty and they are typically distributed throughout a police organisation. The 

officers are usually available when a LGBTIQ person wants to speak to them, providing a key 

form of frontline support for LGBTIQ people. 

Frontline support from officers with specialist knowledge about LGBTIQ issues is the 

core focus for these liaison officers – to be available to chat so LGBTIQ people can gather 

advice about situations they need assistance with. Liaisons are therefore often discouraged 



from taking reports and processing crimes. If LGBTIQ people decide to report, the matter will 

be deferred to a different officer. This means LGBTIQ people can expect to be able to report a 

crime directly to a liaison officer, when in fact they are discouraged from doing this. LGBTIQ 

people can therefore feel frustration because they cannot report crimes to liaison officers 

(Dwyer et al., 2017), hinting at a mismatch between liaison officer roles and community 

expectations. Other tasks include organising events focused on LGBTIQ days of significance 

and attending community events such as pride.2 While these service enhancements have been 

established for some time, research is yet to fully examine how these programs are seen by 

community and police officers (Asquith and Bartkowiak-Theron, 2021). 

The research discussed in this paper was motivated by the lack of knowledge about 

LGBTI police liaison programs specifically seeking to support LGBTIQ people. We report the 

results of an online questionnaire conducted with LGBTIQ people in Australia that asked about 

their perceptions of, and experiences with, police generally and LGBTI police liaison officers 

specifically. The questionnaire was undertaken as part of a two-phase, mixed methods research 

project that sought to understand LGBTI police liaison programs and their impact in three 

Australian states (Queensland, New South Wales, and Western Australia). However, this paper 

focuses only on Queensland and New South Wales, as we were unable to recruit an adequate 

number of participants for statistical analysis in Western Australia. First, we overview existing 

literature to establish key knowledge gaps. Second, we describe the method used for the study. 

Third, we analyse results of questionnaire data. Our key finding is high levels of awareness of 

LGBTI police liaison programs, but very few used the liaison officers when needed. Finally, 

we highlight the key policing policy and practice outcomes from the study, including the need 

to expand out our understandings of evidence-based policing practice. 

 
2 Pride events promote the resilience and equality of LGBTIQ people while also raising the visibility of issues 
impacting the lives of people in these communities. 



 

Why focus research on LGBTI police liaison programs? 

The extant research about LGBTI police liaison programs is limited (Colvin, 2012), telling us 

little about LGBTIQ peoples’ awareness and access of these programs. With much research 

documenting the nature, extent, and police reporting of LGBTIQ victimisation, we know 

victimisation against LGBTIQ people is widespread, increasing, and under-reported. For 

example, in the United States, LGBTIQ people are nearly four times more likely to be subject 

to violent crime compared to their majority-group counterparts (Flores et al. 2020). In 

Australia, more than 57% of LGBTIQ young people had experienced verbal harassment and 

more than 15% had experienced physical assault, and this victimisation is perpetrated by 

strangers, school peers, and family (Hill et al., 2021). In the United Kingdom, more than 20% 

of LGBT people have experienced a hate crime or incident in the past 12 months, and this has 

increased 78% since 2013 (Bachmann and Gooch, 2017). 

The reluctance to report victimisation to police emerges from worries about the 

consequences of reporting, including having their LGBTIQ identity disclosed to family or 

friends (Berman and Robinson 2010; Leonard et al. 2008). LGBTIQ people also worry they 

will be mistreated by police or judged to be at fault or blamed for the victimisation (Lilith 

2001). Concerns like these are well placed when LGBTIQ receive unsupportive police 

responses when they do report, such as police failing to respond (either through arrest or other 

means) (Pattavina et al. 2007). Subsequently, this means they often seek support from informal 

networks instead of police when victimized (Farrell and Cerise 2006). 

Interestingly, although levels of LGBTIQ victimization and reluctance to report have 

been documented, we have only limited research on liaison services set up to support them and 

how well they function. Existing research embeds questions about LGBTI police liaison 

programs into larger victimization studies (Berman and Robinson 2010; Leonard et al. 2008). 



For example, Berman and Robinson (2010) surveyed 1,094 LGBTIQ people about 

homophobic and transphobic victimisation in Queensland, Australia. Questions asked about 

how, or even if, LGBTIQ victims reported to police, with only 12% of the 53% of respondents 

victimized seeking police support post victimisation. Only 4% of LGBTIQ people that did 

report sought out support from LGBTI police liaison officers. Most respondents suggested their 

interactions with LGBTI police liaison officers were supportive and helpful, while some felt 

unsupported. Most importantly, 52% of survey respondents knew about LGBTI police liaison 

officers being available to provide support, highlighting a substantial gap between awareness 

and access of these officers. The research also highlighted problems with LGBTI police liaison 

services, including high turnover of officers, lack of availability, and lack of effective training. 

None of these issues were explored in interviews with LGBTI police liaison officers. 

Against this background, we asked LGBTIQ people about their experiences with 

LGBTI police liaison officers to better understand how, or even if, LGBTIQ people engaged 

with these officers. Specifically, our project aimed to: elaborate LGBTIQ people’s attitudes 

towards police; identify expectations of LGBTI police liaison services; document experiences 

with LGBTI police liaison officers; and document reforms for LGBTI police liaison programs. 

This data is important for digging into how LGBTIQ people might be ‘receiving reduced 

support and a less valuable service’ (Leonard et al. 2008: 42) from LGBTI police liaison 

officers when they seek support from them in comparison with those seeking support from 

mainstream police.3 This paper reports on the results of the survey of LGBTIQ people. 

 

Study design 

 
3 We also gathered information directly from LGBTI police liaison officers that maps out their role in these 
contexts so we could better understand the factors that might be influencing the effectiveness of this role. The 
results of these interviews are reported elsewhere. 



As part of a larger mixed methods approach,4 we administered an online questionnaire to a 

convenience sample of those who identify as LGBTIQ in Queensland, New South Wales, and 

Western Australia. The project methodology underwent multiple ethical clearances, including 

the human research ethics committees at the Queensland University of Technology, Griffith 

University, and the University of Sydney. This was followed by review and approval by ethics 

and research committees of participating police organisations (Queensland Police Service, the 

New South Wales Police Force, and the Western Australia Police) and LGBTIQ community 

organisations (The AIDS Council of New South Wales [ACON] and Twenty10).  

The online questionnaire focused on gathering information on the experiences of 

LGBTIQ people as the end-users of police liaison services in Queensland, New South Wales, 

and Western Australia. It was distributed and marketed through a Facebook site and emails to 

LGBTIQ community organisations. We adopted this approach because research demonstrates 

that internet-based methodologies are widely used in research with LGBTIQ communities 

(Riggle, Rostosky and Reedy 2005) as they are generally a hard-to-reach group. They are 

primarily hard to reach simply because very few international jurisdictions regularly count 

LGBTIQ people in population data collection processes – Australia is a good example of this 

where, at time of writing, the national census still does not ask whether someone identifies as 

lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender. They are also hard-to-reach because although they might 

tell friends they are transgender, they may not disclose at work or university. The design of the 

questionnaire, which consisted of a mix of close-ended and open-ended questions, was guided 

by information collated from mapping organisational documents describing the activities and 

strategies of the liaison services. The measures in the questionnaire focused on four key areas: 

assessment of experiences (if any) with police generally; awareness of, and experience (if any), 

 
4 The larger project involved:  an analysis of documents from police websites or provided by State Liaison 
Coordinators about the police liaison service; a survey of LGBTIQ community; qualitative interviews with 
LGBTIQ participants; and interviews with police liaison officers. 



with LGBTI police liaison services; suggested improvements to the LGBTI police liaison 

services; and background socio-demographics. Given the focus on victimisation in existing 

studies (Leonard et al. 2008; Berman and Robinson 2010), and the peripheral positioning of 

measures about police reporting and police liaison services in these studies, we chose not to 

ask about victimisation in our questionnaire. There were 80 possible questions, but most 

participants did not have to answer all questions. We set up a skip logic so that respondents 

could skip over questions that did not apply to their experiences. 

Once we had drafted our questionnaire, we went through an extensive stakeholder 

consultation process to further develop the measures. Key contact people from all participating 

police organisations and LGBTIQ community organisations (in Queensland: Queensland 

AIDS Council [QAHC], Australian Transgender Support Association of Queensland 

[ATSAQ], and Open Doors Youth Service; in New South Wales: ACON and Twenty10; and 

in Western Australia: The Freedom Centre) provided feedback on questionnaire structure and 

wording of measures. Concerns were raised by the New South Wales Police Force about how 

they did not feel the questionnaire measures adequately reflected the specific philosophy which 

structured their liaison service delivery model (particularly the ways in which these officers 

interacted with LGBTIQ people). For instance, in Queensland, the liaison program encourages 

LGBTIQ people to have one-on-one contact with LGBTI police liaison officers. This differs 

from the New South Wales Police Force approach – they train all police officers to have 

knowledge about LGBTIQ issues, therefore meaning that any LGBTIQ person could expect to 

have a supportive interaction with any general duties, mainstream police officer, not just 

LGBTI police liaison officers. This means that less LGBTIQ people in New South Wales had 

one-on-one contact with liaison officers because, although LGBTIQ people could speak with 

liaisons when requested, the police organisation did not mandate this. As this point was key to 

gaining ethical approval and participation from New South Wales Police Force, the research 



team developed and administered two versions of the questionnaire. Unfortunately, this means 

New South Wales questionnaire data is not directly comparable with data from other states. 

The questionnaire was administered using Key Survey software (available at the 

Queensland University of Technology). An intensive online recruitment process was used to 

recruit a convenience sample of LGBTIQ people (convenience in terms of LGBTIQ people 

engaged with social media), including offering an incentive of entering a draw to win an iPod. 

This involved creating a Facebook site for the project, with the questionnaire link posted on 

this site. We shared this Facebook site link across hundreds of social and business Facebook 

pages and groups linked to LGBTIQ communities across the three states and over the four 

months5 the questionnaire was open. We also adopted an intensive program of emailing out 

information about the questionnaire (and the Facebook project site) to all LGBTIQ community 

organisations and social groups across Queensland, New South Wales, and Western Australia, 

a process that involved sending upwards of 460 emails across the time the questionnaire was 

live. This information was distributed through existing organisational mailing lists and 

Facebook sites. We also gathered information from each of these community organisations 

about Facebook groups targeting LGBTIQ people across each state and we posted about the 

survey in each of these Facebook groups on a regular basis (approximately every two weeks). 

To complement these online dissemination measures, we issued a press release to online queer 

media outlets (including Qld Pride and QNews in Queensland, and the Sydney Star Observer 

and SX News in NSW) so that news stories were run about the project and the questionnaire. 

We also participated in interviews with local radio stations about the study, including queer 

radio (such as Queer Radio and Dykes on Mikes on 4ZZZ in Queensland). 

In total, we had 154 LGBTIQ adults complete the questionnaire across the three states, 

with 40 (26.0%) from New South Wales, 106 (68.8%) from Queensland, and 8 (5.2%) from 

 
5 Precise dates have been removed to ensure anonymity of any people and circumstances mentioned. 



Western Australia. (Due to the very small numbers, Western Australia was excluded from the 

study.) While this appears a small sample, this was in part a result of focusing only on 

participants’ experiences with police liaison officers. Recall that in their survey of victimisation 

and police reporting across LGBTI communities in Queensland (Australia), Berman and 

Robinson (2010) gathered 1,094 survey responses of which 53% of respondents 

(approximately 580 people) reported victimisation, 12% of these reporting to the mainstream 

police (approximately 70 people), and only 4% (approximately 23 people) seeking support 

from LGBTI police liaison officers. This suggests small numbers of people seek support from 

LGBTI police liaison officers in this state. Our sample is comparable in size. 

However, multiple limitations shape the data analysis due to the nature of the sample 

and population. First, there was considerable missing data (up to 65%) on a number of 

questions, including participants’ background, such as educational level (65%) and income 

(32%). Second, there was also a lack of sample cultural diversity, with the two most common 

cultural backgrounds identified as “Australian” (61%) and “Northwest European” (35%).6 The 

lack of diversity may be indicative of the discomfort that culturally diverse LGBTIQ people 

experience around disclosing sexuality or gender diverse identities because family violence 

(Robinson, 2018) and honour abuse (Khan, Hall & Lowe, 2017) can result from disclosure. 

For instance, a Muslim lesbian might be unlikely to do our survey simply because they are 

equally unlikely to seek police or liaison officer assistance. Doing so would mean some level 

of disclosure – and this could mean precarious safety for them given culturally diverse families 

do not often approve of sexuality diversity (Siraj, 2014). While we hoped online methods of 

recruitment would support anonymity, and encourage participation, this may not have been 

 
6 Although participants could select up to two cultural backgrounds, the numbers in the other groups ranged from 
1 to 11. The cultural backgrounds of our participants are largely consistent with the cultural groups reported in 
the Australian census. In 2016 (the year closest to the year of data collection), of the top five reported ancestries, 
only one (Chinese) was not Australian or northern European. Around 5% of the Australian population at that time 
identified as having Chinese ancestry (ABS, 2017). 



feasible for LGBTIQ culturally diverse people who may not contact police at all. Third, we are 

cognisant the online methodology may have meant that LGBTIQ people experiencing 

complex, intersecting vulnerabilities (such as homelessness and mental health issues) may have 

lacked the resources required to complete the questionnaire because they lack access to online 

information about LGBTI police liaison programs. As a result, the analysis was restricted in its 

capacity to examine the impact of participant background on their attitudes and experiences of 

the program. Data was exported into SPSS for statistical analysis. Where appropriate, we 

examine state differences in participants’ experience of LGBTI liaison services. 

 

Findings: Experiences of LGBTIQ people Queensland and New South Wales in 

accessing police liaison services 

The discussion below presents key findings from our questionnaire of a sample of LGBTI 

people from New South Wales and Queensland of their experiences with mainstream police 

and police liaison officers. As we did not receive sufficient responses from LGBTIQ people in 

Western Australia for statistical analysis, results discussed below draw on data from 146 adult 

participants, with 40 (27.4%) from New South Wales and 106 (72.6%) from Queensland.7 

Most respondents identified as male (45.9%) or female (42.5%), and as gay (42.5%) or lesbian 

(25.3%). Table 1 demonstrates, however, significant diversity amongst participants in terms of 

gender and sexual identity. Most participants were employed (68.9%) and born in Australia 

(84.5%), and 77% of those not in paid employment were currently enrolled students (part or 

full-time). Overall, our sample was quite young, with more than 69% of participants aged 

between 18 to 39 years, with most aged between 18 to 29 years (44.7% of the total sample). 

 

 
7 Participants’ state for the purposes of this analysis was based on where they had had most of their contact with 
LGBTI liaison officers. 



[INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE] 

 

Assessments of mainstream police 

The questionnaire included a series of questions about how LGBTIQ people viewed 

mainstream (general duties) police, specifically about any recent contact they may have had 

with mainstream officers, as well as their assessments of their experience of these interactions. 

 

Have the participants had contact with mainstream police? 

About 82% of participants reported some sort of contact with mainstream police over their 

lifetime (see Table 2). Just three-quarters (77.3%) of young adult participants (less than 30 

years), 84% of participants born overseas, and 82% of participants currently employed, 

reported ever having contact with mainstream police. Around 40% of participants reported 

contact within the last 12 months. (In part due to small cell counts, there were no statistically 

significant differences due to participant background.) The top reason stated by participants for 

the recent police contact was being a victim of a crime (39% of participants with a recent 

contact). 

 

[INSERT TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE] 

 

Given the focus of the questionnaire on LGBTI police liaison programs, and the participant 

recruitment process, this level of reported contact is unsurprising. We had a lower proportion 

of Queensland participants than New South Wales participants reporting any contact or recent 

contact with mainstream police (but these differences were not statistically significant in part 

due to sample size). 

 



[INSERT TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE] 

 

We asked respondents about the quality of their interaction in their recent contact with 

mainstream police. Of those who had a recent interaction, their assessment of the quality of 

their contact overall was split. Almost half of our participants (49%) who had had recent 

contact reported the interaction as ‘good’ or ‘very good’ (see Table 2). A similar proportion of 

participants born overseas (53%) and currently in paid employment (50%) rated their recent 

experience positively. Young adults were less likely to rate their experience as good or very 

good (41%). There was no meaningful difference between states in this assessment. 

 

How did participants view the police overall? 

Table 3 provides a summary of the attitudes that participants expressed about mainstream 

police overall. Participants were asked to select from a list of positive and negative statements 

about mainstream police, which provided information about the general opinions of police held 

by LGBTIQ people. As participants could select more than one statement, Table 3 provides 

the percentage of participants who selected that statement. 

 

[INSERT TABLE 4 ABOUT HERE] 

 

About 41% of participants reported an overall positive assessment that ‘police are helpful 

and supportive’. In contrast, though, we still had a significant proportion of participants that 

noted police as not performing well in their interactions with LGBTIQ people. Just over one-

third (36%) indicated that ‘police are still homophobic and transphobic’. This viewpoint was 

reinforced by only about 14% of all participants indicating that ‘police are respectful of LGBTI 

people’. In short, there was a mixed assessment of mainstream police by participants. There 



were no meaningful differences in these assessments due to participant background or prior 

contact with police. 

Overall, the less positive assessments reported about mainstream police were linked with 

Queensland participants, compared to New South Wales participants, with the differences 

greatest for the positive-valence statements. However, the differences were statistically 

significant only for three statements (as indicated by the red boxes in Table 3). Queensland 

participants were less likely to describe mainstream police as ‘working hard to support LGBTI 

people’ (8%), compared to New South Wales participants (18%), which suggests the New 

South Wales policy of training all officers about LGBTIQ issues may be working. Queensland 

respondents were also less likely to indicate that mainstream police were ‘respectful of LGBTI 

people’ (12%) in comparison with New South Wales (20%). There is one notable exception, 

with responses from Queensland participants demonstrating they were less likely to be 

distrustful of police (14%) than New South Wales participants (20%) when indicating that they 

‘do not trust anyone in a police uniform’. 

We also asked respondents about whether they agreed or disagreed on a 5-point response 

scale that police interactions with members of the public are influenced by your 

sexuality/gender diversity (see Table 3). Higher values indicated stronger agreement with this 

question, with participants overall agreeing that sexuality/gender diversity did influence 

public-police interactions (mean=3.68; SD=1.02). Those currently in paid employment had 

higher mean (3.79; SD=0.94) compared to those not in paid employment (3.43; SD=1.15). This 

was also the case for participants who reported having had prior contact with police 

(mean=3.76; SD=1.01) compared to those who had never had contact with police (mean=3.31; 

SD=0.97). However, there was a similar level of agreement to this question across New South 

Wales and Queensland participants. 

 



How respondents assessed LGBTI Police Liaison Services 

Our key project aim was to gather information about LGBTI police liaison services, and the 

gap between awareness and access of these services. We therefore asked participants multiple 

questions about their knowledge and awareness of LGBTI police liaison services. It is 

important to remember at this point that, as these services were at the time delivered differently 

between New South Wales and Queensland, there were different questions asked depending 

on the jurisdiction where the participant had had contact with liaison services. Our discussion 

below presents the results for similar questions, but because of the differences in the questions, 

we do not report statistical tests. Thus, any comparisons made between jurisdictions must be 

made carefully. We also do not compare findings based on participant background due to the 

small sample sizes. 

 

Awareness of LGBTI police liaison services 

Like other existing research (Berman and Robinson 2010), most of our participants indicated 

they knew about LGBTI police liaison officers, with 80% of New South Wales participants 

and 70% of Queensland participants reporting they knew about liaison services. For those that 

indicated they knew about LGBTI police liaison services, the main source of information from 

which they drew this knowledge was LGBTI community events, community groups, or 

associations (43% New South Wales participants; 33% Queensland participants). 

 

Expectations of LGBTI police liaison officers 

Table 4 summarises participants’ views of the expected role of LGBTI police liaison officers. 

Encouragingly, of those who indicated awareness of LGBTI police liaison services, very few 

reported having no knowledge about what was involved in doing the liaison officer role. 

Around 6% of participants in both New South Wales and Queensland indicated they had no 



awareness of what was involved with doing the liaison role. When participants indicated some 

knowledge (even if they felt unsure), we asked them whether they agreed or disagreed with a 

series of statements about what was involved with the job of a LGBTI liaison officer. 

 

[INSERT TABLE 5 ABOUT HERE] 

 

Overall, the data suggests participants’ expectations appear consistent with the liaison role, 

but there are notable exceptions. There was strong agreement in both jurisdictions that the role 

should involve a range of activities (see Table 4). First, participants suggested liaison officers 

ought to be involved in delivering policing services to LGBTIQ communities, including 

helping to ‘make me feel comfortable when talking to general police’ (4.50 New South Wales 

participants; 4.38 Queensland participants). Participants also suggested liaison officers should 

be available ‘to support LGBTI people who want to report a crime’ (4.87 New South Wales 

participants; 4.64 Queensland participants). Responses also demonstrated strong agreement 

that the role include taking reports about homophobic/transphobic crime, or general crime from 

LGBTI victims. There may be some merit to this as research shows organisational constraints 

often prevent liaison officers from being able to take crime reports of crime as part of their role 

(see further Dwyer and Ball, 2020; Dwyer et al., 2020). 

Second, participants expected LGBTI police liaison officers to be able to improve 

relationships between LGBTIQ people and police, including helping other police ‘to know 

about LGBTI issues’ (4.69 New South Wales participants; 4.70 Queensland participants). They 

also expressed that liaison officers should be actively involved with activities focused on trying 

‘to build relationships between LGBTI communities and police’ (4.56 New South Wales 

participants; 4.59 Queensland participants). The strong agreement for this expectation of 

liaison officers is less surprising given this is a core focus of the liaison role. 



Third, there was strong agreement that LGBTI police liaison officers should be involved 

with educating other police about LGBTI issues, including seeking ‘to provide information to 

other police about LGBTI issues’ (4.87 New South Wales participants; 4.59 Queensland 

participants). For participants in our questionnaire, they not only expected liaison officers 

themselves to have a deep understanding of LGBTIQ issues, they also expected they would 

educate other officers to develop a deeper understanding of these issues as part of their role. 

However, this educational role expanded beyond other police officers: participants indicated 

some agreement that the LGBTI police liaison role should be focused on changing community 

attitudes in different ways. This result is significant because such an expectation would be 

difficult for police to achieve in isolation from other social changes.  

Finally, on average, participants across Queensland and New South Wales suggested they 

were neutral or somewhat disagreed that the LGBTI police liaison role should include 

managing LGBTIQ people at pride events (2.56 New South Wales participants; 3.05 

Queensland participants). This is also a significant result given that police volunteer roles like 

this are most often engaged in community events organisation and management (such as the 

protest liaison officers tasked with liaising with community in the United Kingdom). 

In summary, our results suggest strongly the expectation is that LGBTI police liaison 

officers have a dual orientation: an outward-facing, external orientation (relationships between 

police/community); and an inward-facing internal orientation (promoting better understanding 

within policing organisations). 

 

Contact with LGBTI police liaison officers 

Aligning with other research, only a small proportion of participants indicated that they had 

had recent contact with LGBTI police liaison officers within the last 12 months (see Table 5). 

Three New South Wales participants (9%) and 17 Queensland participants (16%) reported 



recent contact with liaison officers. Of those Queensland participants who had recent contact, 

only 17.6% (n=3) resulted in a report to mainstream police. We do not have any data on 

participants’ level of direct contact with LGBTI liaison officers in New South Wales. Due to 

the philosophy/structure of the New South Wales program at the time of the study (where they 

trained all officers to understand LGBTIQ issues and therefore did not encourage LGBTIQ 

people to seek one-on-one contact with a liaison officer), this question was excluded for New 

South Wales respondents.  

 

[INSERT TABLE 6 ABOUT HERE] 

 

 This is in stark contrast to what participants reported about recent contact with mainstream 

police, with 45% in New South Wales and 47% in Queensland having contact with mainstream 

police. These figures strongly suggest that most policing of LGBTIQ communities is delivered 

by general duties, mainstream officers doing mainstream policing work. This reinforces even 

further the central importance of changing the attitudes of all police officers employed with 

police organisations. 

 Given the focus of the liaison program in Queensland on one-on-one contact between 

LGBTIQ people and liaison officers, we asked those that indicated having recent contact with 

liaison officers about the quality of their last interaction with that officer. Our Queensland 

participants who had contact indicated very positive contact with these officers, with 94% 

(n=16) reporting that the interaction was ‘good’ or ‘very good’ (see Table 5). Again, due to the 

focus on one-on-one contact, this question was excluded from New South Wales participants, 

so we unfortunately have no information about the quality of the contact these participants have 

with LGBTI police liaison officers in that jurisdiction. 

 



Views of LGBTI liaison officers 

Due to the emphasis on one–on-one contact in the Queensland program, we asked specific 

questions on how participants viewed LGBTI police liaison officers generally. While we did 

make these questions available for New South Wales participants, we did not obtain sufficient 

cases of recent contact with liaison officers in the New South Wales sample to allow 

meaningful analysis. The views of liaison officers for Queensland participants who had recent 

contact with these officers in the last 12 months are summarised in Table 6. We asked 

respondents about how they would describe the liaison officer by rating a range of different 

characteristics of these officers. 

 

[INSERT TABLE 7 HERE] 

 

Our data clearly suggested that those Queensland participants that had recent contact with 

LGBTI police liaison officers had very positive views of these officers. Just over 88% of 

participants, with recent contact, rated these officers as ‘respectful’ and ‘approachable’, and 

around 82% of them rated them as ‘supportive’ and ‘professional’ (see Table 6). There was 

only one participant who had a negative assessment of the liaison officers, indicating that they 

were ‘threatening’, ‘hostile’, and ‘homophobic/transphobic’. While it is concerning that this 

participant had such a negative experience with a liaison officer, the overwhelmingly positive 

ratings of LGBTI police liaison officers in Queensland is very encouraging and suggests the 

liaison role is successful in providing more positive, respectful, and supportive experiences for 

LGBTIQ people when they need it. 

 

Suggested Reforms for LGBTI Police Liaison Services 



We also asked participants for their suggestions on the future reforms of LGBTI police liaison 

programs as well as improving mainstream police for LGBTIQ people. As there were 

differences in the philosophy/structure of liaison programs, the questions about potential 

reforms were worded differently depending on the jurisdiction. This means we could not 

compare the participants’ suggestions across the two states. Nonetheless, in Table 7, we present 

the most commonly noted future reform and the most common future function for liaison 

officers as identified by participants. 

 

[INSERT TABLE 8 ABOUT HERE] 

 

 When asked what future functions liaison officers should have, the most common response 

for New South Wales participants was liaison officers being available to support victims of 

homophobia and transphobia (27% of participants). This does not mean participants do not 

think that this is currently being done. The key factor these participants identified for enabling 

policing reform was having more police identify as LGBTIQ, with 25% noting this as their top 

reform. This suggests LGBTIQ people in New South Wales see police reform as facilitated 

when more LGBTIQ people are employed as sworn New South Wales police officers. 

 Our Queensland participants picked two common responses for the future role of LGBTI 

police liaison officers. Similar to New South Wales participants, support for victims of 

homophobia and transphobia was most commonly recorded as a role for future liaison officers, 

with this option being selected by approximately 79% of Queensland participants. However, 

around 79% also selected stopping homophobia and transphobia in police. This seems to 

suggest the need for attitudinal change in the Queensland Police Service according to our 

participants. Interestingly, the most selected suggestion for the reform of mainstream policing 

linked somewhat with this, with just over a quarter of participants indicating the importance of 



having liaison officers talk to school students so that LGBTI youth were aware of the available 

liaison services (77%). Queensland participants were clearly focused on the role of education 

in disseminating messaging about the existence of the LGBTI police liaison program. 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

Established from the late 1980s, LGBTI police liaison programs have become the central 

strategy used by police organisations to ameliorate mistrust in LGBTIQ-police relationships. 

For such a heavily relied upon strategy to strengthen these relations, the lack of research on 

these programs is surprising. Thus, it is timely to take stock of their impact. This study 

described the experiences of LGBTIQ communities in two jurisdictions in accessing LGBTI 

police liaison services, based on an online survey of a convenience sample of LGBTIQ 

communities. Given the sample size and the proportion of missing data, there are limitations 

on the type of analysis (largely descriptive) and inferences made more broadly about LGBTIQ 

experiences. However, as it is a hard-to-reach population about a sensitive issue, our study does 

provide some valuable insights into LGBTI experiences of specialist policing services.  

 First, most of our participants had had contact with mainstream police, but only about 

half of those with a recent interaction in the previous 12 months reported the quality of the 

experience as positive. This mixed assessment of mainstream police is also reflected in their 

views of police generally. However, there were no meaningful differences in participant 

assessments based on their backgrounds, largely reflecting the homogeneous nature of our 

sample. These results confirm the need for better strategies within police in responding to 

LGBTIQ communities calls for assistance. 

Second, low levels of direct contact with liaison officers are well-evidenced, while 

fairly high levels of awareness of the services were found, a pattern reflective of past research 

(Berman and Robinson 2010). This demonstrates a significant point:  most policing of LGBTIQ 



people is carried out by mainstream police officers. Most participants noted their contact with 

mainstream police was helpful and supportive, but a good portion suggested problems with 

officers and thought sexuality and/or gender diversity influenced their interactions. Given the 

top reason for police-LGBTIQ contact was being a victim of crime, we argue this has two 

implications for police practice: all police officers require sufficient knowledge of LGBTIQ 

issues; and attitudes of all police officers need to be a focus in recruitment processes. Increasing 

officer knowledge of LGBTIQ issues would require at least some recruit training, but also 

further professional development over an officers’ career. Additional training would need to 

consider tightening police training budgets and decreased days spent in recruit training. Further 

attitudinal testing at recruiting would maximise the recruitment of officers with supportive 

attitudes towards LGBTIQ people. Our data suggests that LGBTIQ people think officers’ 

attitudes about LGBTIQ people are informing how they interact and further research is needed 

to understand precisely the type of interactions shaping these ideas. Indeed, our study strongly 

suggests further research is needed on police attitudes towards LGBTIQ people, and arguably 

LGBTIQ peoples’ attitudes about police, to better understand this context and to effectively 

facilitate cultural change. Further examination is also needed of the role of police attitudes 

towards liaison programs seeking to support vulnerable communities. 

Third, while the existence of liaison services signals to LGBTIQ people that police 

organisations recognise diversity, expectations LGBTIQ people have of LGBTI police liaison 

officers run deeper than just visibility – they are much more complex. For instance, our research 

demonstrates that LGBTIQ people feel discomfort with liaison officers managing people at 

pride events, something that runs counter to the underlying philosophy of this support role. 

Alongside this, LGBTIQ people have positive face to face interactions with liaison officers and 

this contradicts not wanting liaisons involved in pride. These divergent responses require 

further research and should not be ignored given increasing anti-police sentiment amongst 



LGBTIQ communities (Holmes, 2021). Our data also suggests high level expectations of 

LGBTI police liaison officers from LGBTIQ people around being involved in community 

education and shifting community attitudes, even in schools. Participants think liaison work is 

a dual role, partly outward facing and engaging in community attitudes education, and partly 

internal working on change of attitudes amongst other police officers. Most importantly, they 

thought police reform means hiring more LGBTIQ identifying officers, with liaisons working 

on consolidating attitudinal changes amongst other officers – they were considered central to 

reducing police homophobia and transphobia. Some of these tasks are already part of the liaison 

role, but there are other tasks here that would require long term, consistent investment so as to 

facilitate cultural change in policing organisations. 

What is most evidenced by our research is that LGBTI police liaison services need more 

time, investment, and development to become fully realised within police organisations. This 

might seem an unusual suggestion considering these programs have been established in varying 

forms since the late 1980s. However, it is clear few police organisations have had consistent, 

ongoing investment in these programs over time. For instance, LGBTIQ people in Queensland 

suggest that marketing was a key area for reform of liaison programs in future. If this program 

had consistent investment, this may not have been a top priority for LGBTIQ people in 

Queensland. While at some points the programs might have had full support right to the top of 

police hierarchy, and lots of visible marketing, that is not necessarily consistent over time, 

something revealed in some research (Dwyer et al., 2017). Passionate program champions 

move on, resourcing is diverted, attitudes of police leadership shift, as do organisational 

priorities – all these things mean liaison programs have yet to have consistent, ongoing 

investment. This could be influencing the very low levels of access of these liaison programs 

in the context where LGBTIQ people have high levels of awareness, and very high levels of 

satisfaction with supportive police interactions. This intimates that they have the potential to 



be more effective when they have consistent, long term investment by police organisations and 

when the visibility of these programs becomes a core focus of this investment. 

Our research suggests a holistic approach is needed – there are clear benefits indicated 

with implementing training with all officers about LGBTIQ related issues, like New South 

Wales, but this may be ineffective in isolation. LGBTIQ people in New South Wales indicated 

they wanted more face-to-face contact with liaison officers – and face to face contact in 

Queensland was rated as very positive. Perhaps a combination of face-to-face contact and 

training all officers could facilitate improved program effectiveness. The data also hints at 

expanding roles for LGBTI police liaison officers. LGBTIQ people want them involved in 

community education, training, and cultural change amongst all police, in addition to working 

with all officers to better support LGBTIQ people and allowing liaisons to take reports. This 

expansion moves beyond just the role – they also want more LGBTIQ police. This is 

unsurprising given negative attitudes about LGBTIQ people seem to influence police 

interactions in Queensland, with these officers rated less respectful, and interactions in New 

South Wales rated highly where all officers are trained about LGBTIQ issues. Expanding the 

role like this may require moving away from volunteer liaisons and towards full-time, paid 

liaisons available for LGBTIQ people around the clock, guaranteeing informed police support. 

It is clear more complex approaches to building evidence-based police practice are 

needed due to the difficulties in accessing this vulnerable population and their experiences. It 

may not be possible to fully capture the utility and impact of compartmentalised police service 

enhancements like LGBTI police liaison services until this has been achieved. However, 

LGBTIQ people in our study have clearly indicated that the existence of these programs is vital 

for supporting LGBTIQ communities whether victims, offenders, or witnesses. Rather than 

suggesting police liaison programs be disbanded, LGBTIQ people want the role expanded. 

This would increase support and see LGBTIQ people receiving a more valuable service, 



something hinted at by Leonard et al. (2008) in previous studies. Most importantly, capturing 

the effectiveness of these programs in a holistic way – using qualitative and quantitative 

measures – is imperative when policing scholarship is moving forward into a space where anti-

police sentiment is becoming more prominent amongst LGBTIQ people internationally. 

Relationships between LGBTIQ people and police are precarious and subject to alteration 

based on a single negative incident. This must be taken into account with how we shape the 

function and role of LGBTI police liaison programs into the future. 
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Table 1: Participants’ gender and sexual identity (n=146) 

Gender Identity %(n) Sexual Identity % (n) 

Male 

Female 

Intersex 

MTF 

FTM 

Trans-man 

Trans-woman 

Genderqueer/gender diverse 

Gender questioning 

45.9% (67) 

42.5% (62) 

2.1% (3) 

6.8% (10) 

8.2% (12) 

6.8% (10) 

4.1% (6) 

8.9% (13) 

4.8 (7) 

Gay 

Lesbian 

Bisexual 

Queer 

Straight 

Pansexual 

Questioning 

Occasional sex with same sex person 

 

42.5% (62) 

25.3% (37) 

12.3% (18) 

17.1% (11) 

7.5% (11) 

7.5% (11) 

2.7% (4) 

0.7% (1) 

 

Notes: 

1. The table does not include unsure/unspecified options. The total does not sum to 100% as participants could select more 

than one. 

 
 



Table 2: Reason for contact, recent contact with mainstream police 

Reason % (n) 

Was a victim of a crime 

Asked for help or assistance (including directions) 

Asked to take a breathalyser test 

Stopped by police and questioned/provide name and address 

Witnessed a crime or traffic incident 

Involved in a protest 

Had professional contact (e.g. on a police-community group, at an event) 

Directed to move on 

Searched 

Participated in a crime 

Supported others to make a complaint 

70.7% (41) 

29.3% (17) 

25.9% (15) 

15.5% (9) 

15.5% (9) 

12.1% (7) 

12.1% (7) 

8.6% (5) 

6.9% (4) 

3.4% (2) 

1.7% (1) 

Total 58 

Notes: 

1. NSW=New South Wales; Qld=Queensland.  

2. As participants could select multiple reasons for their recent contact within the last 12 months with mainstream police, percentages will not sum to 100%. 

3. ‘Was a victim of crime’ includes intimate partner abuse (n=6), homophobic/transphobic abuse (n=8) and a police assault (n=1). 



Table 3: Reported contact with the general police 
 

 

All 

participants 

% (n) 

Young adult 

% (n) 

Born 

overseas 

% (n) 

In paid 

employment 

% (n) 

NSW 

participants 

Qld 

participants 

Ever had contact with the police 

Recent contact with the police (in last 12 mths) 

82.2% (120) 

39.7% (58) 

77.3% (51) 

42.4% (28) 

83.7% (103) 

42.3% (52) 

82.4% (84) 

38.2% (39) 

90.0% (36) 

45.0% (18) 

79.3% (84) 

37.7% (40) 

Total 146 142 146 146 40 106 

Of those reporting recent contact: 

Quality of interaction reported as good or very good 

 

48.8% (21) 

 

41.1% (8) 

 

52.6% (20) 

 

50.0% (15) 

 

46.7% 

 

50.0% 

Notes: 

1. NSW=New South Wales; Qld=Queensland.  

2. The percentages represent the proportion of participants who reported contact with the police. There were no statistically significant differences due to small cell sizes in ever had contact. 

Statistical tests were not calculated due to the small sample size for the number of participants reporting recent contact with the general police. 

 



Table 4: Attitudes to the police generally 

Statement 

All 

participants 

% (n) 

Young 

adult 

% (n) 

Born 

overseas 

% (n) 

In paid 

employment 

% (n) 

Ever contact 

police 

% (n) 

NSW 

participants 

% (n) 

Qld 

participants 

% (n) 

Positive (% ticked) 

Police are helpful and supportive 

Police are working hard to support LGBTI people 

Police are respectful of LGBTI people 

 

41.1% (55) 

10.3% (15) 

14.4% (21) 

 

43.9% (29) 

10.6% (7) 

13.6% (9) 

 

37.4% (46) 

10.6% (13) 

14.6% (18) 

 

36.3% (37) 

10.8% (11) 

9.8% (10) 

 

34.2% (41) 

10.8% (13) 

13.3% (16) 

 

40.0% (16) 

17.5% (7) 

20.0% (8) 

 

36.8% (39) 

7.5% (8) 

12.3% (13) 

Negative (% ticked) 

Police are still homophobic and transphobic 

Police do not want to know about crime linked to being LGBTI 

I do not trust anyone in a police uniform 

 

35.6% (52) 

21.9% (32) 

15.8% (23) 

 

33.3% (22) 

21.2% (14) 

15.2% (10) 

 

33.3% (41) 

22.0% (27) 

16.3% (20) 

 

38.2% (39) 

25.5% (26) 

15.7% (16) 

 

37.5% (45) 

22.5% (32) 

19.2% (23) 

 

35.0% (14) 

25.0% (10) 

20.0% (8) 

 

35.8% (38) 

20. 8% (22) 

14.2% (15) 

Mean agreement that police-public interactions influenced by 

sexuality/gender diversity 
3.68 (1.02) 3.57 (0.98) 3.68 (1.05) 3.79 (0.94)# 3.76 (1.01)* 3.68 (1.19) 3.69 (0.95) 

Total 146 142 146 146 146 40 106 

* p<0.05, # p<0.10 

Notes: 

1. NSW=New South Wales; Qld=Queensland.  

 



2. The percentages represent the proportion of participants who ticked that statement as describing their general opinion of police. The responses were not mutually exclusive, so the percentages 

will not sum to 100%. The red boxes show the items on which there was a statistically significant difference between New South Wales and Queensland participants at p<0.05, using a z-test 

for differences between proportions. 

3. For mean agreement, responses were reverse coded so that higher values represent more agreement (possible range 1 to 5). Standard deviation is reported in brackets. Means were compared 

between young adult and all other ages, born overseas and born in Australia, in paid employment and not in paid employment, ever had contact with general police, and New South Wales 

and Queensland, using a t-test. All—but two—comparisons were not statistically significant. 

 

 



 
Table 5: Expected role of LGBTI liaison officers 

Statement 

NSW 

participants 

Qld 

participants 

mean (SD) mean (SD) 

To build relationships between LGBTI communities and police 

To support LGBTI victims who want to report a crime 

To provide information to other police about LGBTI issues 

To manage LGBTI people at Pride events 

To stop public homophobia at Pride events 

To protect LGBTI people 

To change attitudes in the community 

To know about LGBTI issues 

To make me feel comfortable when talking to general police 

To refer me to other support services to get more help 

To take reports about general crime from LGBTI victims 

To take reports about homophobic/transphobic crime 

To provide me with counselling 

4.56 (0.88) 

4.87 (0.91) 

4.50 (0.92) 

2.56 (1.31) 

3.88 (1.09) 

4.19 (0.98) 

4.06 (0.85) 

4.69 (0.48) 

4.50 (0.63) 

4.50 (0.73) 

4.13 (1.02) 

4.44 (0.63) 

2.19 (0.91) 

4.59 (0.65) 

4.64 (0.70) 

4.54 (0.66) 

3.05 (1.21) 

3.80 (1.10) 

4.07 (1.10) 

3.79 (1.19) 

4.70 (0.57) 

4.38 (0.86) 

4.39 (0.87) 

4.00 (1.02) 

4.48 (0.79) 

2.58 (1.12) 

Total 32 75 

Notes: 

4. NSW=New South Wales; Qld=Queensland.  

5. Table includes only participants who reported an awareness of the police liaison service. Responses were reverse coded 

so that higher values represent more agreement (possible range 1 to 5). Standard deviation is reported in brackets. 

 

  



 

Table 6: Reported contact with LGBTI liaison officers 

 

NSW 

participants 

% 

Qld 

participants 

% 

Recent contact with LGBTI liaison officers (in last 12 months) 9.4% (n=3) 16.0% (n=17) 

Of those reporting recent contact: 

Resulted in a report to general police 

More comfortable talking to a liaison officer than general police 

Quality of interaction reported as ‘good’ or ‘very good’. 

 

---- 

---- 

---- 

 

23.5% 

94.1% 

94.1% 

Total --- 17 

Notes: 

1. NSW=New South Wales; Qld=Queensland.  

2. Dashes indicate that the data is unavailable. 

 

  



Table 7: Views of LGBTI liaison officers in Queensland 

Descriptor of liaison officer % (n) 

Positive 

Respectful 

Professional 

Supportive 

Approachable 

 

88.2% (15) 

82.4% (14) 

82.4% (14) 

88.2% (15) 

Negative 

Threatening 

Hostile 

Homophobic/transphobic 

 

5.9% (1) 

5.9% (1) 

5.9% (1) 

Total 17 

Notes: 

1. This table only includes those who reported recent contact with the police liaison officers in Queensland. 

2. The percentages represent the proportion who rated the characteristics as ‘very much’ or ‘somewhat’. As more than one 

characteristic could be selected, they are not mutually exclusive. 

 

  



Table 8: Suggested reforms for LGBTI liaison services 

 NSW 

participants 

Qld 

participants 

Top identified function   

Available to provide support when I am a victim of homophobia/transphobia 

Working towards stopping homophobia/transphobia in the police 

27.5% 

 

79.2% 

79.2% 

Top identified reform   

Having liaison officers talk to students in schools so LGBTI youth aware of 

service 

Having more police officers identify as LGBTI 

---- 

 

25.0% 

77.4% 

 

---- 

 40 105 

 

Notes: 

1. NSW=New South Wales; Qld=Queensland. One participant in Queensland did not provide any suggestions. 

2. Different lists of potential reforms were provided for the different jurisdiction. 

 


