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Abstract

The early focus of traditional psychology was on the treatment of disease. With the introduction of positive
psychology, the scope of professional practice expanded to include previously neglected areas of strength,
optimism, and subjective well-being. The strengths-based approach used in social work shares similar concerns and
ethical underpinnings to those of positive psychology. Yet, when it comes to gay men of colour, the field has been
slow and uneven in its focus. By continuing to ignore the sources of strength that give rise to resilience among gay
men of colour, social work runs the risk of remaining stagnant and nonresponsive to the needs of this population.
Positive psychology relevance to social work lies in its reminder about the importance of a more holistic view of the
human condition.
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Short Communication
The preponderance of psychological research on gay men attests to

the persistent patterns of discrimination and sometimes deadly
violence directed at them, with consequences for their physical and
mental health [1,2]. Positive psychology has contributed an
understanding of the psychological resilience required for gay men to
navigate the emotional complexities of sexual orientation and antigay
violence reinforced in a neoliberal, heteronormative culture [3,4].
Discussion about the intercentricity of race and sexual orientation
expose a deficit-based research that is silent or less focused on racial/
ethnic groups [5,6]. That is, despite advances in sexual orientation
research with white gay men, corresponding advances in knowledge
about gay men of colour continue to lag behind.

From available research, two competing discourses are observable,
each of which contribute to structural level disparities in empirical
knowledge. The first discourse approaches the experience of white gay
men from an asset-based perspective, capturing their strengths and
challenges. The second discourse pathologizes gay men of colour by
heavily focusing on deficit, exclusive of their strengths, capacities, and
assets [5]. It crystallizes an academic body of research in which gay
men of colour are invariably framed as either HIV/AIDS-affected
persons or victims of pervasive racism [6]. However true this may be,
such a perspective forecloses the possibility for hope and resistance,
which in turn generates a sense of despair and powerlessness.

Decades of research, training, and education in positive psychology
reminds us that gay men of colour are more than the sum of their
problems. This field of practice is concerned with the promotion of
individual well-being, and creating conditions that enable groups to
flourish [7-11]. It would be wrong to infer from this that positive
psychologists are oblivious or blind to the complexities of social life
and human functioning. Critically, their work calls attention to the fact

that effective rebalancing between the positive and negative aspects of
life is necessary for the realization of optimal health [3,12]. Thus, a
reductionist or one-sided explanation of human experience or
condition, as is frequently the case with gay men of colour, would
undermine the field’s foundation in a holistic vision of wellness.

In social work, the strengths-based approach is equivalent to the
strength/capacity perspective of positive psychology. Despite social
work’s theoretical recognition of clients’ strengths and resources as
crucial aspects of human growth and development [13],
demonstration of this belief is often difficult to substantiate in practice.
For example, social work practice with gay men of colour often follows
a generalist intervention model, in which the unique circumstances of
the group are subsumed into the experience of white gay men [6]. This
approach negates the various forms of oppression experienced by gay
men of colour within predominantly white gay communities and,
most importantly, fails to understand the sources from which they
draw their strengths to enhance their well-being. Consider the
example of racism I mentioned above: this is not an experience
relatable to white gay men. Yet, social work practice with gay men in
general suggests that these groups’ experiences are interchangeable,
due to their shared same-sex identity. However, because historical and
contemporary forms of discrimination structure the experiences of
white and gay men of colour differently, the imposition of a
Eurocentric view for understanding the racialized experiences of gay
men of colour perpetuates oppressive practices.

The success of positive psychology interventions in traditional
psychology, particularly in how they have broadened the field’s focus
beyond pathology/deficit to include factors that support overall health
and wellness, can be instructive for social work practice with gay men
of colour. Whiteness shapes organizational structures and professional
values and practices [14], and the experiences of white gay men are
taken as universal. Social workers are therefore not always sensitive to
the needs of gay men of colour, and fewer understand their social and
health-related needs. Even with sensitive interventions, there is the
strong possibility that social workers might view gay people as a
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monolithic group, resulting in them paying little attention to each
group’s unique needs. In such a situation, it is gay men of colour who
lose out, since their concerns often take a back seat to the needs of
white gay men.

What emerges from an examination of positive psychology with
relevance for social work, therefore, is the need for a gay-affirmative
practice sensitive to the needs of racial/ethnic minorities. Gay-
affirmative practice, as understood here, is more than a simple
acknowledgement of same-sex identity as a normal and positive
expression of human sexuality [15]. Implied also is the need for a
practice scholarship or praxis centered on an understanding of the
factors that contribute to optimal functioning in gay men of colour, an
area that has been largely neglected.

There is emerging evidence in the American literature concerning
this focus area [16-17]. My own research with gay men of colour in
Canada, particularly in relation to their experiences of racism in
predominantly white gay communities, provides another illustration
of what this kind of research might look like. I am interested in
knowing how gay men of colour cope with the experience of racism.
Despite the social reality of racism, and its adverse impact on gay men
of colour, an understanding of the sources of strengths they draw on to
thrive and maintain a valued self-identity is needed. Focusing on
human strengths can stave off conditions that contribute to negative
functional states [18,19]. The research on coping has been informative
in this regard. It demonstrates that the appraisal of a negative situation
or conflict, and an ability to put this information into the context of
one’s capability to deal with certain life stressors, can have a mediating
effect [20].

Social workers, like positive psychologists, are uniquely positioned
to work with gay men of colour in a way that meets their needs. In
order for a quality client-worker relationship to be maintained,
awareness about the limitations that result from the deficit model
becomes crucial, as is the need to balance them with a strengths-based
approach that values human strengths and virtues. To know a client’s
strength can help with understanding who he is. This is not an
argument against denying the many unpleasant realities of life. On the
contrary, it is an acknowledgement and a reminder to practitioners of
the inherent talents possessed by clients, and of the shared
responsibility to help them mobilize the strengths and resources
needed to realize their ideal self. The overwhelming social conditions
of inequality and marginalization faced by gay men of colour
notwithstanding, the strength of character they display, and the
sources of strength they draw on to deal with such issues, underscore
the importance of knowing the factors that contribute to their
resilience. This focus is consistent with positive psychology’s broad
interest in the question of what makes life worth living [21].
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