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We are grateful for the opportunity to respond to the five commentaries regarding our Target 

Article. The Target Article proposed a model summarizing accumulating research on the 

closet—the period during which one recognizes their sexual minority identity, but has not 

disclosed it to anyone significant in their life—and its varied and potentially farreaching 

after-effects across the lifespan, as influenced by the context of disclosure. We also proposed 

a series of testable hypotheses and several future, intervention-related research directions 

that, taken together, may shepherd in a new era of research on the lifespan-persistent mental 

health effects of the closet. In this reply, we respond to the five commentaries and their 

implications for future research and conceptualizations of the closet.

The Closet as Metaphor vs. Reality

The commentaries raised a number of intriguing considerations germane to the scientific 

study of the closet. The contributions were consistent in noting the sheer nuance necessary 

for even sensibly talking about a construct with such potential for narrative and cultural 

hegemony as the closet. Together, the commentaries suggest that the closet cannot 

be discussed as a unifying experience of sexual minorities given that sexual minority 

individuals will experience it so differently depending on their developmental, relational, 

and intersectional contexts. We discuss the research implications of these qualifying 

conditions below. However, we begin our reply to the commentaries by noting that we 

were most struck by those who suggested that the closet only exists as a metaphor and one 

that should be outright retired (Abboud & Flores, 2023; Doyle & Barreto, 2022). We were 

motivated to write our paper on the closet because of the newly available opportunities to 

study those individuals who have never disclosed their sexual orientation, but also because 

of ubiquitous popular portrayals of the closet, including through language. Surely, nearly all 

sexual minority individuals and probably most heterosexual individuals in Western contexts 

are familiar with and have used the terms “the closet” and its corollary “coming out.” Yet, 

some of the commentaries suggest that to the extent that these terms are used only as a 

metaphor, we should be suspicious of their potential to serve as useful, or even legible, 

constructs worthy of study. Following these calls for suspicion, we ask with curiosity: “Why 
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does this metaphor exist in the first place and endure?” (and accordingly, “Should, and how 

should, we study it?”).

The closet is obviously at least partly a linguistic and narrative device of an oppressive 

heterosexist world. The closet invokes a narrative of a dim, desolate existence devoid of 

self-determination and joy. Whether one has shut the closet door themselves or has had it 

shut on them by oppressive forces, one’s existence within is assumed bleak. Conversely, 

coming out is narrated as a courageous, possibly defiant, act that ushers in a world of bright 

freedom and pride. The narrative of the closet simultaneously serves to remind heterosexuals 

that sexuality runs deep through the psyche and that the specter of same-gender attraction 

could lie just beneath the surface of a heterosexual façade. As evidence of the social function 

of this narrative, 50% more Google searches in Mississippi contain the question “Is my 

husband gay?” than in Rhode Island (Stephens-Davidowitz, 2013). Still, the closet in its 

most objective sense and the sense most likely to be operationalized by researchers is 

not only a narrative device of oppressors. The length of time between awareness and first 

disclosure of one’s sexual minority identity, in fact, represents a measurable, variable reality 

(Bishop et al., 2020; Layland et al., 2023), with implications for adjustment and mental 

health (e.g., Katz-Wise et al., 2017).

We join others who argue that to the extent that the closet exists as a metaphor (Sedgwick, 

1990), the sooner it is retired, the freer sexual minorities will be to narrate their own 

experience (Doyle & Barreto, 2022). Yet, to the extent that the closet exists as a measurable 

reality, we are inspired by suggestions from all of the commentaries in terms of how to 

measure it with appropriate nuance going forward. To start, however, future research could 

squarely ask sexual minority individuals if they have ever been or are currently “in the 

closet.” We would be intrigued to know how many people answer this question affirmatively 

and whether those who do so are more subject to oppressive conditions toward sexual 

minorities (e.g., Mississippi vs. Rhode Island). Perhaps all sexual minorities have spoken 

about “the closet.” How many apply the construct to their current or past selves, and how 

that self-label functions, would be fascinating to know and would inform future research.

The Closet as Relational, Cultural, and Intersectional

In terms of measuring the closet with nuance, we are particularly compelled by the argument 

of Doyle and Barreto (2023) that measuring the closet is complicated to the extent that 

authenticity is created through interaction. That is, to the extent that identities form and exist 

through their expression to others, then one’s true self cannot be known only to one’s self– 

rather, it has to be known by others to be authentic in the first place. We therefore suggest 

that future research directly ask sexual minority individuals to indicate the extent to which 

they feel true to their authentic self. Comparing this felt sense of authenticity between sexual 

minorities and heterosexuals also represents a promising future direction. We hypothesize 

that sexual minorities, by virtue of their experience forming and disclosing a concealable 

identity, likely have more experience thinking about authenticity, but whether they would 

report feeling more or less authentic than heterosexuals is harder to predict but nonetheless 

important to know given its implications for adjustment and mental health (e.g., Sheldon & 

Houser-Marko, 2001).
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Perhaps the most consistent theme to arise from the commentaries is the strong notion 

that the closet is experienced in a relational context. Thus, even if the metaphor of the 

closet needs to be retired, study of associated phenomena (e.g., first disclosure, subsequent 

disclosures) should at least be contextualized within a relational sphere. Rosario (2023) 

argued that the closet is ultimately a developmental construct and that identity development, 

perhaps especially sexual identity development, exists in a relational context. Both Rosario 

(2023) and Doyle and Barreto (2022) suggested that since sexual identity development is 

a continuous, even lifelong, process, so too is coming out. Disclosing to one person will 

not be the same as disclosing to any other person and some people will disclose, and have 

the option to disclose, to many more people than others. Subsequent disclosures are shaped 

by prior disclosures and the subjective experience of the closet changes accordingly, so 

this argument goes. We agree that sexual identity concealment does not end when one 

comes out and that one’s first disclosure of that identity can have numerous possible 

outcomes depending on the relational context of disclosure. Yet, lest we abandon the 

construct of the closet as a meaningful and measurable reality, we also note that although 

coming out is not necessarily a discrete event, leaving the closet is a singular event and 

a meaningful developmental point from whence new life paths emerge. We position the 

closet as a meaningful reality not because we believe that something singular or even 

special happens when one comes out, but because coming out allows for so many new 

relational possibilities beyond the closet. At the point of coming out for the first time, sexual 

minorities’ experiences will veer in numerous directions, and our model highlighted these 

various pathways as a function of numerous moderating conditions of post-closet life. But 

even if post-closet life can be so variable that it becomes hard to theorize, this does not make 

the experience of the closet so.

Heeding the commentators’ important call for developmental and relational nuance in the 

study of the closet, to our list of suggested future research questions we add asking sexual 

minority individuals across the lifespan to report their subjective experience of the closet 

now and in the past (e.g., “What does the closet mean to you at this time in your life?” 

“What did it mean to you earlier in life?”) and as a function of their relationships (“How 

has your time in the closet shaped you and your relationships?” “How have you and your 

relationships shaped your time in the closet?”). Further, some sexual minority individuals 

(e.g., bisexual individuals, asexual individuals, individuals whose identity labels fluctuate 

over time) might be particularly likely to have distinct, and perhaps fewer, coming out 

experiences given others’ more tenuous understandings of, and unpredictable reactions 

toward, such experiences (Alley, 2023; Feinstein & Renteria, 2023). Therefore, we also 

propose asking sexual minority individuals across the lifespan to report their experience of 

the closet as a function of their identities (e.g., “How have you experienced the closet as a 

bisexual/asexual/fluid person?”).

From their research with Arab sexual minority immigrant men, Abboud and Flores (2023) 

provided additional compelling evidence that the closet is experienced as a relational 

phenomenon. Many of the closet-related experiences among their sample exemplify the 

predictions of the developmental model of the closet, including elements that we proposed 

as occurring in the “pre-closet” (e.g., early sense of difference, encountering prejudicial 

views of sexual minorities before one views themself as a sexual minority) as well as in 
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the “post-closet” (e.g., hypervigilance, insecurity, isolation, overcompensation; Pachankis & 

Jackson, 2022). However, elements of their participants’ post-closet life with their families 

and White friends highlighted the intersectional relational influences on the closet. Their 

accounts showcase the ways that racial/ethnic and cultural stereotypes (e.g., about who is 

in and out of the closet) may shape one’s developmental experience of the closet. Indeed, 

just as Abboud and Flores (2023) provided accounts of Arab immigrant sexual minority 

men, whose White friends may overreact to their coming out (e.g., expressing astonishment, 

tokenizing their experience), research suggests that other sexual minorities of color face 

similar cultural scripts and expectations (e.g., Black gay and bisexual men report being 

disproportionately and erroneously assumed to be “on the down low”; Ford et al., 2007; 

Meyer, 2010). Further research in this area is needed. Whether sexual minority people of 

color navigate at least two distinct developmental processes (i.e., of their race/ethnicity and 

of their sexual orientation) or experience their identity development as a unitary experience 

represents an additional promising avenue for future research. For example, research already 

suggests that among some sexual minority subgroups (e.g., Black lesbian and bisexual 

women), the experience of coming out may be influenced by other salient identities (e.g., 

race, gender, religion) and collectivist priorities (e.g., maintaining familial relationships and 

community ties; Bowleg et al., 2008). Building upon such findings, we thus suggest another 

future research question for sexual minority samples: “How is your experience within the 

absolute sexual minority closet shaped by your other identities?”.

Overall, Abboud and Flores (2023) compellingly argued for expanding the relational context 

of the closet to account for the cultural context in which relationships are formed. We are 

particularly motivated by the words of one of Abboud and Flores’ research participants 

who shared his belief that “coming out is a Western and white concept,” which inspires 

us join their call for future research into the experiences of concealment and disclosure in 

non-US contexts. To the extent that such research can document the ways in which sexual 

orientation and its identities might be privately and publicly expressed in ways distinct from 

Western and White notions of the closet, the field of sexual minority studies will come 

closer to knowing the full range of possibilities embedded in this diversity. We hope that 

future research can also document the consequences of the global exportation of hegemonic 

notions like “the closet” by studying how such notions are adopted or resisted across 

national and cultural contexts and how such adoption and resistance are associated with 

the mental health and thriving of global LGBT individuals and communities. Accordingly, 

we hypothesize that the closet will increase in size to the extent that Western notions of 

sexual minority identities and development continue to be exported globally. Consistent with 

Doyle and Barreto’s (2022) contention and that of others (English & Chen, 2007; Huang & 

Brouwer, 2018), culture might even shape the identities that can be imagined for oneself in 

the first place, the salience that any adopted identities hold for oneself, and the meaning of 

expressing one’s identity in way that matches community expectations versus one’s personal 

perspective. We hope that future research can further articulate whether the closet represents 

a hegemonization of the sexual minority experience both proximally (through constraining 

personal narratives) and globally (through erasing local ways of expressing and experiencing 

sexuality and forcing all to contend with Western ways of knowing and fearing same-sex 

sexuality; Massad, 2002).
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The Closet as Sensitive Period

Finally, Alley (2023) compellingly argued that, because it introduces a period of social 

restructuring and accompanying potential for high threat and low safety, the closet should 

be considered a sensitive period regardless of when in the lifespan it occurs. In this way, 

the closet joins other social transitions, such as divorce, job loss, moving cities, and starting 

college, in being accompanied by the uncertainty of relational threat or safety that makes 

these transitions stressful and potentially health impairing. The social signal transduction 

theory of depression (Slavich & Irwin, 2014) as recently applied to the experiences of 

sexual minority individuals (Diamond & Alley, 2022) offers a testable, falsifiable lens 

through which to conceptualize the relational aspects of the closet. This theory suggests 

that by virtue of their stigmatized status and the danger that such a status has represented 

evolutionarily and today, sexual minorities are more likely to be prepared for harm than 

the non-stigmatized. This preparedness includes social-cognitive processes (e.g., rejection 

schemas, hypervigilance) and biological processes (e.g., inflammation). Indeed, recent 

research, relying on population-based prospective cohort data, confirms several of the 

predictions of this theory (Bränström et al., 2023; Hollinsaid et al., 2022). We would now be 

curious to know how this biopsychosocial preparedness for high threat and low safety waxes 

and wanes across development, including as a function of the periods of the closet. Is the 

closet indeed a sensitive period marked by increased preparedness for high threat and low 

safety?

Why Study the Closet Now?

Lest it be argued that the closet represents a construct harkening back to earlier times 

with declining relevance today, we offer a reminder that very little research has ever been 

conducted on the experiences of individuals who have not disclosed their sexual orientation 

to anyone, given the barriers to conducting such research. In fact, the typical participant in 

existing studies on sexual minority experiences tends to be quite open about their sexual 

orientation (Kuyper et al., 2016; Salway et al., 2019). However, most sexual minority 

individuals around the world are probably not “out” and, in fact, probably share their 

sexual orientation with very few, if any, other people (Pachankis & Bränström, 2019). This 

is an important reality that the field of sexual minority studies needs to address both to 

understand the experience of this sizeable population and because of the implications that 

this population poses to the interpretation of all research on sexual minority samples.

Fortunately, studying the closet and its potential harms has become increasingly feasible 

in recent years, due to the recent availability of methodologies and data opportunities that 

identify sexual minority individuals who have never disclosed their identity to another 

person. For instance, the scientific literature on sexual minorities now features probability-

based studies of the sexual minority population and outness (Pachankis et al., 2015; van der 

Star et al., 2019), prospective cohort studies of youth with assessments of sexual orientation 

identities as they emerge (Irish et al., 2019; la Roi et al., 2016; Pachankis et al., 2022), and 

data collection efforts on the disclosure experience of sexual minorities across international, 

including non-Western, contexts (e.g., Beijing LGBT Center, 2014; Pachankis et al., 2021). 

Such investigations have made it more possible than ever to ascertain samples of sexual 
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minority individuals who are not “out” about their sexual orientation. For these reasons, we 

offered a developmental model of the closet (Pachankis & Jackson, 2022) to organize the 

research surely to emerge from these new methodological opportunities and appreciate the 

added depth offered by the commentaries on this model (Abboud & Flores, 2023; Alley, 

2023; Rosario, 2023; Doyle & Barreto, 2022; Feinstein & Renteria, 2023).

Conclusion

In sum, we believe that one of the gravest harms of stigma is its potential to constrain one’s 

narrative possibilities—the lives that one can imagine for oneself, grow into, and thrive 

within. When and where it exists, stigma serves to impose the narrative of the oppressor on 

the lives of the oppressed, thereby robbing the stigmatized of the very self-affirmation and 

self-expression required to attain equality. “The closet” as metaphor has served to symbolize 

the narrative constraints that stigma can impose. At the same time, the closet as objective, 

measurable reality offers a construct worthy of empirical study given its associations with 

mental health and thriving. Our Target Article outlined many ways in which such research 

can proceed and offered 13 testable hypotheses for future work. To that list, the five 

commentaries add additional helpful nuance for ensuring that the empirical study of the 

closet captures a construct legible to the full diversity of the sexual minority experience. In 

so doing, this research has the potential to help do away with the closet, both as colloquial 

metaphor and global reality.
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