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Abstract
Young men who have sex with men (YMSM) face myriad challenges when deciding to disclose
their sexual orientation to family members. Key to this decision is consideration of how disclosure
may influence the support they receive from family. This paper explores a diverse sample of
YMSM’s (N = 43) perspectives on disclosure of their same-sex attractions to key family members
and its impact on family support. Several stages/categories of disclosure are described and some
YMSM seemed to continue to move between categories. Additionally, relationships after
disclosure included negotiations between the expression of their sexual orientation and the
maintenance of family support.
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The lives and experiences of Lesbian, Bisexual, Gay, Transgender, Intersexual, Queer and
Questioning (LBGTIQQ) youth have become the focus of increased research in recent years.
Ever more present in this scholarship is the examination of the coming out process for these
youth and their families. Much of the research is focused on disclosure of same-sex
attraction as a crucial milestone and key component of identity formation (Savin-Williams,
2000). Data also highlight that revealing a same-sex orientation, especially to parents, is a
stressful process (Savin-Williams & Dubé, 1998). For many young people, the fear and
anxiety around disclosure leads to the decision to hide or conceal their sexual orientation
from their families. Fear of negative parental reactions to disclosure of a same-sex sexual
orientation has been found to be among the major reasons sexual minority youth do not tell
their families (D'Augelli & Hershberger, 1993). Several researchers have contributed to the
broadened body of knowledge around the additional factors that influence an individual’s
decision to disclose, such as age, gender (Savin-Williams & Diamond, 2000), ethnic identity
(Rosario, Schrimshaw, & Hunter, 2004), family relations (Waldner & Magruder, 1999) and
levels of trust (Miller & Boon, 2000).

In the discussion of how, when, and to whom one chooses to disclose one’s sexual identity
or orientation, developmental or stage models have been used for decades to understand
non-heterosexual identity formation (Savin-Williams, 2000). Many of these models present
a linear process by which an individual goes from a hidden same-sex attraction to
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questioning and comparing heterosexual versus homosexual identities, to sexual
experimentation (homosexual and heterosexual), to self identification as homosexual, to
disclosure, and finally, to an integrated or healthy homosexual identity (Cass, 1979).
Building on these models, researchers of sexual identity development suggest that
individuals move through and revisit stages of development as they explore their sexual
orientation within the context of different environments (D'Augelli, 1994; Fassinger &
Miller, 1996; McCarn & Fassinger, 1996). Similarly, Harry (1993) contended that stage
theories are inadequate in describing the reality of the developmental process and that
possibly the most normal situation is one in which, after disclosing a same-sex sexual
orientation, an individual remains partly in and out of the closet and adapts one’s set of
disclosures to audiences as those audiences change. This indicates that even after disclosure,
where many theorists have asserted the sexual identity formation process is complete, stages
of disclosure remain and an individual may revert to an earlier stage of more selective
disclosure.

Some of the researchers in this field have asserted that a number of the most widely cited
models do not adequately address the complexities and variations of the development of a
non-heterosexual identity (Diamond, 2005; Eliason, 1996; Mosher, 2001). Rather, their
research indicates that the process of sexual identity development is not necessarily linear,
nor is a homosexual identity inevitable (Savin-Williams, 2000). Additionally, researchers
and counselors alike have begun to assert that identity formation is a continual and
interactive process (Horowitz and Newcomb, 2001). Likewise, research continues to
indicate that there is a need to further investigate the complexities of the coming out process
for sexual minority youth and their families (Ben-Ari, 1995; Hillier, 2002; Savin-Williams
& Dubé, 1998).

In addition to family support, other factors are involved in deciding whether or not to
disclose one’s sexual orientation. In a study with gay, lesbian and bisexual (GLB)
adolescents in a school environment, Lasser and Tharinger (2003) uncovered a strategy of
“visibility management,” a careful process of deciding when, to whom, and how a young
person decides to disclose or reveal their sexual orientation. In an effort to sustain certain
available forms of support, many youth prefer to remain discrete and selective when sharing
their same-sex attractions and experiences with close friends and family members (Elizur &
Ziv, 2001; Savin-Williams, 2000).

One particular complexity for youth with a same-sex orientation is maintaining familial
support after disclosing to family members. Numerous studies have found that because of
their sexual orientation, these youth are often not afforded the same familial support as their
heterosexual peers (Gonsiorek, 1988; Hetrick & Martin, 1987; Savin-Williams, 1990;
Telljohann & Price, 1993). Some families do not react well to the disclosure (Telljohann &
Price, 1993) of a non-heterosexual identity and negative reactions from family may range
from extreme hostility and rejection, abuse or violence (Hunter & Mallon, 1999) to tolerance
rather than active support of the individual (Diaz, 1998). Additionally, it is well documented
that even those parents and other family members who try to be supportive will go through
their own process of “coming out” when a child or sibling discloses a non-heterosexual
identity (Wells-Lurie, 1996). The process of acceptance can take time, and service providers
who work with families are encouraged to provide accurate information about sexual
orientation and refer families to appropriate counselors and support groups (Ryan &
Futterman, 1998).

For adolescents in general, late adolescence and early adulthood is developmentally a period
during which young people experiment with behaviors that often bring increased risk (e.g.,
drug use and sexually risky behaviors). It is a time when young people begin to explore new
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roles and relationships; establish more intimate attachments and sexual relationships with
both male and female peers; and begin to define their sexual identity, both privately and
publicly (Arnett, 2000). Likewise, for all young people regardless of their sexual orientation
or identity, family support is associated with several healthy developmental outcomes
through promoting psychological and emotional health and serving as a protective factor
against drug use and high-risk sexual behaviors (Flaherty & Richman, 1986; Kipke et al., in
press; Kobak & Sceery, 1988; Sarason, Pierce, Bannerman, & Sarason, 1993). However,
unlike their heterosexual peers, LBGTIQQ youth, facing heterosexism from various sources,
often cannot turn to their families for support because their families may espouse
homophobic and heterosexist beliefs and as a result, youth find themselves feeling
disconnected or isolated from their families (D'Augelli & Hershberger, 1993; Gonsiorek,
1988; Hetrick & Martin, 1987; Hunter & Mallon, 1999; Savin-Williams, 1989; Savin-
Williams, 1990; Telljohann & Price, 1993; Uribe, 1992).

This current study seeks to gain a more in-depth understanding of one layer of the complex
process of coming out to family members--how young men perceive that their disclosure
influences their relationships and support from key family members. In particular, we were
interested in examining the interplay between disclosure and perceived levels of family
support. Based on qualitative interviews from 43 ethnically diverse young men who have
sex with men (YMSM), this paper describes the myriad ways they decide how, what and to
whom to disclose their sexual identity and how relationships are negotiated after disclosure
in order to access and maintain family support.

Method
Setting and Recruitment

Data presented in this paper were collected in 2004 during the formative phase of the
Healthy Young Men’s study (HYM), a longitudinal study examining risk and protective
factors for substance use and sexual risk among an ethnically diverse sample of YMSM.
Study participants represented four primary racial/ethnic identities: African American, Asian
Pacific Islander (API) of Filipino descent, Latino of Mexican descent, and White. To
identify and recruit eligible participants, the research team approached young men who
appeared to be in the appropriate age range for the study and of one of the targeted ethnic
populations from social venues (e.g. bars/clubs), youth programs and from ads placed on the
Internet.

Screening to determine eligibility was conducted among the young men who appeared to
meet requirements for the study: males between the ages of 18 and 22, self-identifying as
one of the study’s target ethnic groups and identifying as either gay or bisexual or, if
identifying as heterosexual, reporting having had sex with another man. This process yielded
a pool of 74 potential study participants and of those 54 (73%) consented to participate in
the study.

Of those who consented, 40 completed the series of two semi-structured qualitative
interviews, and 3 completed only one of the interviews. The sample consisted of 11 African
American, 10 API of Filipino descent, 10 Latino of Mexican descent, and 12 White YMSM.
Interviews were conducted in project offices in a large Western US city as well as at cafes
and restaurants that were more convenient for the participant, and where privacy could be
maintained. Each respondent received a $35 cash incentive per interview.

Qualitative interviews
The interview discussion guides used in this phase of the HYM Study were designed as
exploratory tools to gather a breadth of information on a variety of key constructs including:
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family structure, social support, connectedness with communities, racism/discrimination/
homophobia, risk prevention strategies, cultural norms and partner relationship dynamics.
Specific to this current study, respondents were asked several sets of questions related to
sexual identity, family structure and family support. For example, respondents were asked to
define their families in their own words--allowing them to include both biological and non-
biological people whom they identified as members of their families. Respondents were also
asked to graphically depict how close they felt to each self-identified member by placing the
individual on a diagram (Figure 1). This diagram was divided into tiers of 1 to 4,
representing, in descending order, different levels of emotional closeness to the respondent.
Those included in the first tier were considered to form the core of the respondent’s family
structure and therefore those from whom the respondent desired or depended on the most for
support. In addition, respondents were asked to describe how family members and others
(e.g., friends, mentors, service providers) demonstrated support and what forms of support
respondents would like to see from their family members. Finally, respondents were asked
how they defined their sexual identity and whether or not and to what extent they had
disclosed this identity to family members or others in their support networks. Actual names
were not included in transcripts, and only pseudonyms appear in this article.

Analysis of qualitative interviews
The qualitative analysis for this study was based on grounded theory, which entails the
simultaneous process of data collection, analysis and theory construction (Glaser, 1992;
Glaser & Strauss, 1967). As the data were collected, they were immediately analyzed for
patterns and themes, with the primary objective of discovering theory that is implicit in the
data. QSR-N6, software developed for qualitative data analysis, was used to analyze the
data, in this case, the relationship between disclosure of sexual orientation and maintenance
of family support.

All qualitative interviews were audio-recorded, professionally transcribed and cleaned to
ensure accuracy. Members of the research team reviewed an initial sample of interviews to
identify key themes, which formed the basis of project codebooks. Initially codes focusing
on a range of topics were identified and defined based on the key constructs included in the
discussion guides. The codebook was modified as needed during the initial stages of coding.
Inter-coder reliability was assessed through double coding a sample of approximately 10%
of the interviews. Differences in coding were discussed and resolved by the team.

After the initial coding phase, the open coding process began which allowed for constructs
of interest to be identified and labeled. For this current study, codes related to family
structure, support, sexual identification and the extent to which an individual respondent had
disclosed his sexual orientation were included. This open coding process included refining
the codes based on the descriptions of experiences by respondents. This process concluded
with the development of categories to identify respondents’ level of disclosure regarding
sexual orientation in relation to individual family structure: Conceal; Vague/Indirect;
Selective; and Full Disclosure. Central to this paper is the examination of the relationship
and interactions between family structure, perceived social support and disclosure of sexual
orientation or attractions among this ethnically diverse sample of YMSM.

With each of the four disclosure categories developed, we began to look for patterns within
each ethnic cohort. The majority of the respondents, regardless of ethnic identity, were
placed in the Full Disclosure category. There was relatively even distribution in the
Selective disclosure category, with White in the majority, and in the Conceal and Vague
disclosure categories, the majority were African American or Filipino. While this is an
interesting finding and ethnic and cultural identity may play an integral role in determining
when and to whom a young man may disclose his sexual orientation, an almost equal
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proportion of both of these ethnic identity groups were also included in the Full Disclosure
category.

Results
Families and Family Structure

The first phase of analysis focused on identifying how respondents defined their families
and what kinds of support or assistance respondents believed a family was supposed to
provide. These analyses assisted in understanding how respondents created and maintained
their family structures. In general, respondents described a family as a supportive group of
people, those who provide love and support, and persons who will always be there:

I define family by the people who basically allow me into their hearts and love me
unconditionally according to the things that I haven’t done yet. People that have
really looked out for me, who allow me to be there for them and helped me through
some really hard times in my life, a lot of transition in growing up. These are the
people that have really showed me I can be a lot more than what I thought.

While respondents were mostly in agreement concerning what a family should provide with
regard to support, the actual composition of families varied a great deal. Family structure
was determined for respondents through the family circle exercise. In this exercise,
respondents were asked to define their family in their own terms, and to include those whom
he considered to be family based on his definition of the term. In general, their responses
yielded two primary categories of family structure: those that included only individuals
fitting the definition of a biological family and those that were created from the integration
of friends or others such as service providers or surrogate families along with biological
family members. A few participants (n = 3) listed only non-biological individuals as family
members. Regardless of who was included in the circles, respondents tended to agree that to
be included in the circle meant that a certain level of support was expected.

For those describing a family as primarily biological, the rationale appeared to be that the
biological bond between family members meant that those individuals would be with you
forever:

Blood and bonding. That’s about it….These are the people that you’ve spent your
life with and you have a blood bond to them. They will forever be your family. A
part of you. And they have altered you and so be it negative or positive, like
they’ve had a huge effect on your life.

For respondents who described their families as a mixture of biological and non-biological
relationships, the message seemed to be that family was comprised of those who have a deep
connection with the respondent and have demonstrated that they understand and love him
unconditionally, regardless of genetics or biological bonds:

Well, the immediate family is obvious. And then my cousins are still my family.
And then my really close friends, I probably treat them better than my immediate
family right now, and, like, they influence me SO much more because they relate to
me, they understand me. And so the things that I do, it’s really based on a lot of
things that they tell me to do.

Decision Making Surrounding Disclosure
The majority of the young men in this study self-identified as gay or homosexual (n = 30)
with several (n = 8) identifying as bisexual and the remainder rejecting labels to describe
their sexual identity or behavior. Regardless of which identity they endorsed, these young
men had much to say about their willingness and/or ability to disclose their sexual
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orientation to family members. They described a careful decision-making process that was
largely based on how they perceived disclosure would impact needed support from family
members such as financial (e.g., college tuition, housing) and emotional (e.g., acceptance,
love, encouragement, support). From these narratives, an evolving process of disclosure
strategies were identified that reflect the ideas these young men described around disclosing
or concealing their sexualities from their families.

Narratives were analyzed within the context of their level of disclosure and the individual
family structures to explore their decision-making process as it specifically related to their
experiences with and perceptions of family support. Respondents were placed in a particular
category based on whether or not they had chosen to disclose their sexual identity and to
whom they had disclosed to on their family circle. The categories identified in this study
were: Conceal/No Disclosure; Vague/Indirect Disclosure; Selective Disclosure; and Full
Disclosure. While these categories were developed to describe some of the processes of
disclosing sexual identity, several amalgamations of disclosure occurred within the
categories.

Several young men did not easily fit into a category due to individual circumstances.
However, the majority of respondents (n = 24) were categorized as having fully disclosed
their sexual identity to their family members. The model of disclosure categories presented
here was informed by the fluidity of disclosure represented within this sample. For example,
some individuals straddled two different categories depending on situations or interactions
with particular individuals, similar to the model described by Harry (1993). Figure 2
illustrates our process of disclosure and how young men may move from one category to
another with regard to what information or parts of their lives they decided to share with
family members. In the figure, the arrows illustrate the fluidity of the categories and how
YMSM in our sample often chose to move in between categories (with regard to what
information they shared) in order to maintain familial support.

The following sections present descriptions of the young men who fit into each of these
categories, describing their concerns and anxieties about disclosing this part of their identity
to their closest family members. In addition, a case study of one participant’s process of
disclosing his sexual orientation to his parents is included at the end of this section to
illustrate the negotiations that sexual minority youth encounter in deciding when and how to
disclose their sexual identity as well as the ongoing negotiations that continue after the
initial disclosure.

Conceal/No Disclosure
Young men who did not disclose their sexual orientation (n = 8) described concerted efforts
to conceal from their family members any behaviors or language that may reveal a same-sex
attraction. These individuals often cited fears of losing support, being rejected, or not
wanting to make family members feel uncomfortable or offended. Oftentimes the fear and
anxiety was based on perceptions of their family members’ views on homosexuality.

Several young men discussed the various ways they dealt with the struggle of maintaining
key family relationships and still remaining true to themselves. For some, the anxiety and
anticipation they felt about the consequences of disclosure resulted in the decision to hide
their same-sex attraction:

I’d rather pretend, go on pretending. I’d only be lying about one thing. Everything
else would be the truth. I’d just be lying about my sexual preference…. I mean it
sucks to lie, but at the same time, I’m not willing to lose people in my life just
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because of my sexual preference. That’s the dumbest thing ever. I’d rather tell them
a little white lie or just avoid it.

Well I know for sure my mom would, like, be devastated. That's the only reason
why I wouldn't tell them because I know things right now are going really well…
But then again I would really want them to know, but then knowing their beliefs
and how they are, I don't think they would be very, accepting of that. And I don't
know if I can take their rejection right now.

Some young men described very close relationships with family members where they were
able to discuss most topics openly, except their sexuality. At times, as in the following
example, family members went as far as to mention to the respondents that they would not
be accepting of them disclosing their sexual identity, thereby further complicating the
decision to disclose:

I can talk to [my mother] about private stuff. It’s, like, if I wouldn’t have my mom
it would be hard for me. And that’s why my mom has always been close. And the
same way with my grandmother, like, I can go to her for anything, and talk to her
and tell her anything. That’s how close, like, we are…I don’t tell her the gay stuff
because she’s not ready for all of that…my mom told me once, like, she was, like,
if you were to tell me that you were gay I wouldn’t be able to accept it.

Some of these young men also expressed disappointment and anxiety about how concealing
their identity had an impact on their relationship with their family. One young man who
chose not to discuss his boyfriend with his family felt that this act resulted in a loss of
connection within the relationship:

And the challenge of concealing it from my family, that's been not so much a
challenge, but one can speculate that it has cost me my family, cost me my family
even, my relationship with them because I want to keep this away from them but
this is such a huge part of me that I've decided to keep my whole self away from
them. Maybe that's what happened.

Interestingly, while respondents were encouraged to include individuals in their lives in their
family circles as they saw fit, few of the young men in this category chose to include friends
in their family circles. While respondents were asked to explain why certain people were
included in the family circles and to explain the relationships, they were not asked
specifically why certain people were not included in the family circle. One respondent in
this category described family as a more permanent fixture in your life, with biological
family members not really having the option of coming and going, therefore their presence
and perhaps support are more unconditional:

Like friends, I’ve learned over time, they come and go. And these people [in my
family circle] will always be there. Family is more permanent to me. Cause friends
come and go and these people will always be there… I don’t really need my family
for anything, other than, like, love.

Vague or Indirect Disclosure
Within this category were those young men (n = 3) who had begun to suggest or drop hints
about their sexual identity through their behavior or language. These young men had not yet
explicitly disclosed their sexual identities to their families, but through their vague or
indirect disclosure they appeared to be closer to disclosing their identity than those who
were fully concealing. These young men talked about wearing certain clothing that was
either “feminine” (e.g. tight fitting) or displayed well known gay-identified images (e.g.
rainbows and pink triangles), or engaged in typically “feminine” activities (e.g. shopping,
watching soap operas, liking dolls). For some, giving hints or insinuating a same-sex sexual
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identity through these means was a way of testing the waters and sensing how family
members may react upon a more direct disclosure:

I haven't really come out to them but I give them hints, I just don't, I want to come
out soon, I'm easing my way in to it you know…It feels good because I feel like
when I come out I'm not gonna have nothing to worry about, that they will take me
and accept me.

For some respondents, hints and insulations were safer modes of communicating a possible
same-sex sexual identity. Many of these young men pointed to the possibility of losing
support or the maintenance of it as a reason for not fully disclosing to family members. For
these young men, the perception that family members would not support or accept a same-
sex sexual identity instilled anxiety around disclosure:

But then the second thing, like, I really don't think they would understand. They try
to understand because it's - granted, even though I haven't specifically told them,
they know. I've brought my boyfriends over. They know. But they don't know, but
they know. You know? … I just don't want to deal with the drama of telling them
right now because where my mother has threatened all my life, like, take away stuff
from me – like, she has. She'll just get mad and do stuff.

Selective Disclosure
Participants identified as Selective Disclosers (n = 7) reported being deliberate in selecting
to whom they disclosed their sexual orientation. These young men were selective around
who could know about their sexuality based on their perceptions of how family members
would react with the news. This is similar to what other researchers have found in that
sexual minority youth often disclose to friends or siblings prior to parents or primary
caregivers (D'Augelli & Hershberger, 1993). Those who were able to identify family
members to whom they felt they could disclose found comfort and support from selective
disclosure:

Interviewer: And, why is it that they know everything and your parents know nothing?

Respondent: Because, I have already told [my sisters] about my sexuality, what I like and it
is more comfortable to talk to them because they listen to me and know what I like. And, it
is just easier to talk to them.

However, this young man, like many others who were selective about who they could
disclose to, also felt the stress about having to hide his identity from other family members.
For him and other young men, the potential reality of being exposed and losing support from
other key family members generated fear and anxiety:

I am not open and it makes me very scared. Because [my parents] still don’t know,
my sisters know but not my entire family, the fear is always there. It is what
oftentimes brings people down. It is mostly the fear of what your parents are going
to say.

Some also offered descriptions of the types of information they could share with specific
family members who knew of their sexual identity to minimize rejection or further loss of
support. These young men felt they had to hide activities relating to their identity (e.g.
socializing with other gay youth and same-sex relationships) or they had to sacrifice
closeness and intimacy to family members in order to access support from gay friends. One
respondent, Michael, disclosed his sexuality to his brother and while he was away on a trip,
his parents began questioning his brother and figured out that the respondent was gay:
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I finally told myself that [I’m gay]. And my mom’s just really close-minded and
she’s like “No, that’s a person’s choice whether they’re gay or not and you can
change that about yourself. You’re just at a stage where you’re experimenting. So
don’t disappoint us. You gotta change that about you.” And I just kept telling them,
“Okay, I’ll hide it.” And she’s like, “No, you have to change it, change that about
yourself. Me and your dad have had a lot of sacrifices for you and this is what you
do to us”.…I was crying the whole time cause I didn’t know what to do… I’ve tried
to change. I’ve prayed about it. But feelings were there. I couldn’t stop.

Full Disclosure
Twenty-four young men were categorized as having fully disclosed their sexual identity to
their family. However, a few young men (n = 3) in the study were forced to disclose their
sexual identity because they were “outed,” either by another family member or by accident.
They were categorized as Full Disclosure because, while they did not choose to disclose to
their family, they were presented with the unique challenge of having to deal with disclosure
before they were ready to make that decision. For example, after his forced disclosure to his
parents, Michael described his relationship with his parents as changed, and he no longer
considered his parents to be among those family members closest to him. As a result, he
often sought support from friends who his parents did not approve of due to their sexual
identity. Even though he had disclosed to them, his decision to remain selective was driven
by the initial reaction of his parents to his same-sex sexuality:

Ever since my parents found out about me, I’ve been kind of keeping them outside
of me ‘cause I’ve never really been able to open up to them. They’ve been close-
minded and that just proved more when they found out about me being gay. So,
like, I pushed them aside but when it doesn’t deal with that personal side of me,
I’ve always felt pretty close to my parents…I think the things I lie to them about, I
can't think of anything else except for the fact that I'm gay and I want to hang out
with my gay friends. … And, I just can’t take [my gay friends] out of my life. So, I
have to lie to my parents sometimes.

For some, the reactions of family members to the disclosure were not what the young person
had expected and feared. In this example, “Fredrick,” who described being “yanked out” of
the closet, explained how his disclosure plans changed after his aunt found a manuscript he
was writing and distributed it to the family:

[My aunt] saw the manuscript on my desk. Well she took it…mailed it…and that’s
how my mom found out I was gay. I was yanked out….I never came out and said,
“Mom, I’m gay.” I didn’t, the way that I planned on it was to tell her when I moved
out. So just in case she tried to put me out, she couldn’t because I’d already have
my own space…then [my being gay] came up and tore it all to shit.

Although the premature outing changed his plans, his mother was more supportive than he
expected and he was not kicked out of his home. In fact, he described that his mother was
not hostile at all about his sexual orientation:

She knows that I’m gay and it’s not an issue that comes up….we know it’s there,
you know, we kind of overlook it until it needs to be talked about.

The other young men in this category directly disclosed their sexual identity to the family
members closest to them as depicted in their family circle. For many of these young men,
having fully disclosed to family members was an integral part of their identity and played a
powerful role in shaping their sense of self. Others in the Full Disclosure category still felt
they had to negotiate what kind and how information was shared with family members in
order to maintain family cohesion and support, supporting the idea that negotiating what
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kinds of information to share to family members does not end at the time of disclosure about
one’s sexual identity.

The family cultures these young men described were diverse in their levels of
communication and in their reactions to same-sex sexuality. Young men placed in this
category came from a variety of backgrounds and ethnicities. Regardless of their family
culture and/or reaction to same-sex attraction, most of these respondents described their
process of disclosure as wanting to be open about their sexuality and the activities relating to
their sexuality in order to be honest and enhance communication with their family members:

Ever since I was 15, I've been a gay activist...I wanted to be validated and I knew
wasn't nobody else going to validate me, so I wanted to validate myself. So I did
what I had to do to make sure I was going to be validated for what I did. I put
myself in a play. I put myself on stage, singing in front of the school. I put myself
singing the Star Spangled Banner for the football game…I did it because I wanted
you to see my face. I wanted you to know that this was a gay man who was known
to be gay, doing it! For hisself. Doing it and let it be known…My mother didn't
understand it. But she's accepted it, because she has no choice. She knows how I
am. But she still don't understand it.

Some respondents described the need to be open with their family members about their
sexuality but at the same time expressed some of the apprehensions they felt about
disclosing their sexual identity to their families – particularly in reference to needing and
wanting their continued emotional and, sometimes, financial support:

My parents, my family was kind of the people I came out to last. I almost feel
‘cause I was so close to them that I wasn’t sure how they were gonna react ‘cause
we never talked about same-sex whatever. So I didn’t want to break the closeness
that my family had had, so I was kind of hesitant. But at the same time, since I was
raised to be so open and honest about it, you know, I had to.

Young men in this category described a variety of familial reactions and consequences to
their disclosure. Some young men illustrated a certain level of comfort about talking openly
with their family members about their boyfriends or other aspects of their sexual identity. In
return, they also described layers of support from family that were either uninterrupted or
enhanced by the disclosure of identity:

My parents have always [known] since I was 16 and had my first boyfriend, they've
always met my boyfriends and - like there are no secrets between my family and
myself…I don't know, it's just kind of like if I'm dating somebody, then they meet
them and we talk about that and who I'm dating and stuff like that. …I feel it's the
same as when my younger sister is dating a guy, like the same that they talk about
with her.

Young men who described this level of support after disclosing their sexuality appeared to
find this support comforting and appreciated their families’ willingness to try to understand
this aspect of their lives. For example, the following respondent reported that his parents and
grandparents were initially supportive of him when he “came out” to them. He reported that
his mother and grandparents began attending meetings for Parents, Families and Friends of
Lesbians and Gays (PFLAG) in an effort to support him and to gain information of his
sexual orientation:

My mother had the first gay sex talk with me a year after I came out, and she [did
the] Internet thing, she basically looked at porn and found out how men had sex
and she came back and she explained to me, this is how gay[s] have sex (laughs) I
was like, what? She just explained the ways they could go about having sex and
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why it is important to have safe sex, how gay men can penetrate each other, how
you're not suppose to do certain things, like, and why and this and that.

While some young men felt full support from their families after choosing to disclose to
them, others felt that their family placed limitations on what could be discussed in regards to
their sexual orientation. Some family members did not initiate (or avoided) discussion
around sexual attraction, while others gave explicit directions that same-sex attraction was
not to be discussed. This inability to talk with the people considered to be among those
closest to the respondent was typically taken as a sign of the family member not supporting
nor trying to understand this aspect of his life. The following respondent explained that his
sexuality was not something to ever be discussed again among his family after he disclosed
to his parents, resulting in him being unable to bring male friends to his home without
upsetting the family balance:

I didn't really talk about that situation with anybody, 'cause Filipino families are
really they don't talk about anything…Like, they just don't talk about anything.
When I came out to my mother two years ago, a year and a half, two years, she just
said let's just don't bring it up anymore. Yeah. That's pretty much they just don't
talk about anything.

Some young men felt uncomfortable with certain aspects of their lives after disclosing to
their family about their sexual orientation. While they were still able to interact and be with
their family, the lack of acceptance was apparent to the respondent. This level of discomfort
often prevented them from being able to freely express themselves around their family
members. Thus, even after making a conscious decision to disclose their sexuality to family
members, they were not able to fully disclose particular aspects of their lives with them. For
example, this respondent described how some of the family members he felt closest to were
not comfortable in seeing him with gay friends:

Some of [my friends], most of them actually don’t interact with, like, my
grandmother or my aunt or my family very much because …my family is not really
accepting of my being gay, so they all know but they don’t accept it, so it would be
such a problem for them. My aunt straight out one time told me, “Don’t bring them
over, I don’t want them over”…Don’t bring my gay friends over.

Others desired a closer relationship with family members and were deeply disappointed by
their family’s refusal to discuss their sexual orientation or make efforts to identify with the
respondent. For these young men, the diminished relationship and support was an
undesirable consequence of their disclosure. The following respondent described losing
support from a sister, a key relationship for him following his mother’s death. When this
respondent refers to wanting his sister to go to “Pride” with him, he is referring to those
events that are held as part of a world wide movement and philosophy that asserts that all
LGBTIQQ individuals should be proud of their sexual orientation and gender identity:

I wish my sister would get over it, I wish she would come to Pride, I wish she
would come to a Pride event and show that she supports, she supports the
lifestyle…she knows that I’m gay and she’s slowly accepting it but she’s not very
accepting. She wished it wasn’t the lifestyle that I chose but she’s, I’m her brother
and she loves me no matter what and I just wish she would come to a Pride event
with me because then it would feel like I kind of have my mom with me because I
wasn’t able to have her come.

In some cases, disclosure of one’s sexual attractions resulted in rejection from family
members, essentially losing all familial support. Types of rejection ranged from insults, to
refusal to accept their son’s sexual identity and to ejection from the family’s home. The
following example describes Diego, a young man who went to live with his aunt and
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developed an enhanced relationship with her as a “second mom” after being kicked out of
his own house by his father after disclosing his sexual attractions:

I came out to them and he [my father] didn't like it. He didn't accept it. And from
that day on, he never spoke to me again. So! I mean it's either I mope around and
try to get his attention or I just move on. And I decided just to move on.

The initial reaction from both parents to Diego’s disclosure was negative and he explained
that in imagining their reaction - it was an unknown to him. “It kind of sucked cause I really
don't know what I was expecting. I mean coming out to your parents, you really don't know
what to expect.” He found the support he needed immediately after the disclosure from an
aunt - and that immediate acceptance from her indicated to Diego that her support would be
unconditional and he placed her among those closest to him on the family circle. As a result
of his father’s reaction, his father was not included as a family member in his family circle.
He explained that he would like to see support from his father as someone he can depend on:

Respondent: To see my dad as somebody I could talk to, somebody I can hang out with,
somebody I could explain every problem that I have. And unfortunately, I can't do that with
him. So I really can't depend on him. That's pretty much it…I don't think he has any
expectations for me. I don't think he's happy with me.

Interviewer: Do you think he has any hopes for you?

Respondent: Oh none! None. If he did, he would still be in my life. He'd probably give me
advice. But he doesn't even do that. He doesn't do anything. He's never there so I'm not
gonna be looking out for him. Looking for his help, so if he's not gonna give me any help,
that's okay, I mean I could help myself and I still have other people.

Illustrating the Disclosure Process - A Case Study
The process of deciding to disclose one’s sexual orientation and the consequences that
sexual minority youth often face as a result are well illustrated by Brian who described the
negotiations he often makes in deciding what information to share with close family
members. In the initial “coming out” to his parents, he described playing a guessing game
with his parents due to his apprehensions about directly disclosing his identity:

I gave them hints, so they said, “Are you attracted to guys?” and I said “Yeah.”
And they said, “What, so you think you might be gay?” and of course I knew I was
– it wasn’t I think I might be. But I’m like “Yeah,” just trying to answer yes to their
questions. I think that’s where I made my first mistake was that I agreed that I
might be instead of saying “Yes, I am.” So, in their minds there was a still a
possibility that I wasn’t and I was just confused and trying to figure things out.

Brian’s decision to disclose his sexual identity continued to concern him after this initial
conversation. Over the next several months his parents tried to get him more involved in
church activities to try to get him back “on the right path.” Right before he was getting ready
to leave for college, his mother spoke to him about it for the first time:

My mom said, “Don’t ever tell me that you’re gay cause I could not live with
myself.” And I’m like, great – that’s a nice situation to put your child in! So now
I’m all worried about her. She said that she couldn’t handle the stress or the
depression or whatever it was. She’d just break down…so I was like, OK – great.
Now what am I gonna do? Cause I was at that point ready to just say, “YES! I am!”

He eventually sent his parents a letter letting them know that he is gay and it was not going
to change. While he had completely disclosed to his entire family that he is gay, he realized
that they were not entirely accepting of this part of him:
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I don’t really know if they really accept me being gay, but they at least tolerate it.
It’s not something that they like to talk about and they don’t want anybody else to
know - their friends or coworkers.

His parents not wanting to talk about this part of his life forced Brian to continue to hide
information from his parents in order to ensure that he did not push them too far with regard
to his relationship with them. He described situations where he was able to open up with his
mother about his romantic life but was not able to maintain that level of communication with
her:

It would be nice if she were a little more willing to talk about it. She just had this
mentality that it’s evil …she has an underlying concern that all mothers have so it’s
harder to talk to her. She kind of puts up a wall. But then every once in a while,
she’ll actually open up and seems interested. And I take full advantage of that
opportunity to tell her anything that I can so that while she’s in that kind of mindset
and then you can tell she’s getting down and depressed when I start…and I
probably said too much already.

Brian’s story is a good example of how the disclosure process unfolds for many LGBTIQQ
youth. Within this sample, there was a great deal of variation in familial reactions to
disclosure, disclosure methods and information shared with family members. The young
men in this study shared an apprehension to disclose their sexuality to family members due
to fears of their reactions and the consequences of those reactions. Brian illustrates that for
many of the young men in this study, this apprehension continues after disclosing and as a
result, youth may feel that they are unable to share integral pieces of their lives with those
who they rely on the most for support and assistance.

Discussion
Disclosure of a same-sex orientation or identity to family members is a continued
negotiation. By focusing on the fluidity of young men’s disclosure strategies, this study
contributes to a shift in focus on research on sexual identity development, which historically
has tended to focus on disclosure as a fixed stage of identity development and consolidation
(Diamond, 2005). The findings of this study demonstrate the process young men navigate
when deciding to disclose a same-sex sexual orientation to their family members. This
navigation includes decisions and evaluations of how disclosure may impact the support
they receive from individual family members. The process continues after disclosure when
young people make decisions about the level of openness they can have about their sexual
orientation to those on whom they depend for emotional and other kinds of support.
Additionally, these narratives highlight that relationships after disclosure are likely to
involve as much, if not more, negotiation between an individual’s ability to express his
sexual orientation or identity and maintaining family support after the disclosure is
acknowledged.

Implications for Counseling
Counselors and others seeking to provide support for sexual minority young people need to
consider the full range of diversity of disclosure strategies and of the LBGTIQQ youth
population as a whole. Consistent with what Lasser and Tharinger (2003) found with GLB
adolescents in schools, we found that YMSM practice a system of managing the expression
of their sexual orientations and identities within family environments. These strategies seem
largely tied to the individual’s unique relationship with family members and their ability to
access and maintain important forms of support from those people. Several of the
respondents in this study mentioned a strong desire to maintain connection with key family
members during and after disclosure. At times, this desire provoked them to disclose and at
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times it required them to conceal their sexual orientation. Their stories highlight the
availability of support from family as central to their own sense of wellness.

Counselors with sufficient time who work with young people who may be considering
disclosure should seek to understand these relationships fully and recognize their essential
role in an individual’s decision-making process. This may involve assessing the ability of
the young person to effectively manage the emotional fallout of potential negative reactions.
For some youth who choose to disclose, it may also be important to help them evaluate
whether they have alternative sources of emotional and material support, such as housing, on
which they could rely should key family members react negatively. As noted by Iasenza,
Colucci & Rothberg (1996), counselors should take a family history as part of the process of
determining the potential reaction to disclosure. In addition, it may be valuable to consider
how family members have responded to differences within the family in the past.

As these narratives attest, young men are aware of the importance of maintaining family
support and disclosing before an individual is ready may damage his most important support
systems. Therefore, counselors working with LGBITQQ youth who may be considering
disclosure should fully consider the individual’s support structures and carefully process the
possible reactions to disclosure with each individual. Prior to an individual disclosing his
sexual orientation, counselors need to fully assess each individual’s biological and non-
biological family structures and support systems. This can assist in helping to provide
additional support resources for both the young person and their family members.
Additionally, counselors should be aware that disclosing too early and before an individual
is developmentally ready to handle the possible conflict and rejection can be traumatic
(D'Augelli, 1994).

Similar to Maguen, Floyd, Bakeman & Armistead’s (2002) findings, our narratives suggest
that disclosure to family members is not necessarily the marker of the end of the sexual
identity formation process nor is it necessarily a prerequisite for overall wellness (Dew,
Myers & Wightman 2005). These stories highlight that individuals may move through
different levels of disclosure as their identity and relationships shift and change. Counselors
should be aware of the heterogeneity of disclosure strategies among LGBTIQQ youth and
support individuals as they move through the different stages of disclosure.

School counselors and others serving LGBTIQQ youth with limited time, should be realistic
about how much they can actually do to support a youth in the coming out process given the
high degree of complexity of this process that our data revealed. Therefore, counselors with
limited time should even more so, be prepared with referrals to high quality gay affirming
counseling resources that can spend more time with the youth.

Limitations of the Study and Implications for Future Research
The observation that the Filipino and African American young men were more likely to be
placed in the Conceal or Vague Disclosure categories, coincides with Dubé and Savin-
Williams’ (1999) findings that ethnicity is one, among many, important variables to consider
when examining the timing and sequence of disclosure. This study, designed to cover a
broad range of topics relating to the experiences of a diverse sample of sexual minority
youth, was not intended to specifically examine the role of ethnicity in the disclosure
process. However, these results support the need for future research to diversify their
samples, which historically have been largely white and male, and examine the cultural
relationships (i.e., religion, language, family support and structure) that may exist in
determining one’s unique process of disclosing sexual orientation.
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Although many questions addressed relevant topics, this study was part of a larger study and
not designed to expressly examine disclosure and its relationship to family structure and
support. The decision to have participants define “family” themselves allowed each
individual’s unique support systems to emerge more fully and highlighted the extent to
which non-biological family members play important supportive roles in these young men’s
lives. However, analysis of the intergenerational differences that may influence disclosure to
biological family members is limited as these individuals may or may not have appeared on
the participant’s family circle. While several questions were asked about family
relationships, support, and levels of openness about sexual orientation, if respondents were
asked specifically to reflect on this topic, more detail about parental reactions and post-
disclosure relationships may have emerged.

The voices of this study, like many that have examined sexual minority youth, are of the
young men themselves. In order to glean a more thorough and accurate picture of how
disclosure influences family relationships and level of support, parents’ points of view need
to be included in future research. Additionally, these young men may change their decisions
around identity and disclosure as their lives and relationships shift and change, just as the
reactions of their family members are likely to change.

Because the majority of the recruitment was from gay-identified venues, this sample may
have included youth who are more connected to the gay community and therefore better
integrated into that community. Likewise, this sample may have had a larger-than-average
percentage of youth who have disclosed and were willing to participate this research project.
Research focusing on sexual minority youth with less connection to gay communities and
spaces may reveal a different continuum of disclosure strategies.

An additional limitation is that this study was cross-sectional in nature; therefore it did not
allow an examination of changes in family relations over time. It is essential that we gain
greater insight into what influences a long-term healthy post-disclosure relationship between
sexual minorities and their families, by conducting longitudinal research focusing on the
evolution of the parent-child relationship before, during and after disclosure.

Conclusion
The ethnically diverse YMSM featured in this study made careful considerations and
negotiations when deciding to disclose their sexual orientation to family members. One key
component of this decision was how disclosure may influence the support they receive from
family. Many of the young men described the ways in which they navigate disclosure in
order to access and maintain certain available forms of support. The data revealed several
stages of disclosure (Conceal, Vague/Indirect, Selective and Full). Interestingly, several
young men seemed to move in an out of each category with different family members. This
movement seemed largely tied to the support they received from that particular family
member. The results of this study support future research, which can provide counselors
with a broader framework through which to address issues of support and disclosure.
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Figure 1.
Family Structure Circle used in the Qualitative Interviews
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Figure 2.
HYM Study Respondents’ Process of Sexual Orientation Disclosure as Described in the
Qualitative Interviews
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