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ABSTRACT

‘Coming out’, defined in terms of identifying self as lesbian,
as well as disclosure of this information to others, is seen as an
issue only within a heterosexist society. Heterosexism serves to
reflect and create social representations, containing inflexible
conceptualizations of gender, and social identities, incorporating
power inequalities.

The study was based on content analysis of individual semi-
structured depth interviews, with forty lesbians on perceptions and
experiences of coming out; thirty heterosexual women and men on
attitudes to homosexuality; and twenty women on communication with
family and friends. Lesbian and heterosexual interviews were
supplemented with stereotype tasks, including the Bem Sex-Role
Inventory and the Personal Attributes Questionnaire.

Coming out to self was shown to be based upon strong emotional
feelings directed towards women, together with awareness of
lesbianism as an option, and a level of emotional acceptance of
homosexuality. Coming out to family, heterosexual friends etc.
involved risks and benefits.

The study revealed a social context reflecting lesbian
‘invisibility’, heterosexuals’ lack of interest and minimal contact
with lesbians; perceptions of threat and abnormality; and a
masculine, abnormal, aggressive, lesbian stereotype. Heterosexual
subjects defined ‘lesbian’ in terms of sex only, and perceived
lesbians as masculine. Lesbian subjects perceived 1lesbianism as
more than sex, and lesbians as androgynous. Communication issues
most similar to coming out concerned identity, relationships, or a
different way of life; threat, loss or stigma; or reactions of
others. Case studies analysed within Breakwell’s threatened
identity model suggested extension of the theory to include
additional identity principles of authenticity/integrity and
affiliation.

It 1is argued that changes, at the 1level of social
representations, relating to gender conceptualization, and the
consequent power inequalities, are necessary for aiding the coming
out process.
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CHAPTER ONE
CONTEXT AND ISSUES

"... when I realized that I was sexually attracted to

this particular woman, ..I felt absolutely terrible. I
felt quite suicidal. I felt 1like walking into the
sea...I felt panic stricken ...and I felt quite excited

and relieved in a way"
(S25, Lesbian Group)

"...the concept of liking someone of the same sex in that
respect - in a sexual respect - is very foreign to me ...
it’s a foreign land. I mean it’s more foreign than going
to a country you know nothing about..."

(S3, Heterosexual Group)

Lesbians exist, not in isolation, but within a
predominantly heterosexual society. Heterosexual
relations may be seen as a fundamental aspect of the
structuring of societal notions of gender. Within our
society, these notions of gender tend to reflect quite
rigid division and power inequalities between women and
men. ’‘Coming out’, both in terms of coming to identify
oneself as lesbian, and in terms of telling others about
oneself, takes place within this social context.

Consideration of the heterosexual perspective of
homosexuality in addition to lesbians’ perceptions and
experiences of coming out, is thought to be essential for
understanding the coming out process. Heterosexuals’
attitudes are a fundamental influence in shaping the
social context within which coming out occurs.

This study is an attempt to investigate both ’coming
out to self’ and ‘coming out to others’. Becoming aware
of oneself as lesbian is a profound experience for the
individual. Analysis of ’‘coming out’, however, requires
not just investigation at the individual, intra-psychic
or interpersonal levels, but also an understanding of the
issue at intergroup and societal levels.

A considerable amount of anecdotal material on
coming out has been published in recent years. Research,

however, has tended to focus on gay men rather than
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lesbians, and has tended to be American rather than
British. This study aims to provide a systematic
investigation of the coming out process for lesbians, by
a lesbian, from a social psychological perspective.

After 1looking at definitions, some issues and
questions relating to coming out will be raised. This is
followed by a summary of the background literature and
theory for this study; and a brief look at methodological
issues. Finally, in this chapter, an outline of the
study is presented.

1.1 DEFINITIONS
Coming out

Coming out has been defined in a variety of ways in
previous studies. The working definition used in this
study covers both ’‘coming out to self’ - becoming aware
of oneself as 1lesbian; and ‘coming out to others’ -
disclosing this information to other people.

Lesbian

The term ‘lesbian’ has its origins in the
association of the Greek island of Lesbos with the poet
Sappho (circa 600 B.C.). References to the use of the
term ‘lesbian’ (in the sense of referring to female
homosexuality) provided by the Oxford English Dictionary
(1989) date back to the last part of the nineteenth
century. The dictionary definition of lesbian refers to
women'’s homosexuality: "Of a woman: homosexual,
characterized by a sexual interest in other women. Also,
of or pertaining to homosexual relations between women"
(Oxford English Dictionary, 1989, vol.VIII, p.839).

This type of definition, focused only upon sex,
provides a very limited view of lesbianism. Definition
of the term ’‘lesbian’ actually requires a broader, more
complex basis, incorporating emotional, social and
political aspects: issues that are to be developed and
discussed within this study. For practical purposes,
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lesbian women participating in the study were simply

women who defined themselves as lesbian or gay.

Homosexual

The Oxford English Dictionary (1989) defines
‘homosexual’ in terms of having a sexual propensity for
one’s own sex, and gives references to usage of the word
dating back to the 1890’s by, for example, Krafft-Ebing
and Havelock Ellis.

Some people have used the term ‘homosexual’ for men
only. However, ’‘homo-’ is derived from the Greek homos
meaning ’‘same’, as opposed to ’hetero-’, from the Greek
heteros referring to ‘other’ (cf Collins English
Dictionary, 1979). Within the text here, ’‘homosexual’ is
used to refer to both men and women, unless otherwise

specified.

Gay

Popular use of the term ‘gay’ relating to
homosexuality is relatively recent. It was associated in
particular with Gay Liberation, a movement aimed at
freeing homosexuals from discrimination, originating in
the United States in the 1960’s. The Gay Liberation
Front began meeting in this country in London - at the
London School of Economics - in 1970 (Weeks, 1977). As
with the term ’‘homosexual’, some use ’‘gay’ to refer only
to men. In this study, it is used to refer to both women

and men, unless gender is specified.

Although differences in origin and detailed meaning
of the terms homosexual, gay and lesbian are recognized
by the author, the terms are used synonymously within
this study when describing lesbians, unless otherwise
specified. Where the terms gay and homosexual have been
used in previous studies, or by subjects in this study,
indication is given if usage was limited to males where

possible.
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1.2 THE COMING OUT PROCESS FOR LESBIANS: SOME ISSUES AND
QUESTIONS
Why is coming out of importance?

Previous studies (e.g. Sophie, 1985; de Monteflores
& Schultz, 1978; Moses, 1978; Brooks, 1981), anecdotal
material on coming out (e.g. Stewart-Park & Cassidy,
1977; Stanley & Wolfe, 1980; Penelope & Wolfe, 1989;
Holmes, 1988; Hall Carpenter Archives, Lesbian Oral
History Group, 1989), and pilot study data (Markowe,
1985) have indicated that becoming aware of oneself as
lesbian and/or disclosing this information to others
often involves a complexity of dilemmas and issues to be
resolved. It is rarely a simple, straightforward
process. It may involve dealing with a variety of
‘hazards’ (Baetz, 1984), and may affect much of a gay
person’s everyday life (Durell, 1983). Reflecting the
possibly problematic nature of coming out are studies
that have found considerable levels of reported suicide
attempts or suicidal thoughts (e.g. Trenchard & Warren,
1984). At the individual and interpersonal 1levels,
issues of coming out profoundly affect women’s
perceptions of self and their relations with significant
others. An understanding of the impact of coming to
identify self as lesbian, and its effect on interpersonal
relations would seem important in order to identify
potential problems, to generate ideas for the reduction
of any such difficulties, and hence, to facilitate the
process of coming out. Taking a broader perspective, it
will be argued that intra-psychic and interpersonal
aspects of coming out may only be understood within the
context of intergroup relations and the social/cultural
context. From such a perspective, the issues of coming
out may be seen as associated with, and as reflecting,
fundamental aspects of notions of gender; relations
between women and men in our society; and power
inequalities.
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What happens during the coming out process?

An initial look at the background literature and
pilot work on the coming out process for lesbians has
suggested that it is a complex process, that may broadly
be divided into coming out to self, and coming out to
others. Coming out to self, coming to define self as
lesbian, has been considered in previous studies mainly
from the perspective of stage theories (e.g. Cass, 1979;
Sophie, 1985; Chapman & Brannock, 1987). The pilot study
material raised questions of the appropriateness of
viewing coming out to self in terms of linear stages.
Positive and negative forces that may affect coming out
to self and others were suggested.

When a woman has begun to think of herself as
(possibly) 1lesbian, she may be in the position of
considering making contact with other lesbians for the
first time. She may also consider telling family and/or
friends about herself. Decisions relating to coming out
to others take place within the social context of a

predominantly heterosexual society.

Importance of considering lesbian and heterosexual
perspectives

Coming out needs to be interpreted at the societal
and intergroup 1levels within the framework of the
relationship of lesbianism to heterosexuality in our
society; and at the interpersonal level, by examining
relations between lesbians and heterosexual people. It
is thought that coming out as lesbian is only an issue
within the context of a heterosexist society: a society
that is predominantly heterosexual and in which there is
oppression of homosexuality. In the same way as it may
be suggested that an investigation of women needs to be
understood within the broader context of gender relations
(e.g. Hollway, 1989), it is suggested here that issues of
coming out as 1lesbian may only be meaningfully
interpreted within the context of the relationship
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between lesbianism and heterosexuality in our society.
Thus, coming out needs to be investigated taking into
account this social context, and examining the

heterosexual perspective as well as that of lesbians.

Gender issues

Homosexuality and heterosexuality need to be viewed
from the perspective of societal notions of gender.
These reflect fundamental inequalities between women and
men in our society. Early conceptualization of gender in
terms of sex role may be seen as restricted. Later
studies however have illuminated how gender may structure
our thinking through cognitive schema (Bem, 1981a); and
how gender may more usefully be thought of in terms of
negotiable boundaries (Condor, 1987). Further, there may
be different social representations of gender (Duveen &
Lloyd, 1987). Rigid notions of gender division may be
seen as serving to maintain the predominance of
heterosexuality within our society. Coming out as
lesbian needs to be understood within the context of
gender inequalities; the function of heterosexuality in
maintaining gender division; and differing

conceptualizations of gender.

Comparison of coming out with other minority group/life
experiences

Taking a broad perspective of the coming out
process, there are other minority group experiences, or
life experiences, that have some similarities with the
coming out process for lesbians. An examination of
similarities and differences between coming out and other
minority group experiences or life events may serve to
illuminate what is occurring during the coming out
process. Notions of ’stigma’ (Goffman, 1963; Jones,
Farina, Hastorf, Markus, Miller & Scott, 1984) and coping
with threatened identity (Breakwell, 1986) provide
frameworks within which a variety of minority group or
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life experiences may be understood. Examples of such
experiences described within these frameworks have
ranged, in the case of stigma, from the physically
handicapped to ex-mental patients, alcoholics or
religious minority members; and from unemployment to
sexually atypical employment from the perspective of
threatened identity.

What would facilitate coming out?

Attempts to answer this question require
consideration of issues at all levels, from intra-psychic
through interpersonal and intergroup 1levels, to the
cultural/ideological 1level. While coping mechanisms
suggested, for example, in the threatened identity model
(Breakwell, 1986) may aid individuals at intra-psychic
and interpersonal levels, and group support may play an
important role, it may be that the crucial 1level for
change is societal/cultural. Modifications in social
representations to incorporate more flexible notions of
gender may be essential for facilitation of the coming
out process at intra-psychic and interpersonal levels.

1.3 BACKGROUND

Areas that need consideration as background to
understanding the coming out process include lesbian
identity; 1lesbian identity formation; the notion of
coming out, heterosexuals’ attitudes towards homosexuals
and stereotyping. Examination of these issues raises
fundamental questions of conceptualization of gender; and
relations between women and men in our society. Social
psychological perspectives of social identity theory
(Tajfel, 1981) and social representations (Moscovici,
1984), as well as the notion of threatened identity
(Breakwell, 1986), contribute to an understanding of

coming out.
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Lesbian identity and coming out

Previous studies concerned with lesbian identity
have suggested that lesbians may be seen as
'homoemotional’ rather than ’‘homosexual’ (Wolff, 1973),
and that there may be more than one lesbian identity
(Ettorre, 1980a; Kitzinger & Rogers, 1985). ’'Lesbian
existence’ within the context of ’compulsory
heterosexuality’ has been suggested by Rich (1981).
These studies suggest lesbian identities may be seen as
socially constructed. Lesbian identity formation has
generally been approached from the perspective of stage
theories.

In coming out to others, anecdotal material and
findings of studies (e.g. Ponse, 1978; de Monteflores &
Schultz, 1978; Moses, 1978) indicate the importance of
considering non-disclosure as well as disclosure; and
possible differences in the coming out experiences of
lesbians and gay men, and between younger and older gay
people.

Coming out to family and coming out at work are two
areas of particular importance, some gay people telling
parents/siblings and/or coming out at work, and others
taking the decision not to disclose their orientation
(e.g. Trenchard & Warren, 1984; Taylor, 1986). Possible
discrimination against the lesbian as a woman needs to be
considered as well as that based on sexuality. In coming
out at work, type of Jjob or work environment are

pertinent too.

Heterosexuals’ attitudes and stereotyping

Attitudes of heterosexuals towards homosexuals need
to be understood within the historical and cultural
context. Religion, for example, may have played an
important underlying role in attitude formation (Coleman,
1980). Many studies have attempted to construct scales
to measure attitudes towards homosexuals (e.g. Millhanm,
San Miguel & Kellogg, 1976; Hansen, 1982; Kite & Deaux,
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1986). Conceptual and methodological problems of early
studies have been highlighted by later studies (e.gq.
Plasek & Allard, 1984; Kitzinger, 1987; Kite, 1984;
Herek, 1984b). Such problems have included failure to
base scales on adequate qualitative investigation, or to
take account of social context, or ideological framework;
not differentiating between male and female subjects, or
specifying sex of target; and inappropriate statistical
analyses.

Examples of issues investigated have been possible
variations in attitudes towards homosexuals with sex or
sex role of subject, or sex of target (e.g. Weinberger &
Millham, 1979; Laner & Laner, 1980; Black & Stevenson,
1984; Kite 1984); and possible variation in attitudes
towards homosexuals with beliefs about homosexuality as
physiologically based, or determined by learning and
personal choice (Aguero, Bloch & Byrne, 1984). A
question raised is the possibility of changing attitudes
towards homosexuality.

Stereotyping is an important aspect to consider.
Stereotypes may affect interpersonal behaviour through,
for example, self-fulfilling prophecies (Zanna & Pack,
1975; Jones et al., 1984). Studies of stereotyping of
homosexuals have focused on sex role (e.g. Taylor, 1983),
finding that lesbians tended to be perceived as similar
to (heterosexual) men, and gay men as similar to
(heterosexual) women. Measures of sex role have included
the Bem Sex-Role Inventory (BSRI: Bem, 1974) and the
Personal Attributes Questionnaire (PAQ: Spence, Helmreich
& Stapp, 1974, 1975).

Gender issues

The sex-role/androgyny/sex category perspective of
gender 1is conceptually 1limited (Bem, 198l1a; Condor,
1987). The role of gender issues in the coming out
process for lesbians, however, requires investigation.

The conceptualization of gender is fundamental; and power
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inequalities between women and men need to be considered.

The notion of gender has been conceptualized in a
variety of ways. Bem (1981l1a) suggested gender schema
theory. Sex-related associations are seen as forming a
cognitive schema, with sex-typed individuals (those who
are masculine or feminine, rather than androgynous,
undifferentiated or cross-sex-typed) being readier to
process information using gender schema. In this way
gender is seen as organizing perceptions, and the male-
female dichotomy is given extensive relevance in almost
every area of 1life. Condor (1987) suggested the
usefulness of the gender boundary approach (of Gerson &
Peiss, 1985) which 1is necessarily social, allowing
negotiation of boundaries and meanings. The notion of
‘gender identity’, a sense of being female or male (based
on the concept of Green, 1974), has been used by Spence
and Sawin (1985). Differences between women and men, it
has been suggested, may be reflected in different
emphasis on connection (/affiliation/attachment) and
separation (/autonomy), (Miller, 1986; Gilligan, 1982).
An interactive model of gender-related behaviour,
focusing on display of gender-linked behaviour, has been
suggested by Deaux and Major (1987). Underlying general
understandings of gender may be social representations of
gender (Duveen & Lloyd, 1987).

Heterosexuality may be seen as a fundamental aspect
of notions of gender. Thus, Bem (198la) has described
heterosexuality as a subschema of gender schematic
processing; and Spence and Sawin (1985) have suggested
heterosexuality may be generally perceived as a main
outcome of ’appropriate gender identification’.

Power differences related to gender are essential to
consider. Inequalities between women and men may be seen
as affecting fundamental aspects of 1life within our
society. Men and women may be seen in terms of dominance
and subordination (Miller, 1986). Inequalities are
reflected in language which may also contribute to
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reproducing social values (Graddol & Swann, 1989).
Characteristics associated with women have come to be
seen as weaknesses instead of strengths (Miller, 1986).
Women’s position in society, relating to education and
employment for example, is inferior to that of men
(Wilson, 1991; Firth-Cozens & West, 1991).
Heterosexuality may be seen as incorporating and
maintaining power inequalities between women and men, and
lesbianism as challenging this (Kitzinger, 1987;
Jeffreys, 1990). Power inequalities between women and
men may form the basis for an essential difference
between coming out for lesbians, and coming out for gay
men.

Psychological studies have often neglected women and
issues of gender (Frieze et al., 1978; Unger, 1985;
Wilkinson, 1986). Feminist approaches to social
psychological research have been described by Wilkinson
(1986) as emphasizing the social construction of meaning
and women’s situation in society; as scholarly
investigation of women’s knowledge and experience,
including an analysis of the part played by powver.
Examples of attempts to include gender within social
psychological theory are the incorporation of
agency/communion into social identity theory by Williams
(1984) and Skevington (1989); an analysis of social
representations of gender by Duveen and Lloyd (1987); and
the interactive model of gender-related behaviour of
Deaux and Major (1987). 1In coming out, whether to self
or others, the lesbian must be seen as a woman, with all

the implications being female has within our society.

A social psychological perspective

A social psychological analysis of coming out needs
to be understood within the framework of issues of
gender. Doise (1978, cited in Doise, 1984) has suggested
different levels of analysis. The coming out process
requires examination on individual/interpersonal levels
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as well as from intergroup and societal perspectives.

From the perspective of social identity theory,
where social identity refers to the part of a person’s
self concept deriving from group membership (Tajfel,
1981), or self-categorization theory (Turner et al.,
1987), coming out may be seen in terms of salience of
social categories (Oakes, 1987). This perspective
incorporates notions of ’‘personal’ and ’‘social’ identity
(Turner, 1982). Social identity as lesbian may be seen
as becoming salient during the coming out to self
process. In coming out to others, social identity as
lesbian is made salient.

Social representations may underlie lesbians’
perceptions and experiences of coming out, and
heterosexuals’ attitudes towards homosexuals. Social
representations have been defined by Moscovici and
Hewstone (1983) in terms of cognitive matrices linking
ideas, images etc., or as common-sense theories of
aspects of society. Through social representations,
scientific notions are transformed into common-sense
knowledge. Social representations conventionalise and
categorize persons or events, and are prescriptive
(Moscovici, 1984). Attitudes may be considered as
individual response dispositions based on collective
representations (Jaspars & Fraser, 1984). Moscovici and
Hewstone (1983) have suggested that social
representations of human nature may underlie racialism.
It is suggested here that such representations may
underlie heterosexism. Social representations of gender
(Duveen & Lloyd, 1987) may also be relevant to
considering lesbians and coming out. Theories about the
development of homosexuality, such as those based on a
medical model, physiological explanations, or the
psychoanalytic perspective, are likely to be reflected in
relevant social representations, and may influence
attitudes towards lesbians.

Attributions or ’common-sense explanations’
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(Hewstone, 1983) may influence the coming out process on
several different levels. Early studies on attribution
were focussed on the individual (e.g. Heider, 1958; Jones
& Davis, 1965; Kelley, 1967). Later studies have taken
a social perspective and 1linked attribution with
intergroup relations and social representations (e.g.
Deschamps, 1983; Hewstone & Jaspars, 1982; Hewstone,
1983, 1989a). Behaviour may be attributed to
disposition or situation; or to internal or external
factors, but there are problems with these distinctions
(cf Hewstone, 1989a). Causality may perhaps more
usefully be perceived as multi-dimensional. For example,
additional dimensions of controllability and stability
have been suggested (Wong & Weiner, 1981). Biases in
attribution include the ’fundamental attribution error’
of a tendency to underestimate the effect of situational
factors and overestimate the effect of dispositional
factors (Ross, 1977). Also, while actors may attribute
their actions to situation, observers may tend to
attribute the actions to disposition (Jones & Nisbett,
1972). Such biases may occur when a lesbian tells a
heterosexual person about herself.

Particularly pertinent to considering coming out is
the notion of social attribution (e.g. Deschamps, 1983),
with attribution perceived as influenced by group
memberships and social representations. Contributing
towards an understanding of coming out at an intergroup
level of analysis may be the notion of social category
memberships as dispositional attributions (Oakes, 1987);
and a model of conflict maintenance and reduction
(Hewstone, 1989a). Further relevant issues include sex
possibly affecting attributions, with different
explanations given for men’s and women’s behaviour
(Hansen & O’Leary, 1985); and attributional analysis
related to stigma (Weiner, Perry & Magnusson, 1988). The
societal perspective of attribution provides opportunity

to consider the historical-temporal dimension (Hewstone,
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1989a), which is of particular relevance to considering
coming out. Attributions are 1likely to affect both
coming out to self, and coming out to others.

There may be some similarities (as well as
differences) between coming out and other minority group
or life experiences relating to self acceptance or self-
disclosure. The notion of threat to identity (Breakwell,
1986) provides a general framework within which coming
out and other experiences may be interpreted. Breakwell
defined threat in terms of the identity processes of
assimilation-accommodation and evaluation being unable to
comply with the identity principles of continuity,
distinctiveness and self-esteem. Threats may arise
externally, or internally through conflict among the
identity principles. Coping strategies may be at intra-
psychic, interpersonal or intergroup levels. Choice of
strategy is seen as determined by type of threat, social
context, identity structure and cognitive resources.

Notions of self, self-presentation and self-
disclosure all require consideration in an investigation
of ’‘coming out’. Mead’s (1934) conceptualization of the
self as originating and developing through social
interaction provides a useful Dbasis. A further
perspective for considering coming out is the
dramaturgical framework of Goffman (1959). Studies of
self-disclosure generally (e.g. Jourard, 1971; Chaikin &
Derlega, 1976; Derlega & Berg, 1987) are relevant to
understanding aspects of the coming out process. Issues
include self-disclosure and mental health; effects of
non-disclosure; ’appropriate’ disclosure; and disclosure
reciprocity (e.g. Jourard, 1971; Chaikin & Derlega,
1976), as well as self-disclosure in friendship formation
(Miell & Duck, 1986); the role of the individual to whom
the disclosure is made (Miller, Berg & Archer, 1983;
Berg, 1987); and revealing of deviant information
(Derlega, Harris & Chaikin, 1973). Self-disclosure
within a goal-based model of personality has been
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suggested by Miller and Read (1987).

1.4 METHODOLOGICAL ISSUES
Choice of methodology

Depth interviewing was chosen as the |Dbasic
methodological approach for data collection in this
study. It was thought to be the most appropriate method
of investigation for a topic that was complex; of a
sensitive nature; and likely to reflect a process, and
changing perceptions over time. One focus of interest,
stereotyping, was investigated using three approaches:
interview questions; a short questionnaire of open-ended
questions and sentence completion tasks; and sex-role
inventories (the BSRI and the PAQ). Content analysis of
qualitative material from interviews and questionnaire
responses was carried out. Methodological questions
are focussed on sampling; interview biases; and analysis
of qualitative data:
The samples

None of the three samples may be seen as
representative. Race, class and disability were not
investigated. The 1lesbian sample was mainly from one
London group. A small number were obtained by /snowball’
i.e. they were friends of those already interviewed. The
heterosexual sample was partly student, and partly from
snowball sampling outside the student population. The
final sample of twenty women interviewed on communication
with family and friends, were volunteers from the London
School of Economics.
Interviewing

The study is mainly based on depth interviews.
Biases may arise from the interview situation. The
social nature of the interview needs taking into account
(Farr, 1982). Sources of bias arise from interviewee,
researcher, and the interaction between them (Plummer,
1983).
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Qualitative material

Analysis of qualitative material is a further
potential source of bias. In content analysis, there are
issues of definition of coding units, reliability,
validity, and interpretation (Weber, 1985; Krippendorff,
1980) .

1.5 OUTLINE OF STUDY

The first part of this thesis examines background
literature relating to lesbian identity/identities and
lesbian identity formation, ending with a brief look at
the older lesbian. Background 1literature related to
coming out is then considered. In particular, coming out
to family and coming out at work are focused upon. Thus,
Chapter Two covers a literature review of 1lesbian
identity and ‘coming out’.

Heterosexuals’ attitudes towards 1lesbians are
considered fundamental to an analysis of coming out.
Chapter Three looks at background literature concerned
with attitudes towards homosexuality and stereotyping.
Methodological problems of studies in this area are
discussed. Literature has indicated that sex role is
important in the stereotyping of homosexuals. Notions of
sex role are examined. Measurement of sex role using the
Bem Sex-Role Inventory (BSRI: Bem, 1974) and the Personal
Attributes Questionnaire (PAQ: Spence, Helmreich & Stapp,
1974, 1975) 1is 1looked at. Possible implications of
stereotyping are considered.

In Chapter Four, the pilot studies are described.
These included individual depth interviews of twelve
heterosexual men and women on attitudes towards lesbians
and gay men; some supplementary interviews with lesbians
on topics relevant to coming out (that had not been
covered in Markowe, 1985); and a stereotype investigation
based on a short questionnaire of sentence completion and
open-ended questions, and use of the BSRI and PAQ.
Finally, there was a pilot study based on individual
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depth interviews of a small sample of women regarding
self-disclosure and communication with family, friends
and work colleagues.

In Chapter Five, there 1is a construction of an
’imaginary lesbian’ based on the pilot material. This
forms the basis for a reconceptualization of the coming
out process, providing a framework for the analysis of
the main study data. Major hypotheses put forward in
this chapter are summarized below.

In coming out to self, it was hypothesized that
identification as lesbian is based on strong emotional
feelings directed towards women, together with awareness
of lesbianism as an option, and a level of emotional
acceptance of homosexuality. It was suggested that
coming out to self is generally gradual; that feelings of
'differentness’ may reach back to childhood; and that
there may be re-interpretation of past experiences. 1In
coming out to others, it was suggested that initial
circumstances; approaches taken in coming out; telling
the other person; reactions; and outcome, required
investigation. 1Issues such as perceptions of people’s
attitudes towards homosexuality, perceived risks and
possible gains may contribute towards decisions on
whether or not to come out. Approaches taken in coming
out, it was thought, would vary from telling a person in
a direct manner to assuming the other person ’‘knows’.
When the lesbian tells the other person, the situation
may be influenced by, for example, understanding of what
homosexuality means, stereotypes, and previous
relationship with the other person. Reactions may change
over time. Satisfaction with outcome would depend on
perceived gains or losses. There may be historical time
period differences affecting ease of coming out.

The social psychological framework for the study is
presented in Chapter Six. This includes issues of
gender; social identity theory; social representations;
and attribution theory in the first section. The second
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part focuses on self-disclosure, and counselling/therapy
issues.

In Chapter Seven, the main study method, results and
discussion are presented. This study was based on depth
interviews of forty lesbians on their perceptions and
experiences of ’‘coming out’; thirty interviews of
heterosexual women and men on attitudes towards lesbians
and gay men; and twenty interviews of women on
communication with family and friends. Lesbian and
heterosexual group subjects were also presented with
stereotype tasks. The combined results and discussion
section is based on content analysis of the qualitative
material focusing on the social context; coming out to
self; coming out to others; and finally, the interplay of
influences in coming out. Chapter Eight contains ten
case studies of lesbian subjects’ coming out experiences
analysed within the framework of Breakwell’s (1986) model
of coping with threatened identity. The ten cases were
selected as most representative of groups of subjects
defined in terms of background and age.

The final chapter presents a summary of the study;
discusses implications of the findings; and draws some

conclusions.
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CHAPTER TWO
LESBIAN IDENTITY AND COMING OUT

2.1 LESBIAN IDENTITY
2.1.1 Some perspectives on lesbian identity

Lesbian identity may be looked at from a variety of
different viewpoints, each contributing towards an
overall understanding of what is meant by the term
’lesbian’. First of all, lesbian identity needs to be
seen in the historical context, and the portrayal of
lesbians in 1literature and the arts needs to be
considered. However, it 1is psychological and
sociological studies that will provide the main focus for
attempting to understand what is meant by 1lesbian
identity here. Further illumination on lesbian identity
may be derived from consideration of specifically
feminist perspectives. Viewing lesbians from some of
these perspectives will provide an initial picture of
what is meant by ’‘lesbian identity’ before proceeding to
consider lesbian identity formation in which the ’coming
out’ process may be seen as directly concerned.

Attempting to consider 1lesbians in  history
highlights fundamental questions of definition. What is
a lesbian? Who may be described as lesbian? As will be
seen, there are no simple answers to these questions.
The Lesbian History Group (1989) indicate some of the
problems arising in identification of women who lived in
the past as 1lesbian: 1little explicit information
available; suppression, omission or distortion of
material, by historians or publishers, in order not to
embarrass or alienate family or readers; and varying
definitions of ’lesbian’.

Forms of lesbianism, however, have almost certainly
existed throughout history, from the ancient
civilizations of the past, to the lesbians of today
(Cavin, 1985; Duberman, Vicinus & Chauncey, 1989).
McIntosh (1968) suggested the homosexual role in England
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emerged towards the end of the seventeenth century, while
Faderman (1981) has suggested that lesbian identity may
be traced back to the romantic friendships of the
seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth centuries with
origins in the Renaissance. Homoerotic friendships
between girls or women in the boarding schools and
colleges of the 1late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries have been described by Vicinus (1984, 1985).
Images of lesbians have been suggested in the fields of
film, art and literature (Goldstein, 1982; Rule, 1975;
Cook, 1979), and it is suggested by Kendall (1986) that
a play by Catharine Trotter (1679-1749), performed in
1696, features probably the first lesbian heroine in
English stage history. The lesbian of previous centuries
and the lesbian portrayed in the arts may sometimes
appear as rather different from the image of today’s
lesbian (eg. as described by Melville, 1982), whose
picture will begin to emerge from the following studies.

A variety of different notions of lesbian identity
have been suggested by empirical research. For example,
the emotional bias is emphasised by Wolff (1973) who
suggests that for 1lesbians, the term ‘homoemotional’
might replace that of ‘homosexual’, while Hopkins (1969,
p.1435) suggests that "a good, descriptive generic term
for the average lesbian would be ’independent’". Looking
at the lesbian personality using Cattell’s 16 P.F. test,
Hopkins found her lesbian sample (n=24) to be
significantly more independent than a heterosexual
sample, matched for intelligence, age and professional or
educational background. The lesbians were found to be
more resilient, reserved, dominant, bohemian, self-
sufficient and composed, and Hopkins suggests the
'neurotic’ label traditionally applied to lesbians is not
necessarily applicable.

The notion that there is more than one type of
lesbian identity has been suggested in several different
ways. One example is provided by Ettorre (1980a). She
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suggested there are two types of social lesbian: the
’sick, but not sorry’ group who tend to accept
traditional lesbian images, and the ’sorry, but not sick’
group who challenge traditional images. Two basic types
of lesbian identity have also been suggested by Golden
(1987), based on those of Ponse (1978). These are
’‘primary lesbians’, who perceive themselves as having
been different from an early age, without choice; and
’elective lesbians’ who perceive their lesbian identity
as a conscious choice. While some elective lesbians,
Golden suggested, view their lesbianism as an essential
aspect of their nature, others experience their sexuality
as fluid/dynamic. Thus, a basic contrast emerges between
notions of ’‘born’ lesbians and ’‘self-chosen’ lesbians.
Kitzinger and Rogers (1985) have suggested five
lesbian identities derived from a Q-methodological study
(n=41) . These include the ‘personal fulfilment’, the
’special person’, the ’individualistic’, the ‘radical
feminist’ and the ‘traditional’ identities. For the
first identity, personal fulfilment due to lesbianism is
emphasised. For the ’special person’ identity, the
person one is attracted to is seen as important rather
than his or her gender, and interactions with males tend
to be favourably regarded. Those described by the
individualistic identity tend to see themselves as born
lesbians, which they are happy about, but they prefer not
to be defined in terms of sexual orientation. For those
of the ’'radical feminist’ identity, 1lesbianism is
integrated within the political context. Finally, those
of ’‘traditional’ identity, tend to feel unhappy about
being a lesbian, not regarding it as something they would
have chosen and possibly seeing it as a failing or
immaturity. These identities, Kitzinger and Rogers point
out, are not necessarily exhaustive, and further they
caution against their reification. Kitzinger (1987)
discusses how the first three of these lesbian identities

correspond to liberal-humanistic accounts. She suggests
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that such accounts divert attention away from radical
feminism’s political aims, towards individual or private
solutions, and in this way support the ideologies of the
dominant culture. .

Social and societal aspects are very important to
consider in attempting to understand lesbian identity.
McIntosh (1968) in suggesting homosexuality must be seen
as a social role rather than a condition, points out that
anthropological evidence indicates that in some
societies, the role does not exist, and in addition that
the role may vary in different societies. Richardson
(1981a) suggests considering identification as a lesbian
in terms of an individual inherent quality is
oversimplified and inadequate. She proposes instead that
lesbian identities be viewed as socially constructed and
maintained through social interaction. Further,
Richardson points out that the meaning and significance
lesbian identification will have for a woman will be
influenced both by the wider social meanings she meets
regarding lesbians and by responses of significant
others. From theoretical analyses, fictional accounts
and the media, Richardson suggests, four major images of
lesbians emerge: the lesbian as a ’pseudo-male’; a
negative view of lesbianism as a sorry state to be in;
the lesbian as primarily a sexual being, and finally that
of lesbianism as a permanent condition. Further to these
images, are the meanings of 1lesbianism that have
developed within the homosexual subculture, which include
both similarities to, and differences from, those
meanings within mainstream society. Richardson sees
sexual identity as an ongoing developmental process, and
not as something static. Meanings and significance for
individuals may change.

Lesbianism may also be looked at in relation to
social power (Ettorre, 1980b, 1980c). Thus three stages
of lesbianism are suggested by Ettorre (1980b) with the
lesbian in the first, traditional stage isolated from
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society, followed by the emergence of 1lesbian group
identity, and then the final stage where lesbians gain
power and may confront society. Ettorre (1980c) presents
the 1lesbian within the context of a patriarchal
capitalist society. Lesbians, she suggests, challenge
the position of men through seeking economic independence
and through defying the dominant sexual ideology. Thus
Ettorre (1980c, p.428) suggests "As a force, social
lesbianism is a contradiction to sexuality in society and
a potential threat to the basis of all social
relationships in that society".

The relationship between 1lesbian identity and
community is considered by Krieger (1982). She discusses
how the individual lesbian’s sense of self may be both
affirmed and challenged in the 1lesbian community.
Development of lesbian group identity, as illustrated by
the American lesbian periodical ‘The Ladder’ between 1956
and 1972, has been investigated by Weitz (1984), taking
Kitsuse’s notion of tertiary deviance, in which there is
rejection of negative identity, as a theoretical basis.
Through content analysis, Weitz traces the development of
lesbian group identity. From initial strong ties with
the male homosexual community, reflection of the medical
model, and attempts at integration into general society,
there was development to tertiary deviance and active
fighting against discrimination, that may have been
influenced by the growing black civil rights movement.
Finally, there was radical redefinition in the early
1970’s and new ties with women’s liberation.

Providing a feminist perspective, Rich (1981) is
concerned with "The bias of compulsory heterosexuality,
through which lesbian experience is perceived on a scale
ranging from deviant to abhorrent, or simply rendered
invisible...", (p.4). She points out that in literature,
women have tended to be regarded as ’‘innately sexually
oriented’ towards men, while lesbians are seen as simply

acting out their bitterness towards men. Rich suggests
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the assumption of female heterosexuality is remarkable:
"it is an enormous assumption to have glided so silently
into the foundations of our thought", (Rich, 1981; p.9).
Moreover, she suggests, there is a need to recognize and
study heterosexuality as a political institution.
Feminists may need to be concerned not simply with gender
inequality, cultural domination by males and taboos
regarding homosexuality, Rich suggests, but with
enforcement of heterosexuality for women in order that
men may have the right of physical, emotional and
economical access.

Kitzinger (1987) also emphasises how from a radical
feminist perspective both heterosexuality and lesbianism
must be seen as political constructions. Thus, she
suggests "The major impact of the radical feminist
approach to lesbianism is in reasserting the political
implications of lesbianism and replacing the so-called
'personal’ back into the realm of the public and
political", (Kitzinger, 1987; p.65).

Instead of ’lesbianism’ which may be seen as
clinical and limiting, Rich (1981) chooses to use the
terms ’lesbian existence’ and ’‘lesbian continuum’. For
Rich, both the historical presence of lesbians and the
continuing creation of the meaning of this existence are
suggested by the term ’lesbian existence’. 'Lesbian
continuum’/, she sees as including a range of women
identified experiences - not just sexual aspects - which
run through the 1life of each woman and throughout
history. Rich also suggests that only a part of lesbian
existence is shared with homosexual men, and equating the
experiences denies female reality.

Radical feminist lesbians and more traditional
lesbians perceive their lesbian identity differently. A
political 1lesbian has been defined by The Leeds
Revolutionary Feminist Group in terms of a ‘women-
identified woman’ who is not sexually available to men
(Onlywomen Press, 1981). For some, a radical feminist
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identity involves separatism (Hoagland & Penelope, 1988).
The plurality of lesbian philosophies and cultures has
been illustrated by Allen (1990). It has been found by
Kristiansen (1990) that feminist lesbians perceived their
own values as different to those of gay men, whereas gay
movement lesbians and gay men did not differ in
perceptions of value similarity.

In summary, it has been seen that lesbian identity
may be —considered from a number of different
perspectives. Firstly, lesbian identity may be viewed
within its historical context, and it may also be
considered from the point of view of images portrayed in
literature and the media. Secondly, and of central
importance here, there have been a variety of
psychological and sociological studies contributing
towards an understanding of lesbian identity. Some
previous studies have looked at personality variables,
and it may be that 1lesbians have an emotional bias.
However, it would seem likely that there is more than one
type of lesbian identity, and it is possible that there
are several different types. The social and societal
context has been seen to be of particuiar importance.
Lesbian identities may be viewed as socially constructed
and maintained through social interaction. The part
played by the lesbian community needs to be considered
here too. Lesbianism may also be looked at in relation
to social power. Further, it may be necessary to
consider lesbianism in the light of heterosexuality being
viewed as a political institution. Lesbian identity thus
emerges as complex and multifaceted. The development of
lesbian identity is of particular relevance to "coming
out".

2.1.2 Lesbian identity formation

Lesbian identity formation directly concerns issues
of coming out and in particular ’‘coming out to self’.
Depending on definitions it may be seen as concerning
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aspects of ’‘coming out to others’ as well, although this
latter area extends to a variety of issues which will be
further discussed in later sections. ’Coming out to
self’ obviously has its fundamental basis in 1lesbian
identity formation, although it too has further aspects
that will be looked at later. Formation of 1lesbian
identity has tended to be investigated from the
perspective of attempting to discern and define the
stages that constitute the process. Although this
section is primarily concerned with formation of lesbian
identity, it is perhaps useful to take a brief look at
the findings of studies concerned with male homosexual
identity formation too, since there may be common
features, and differences or contrasts may serve to
indicate important points for consideration.

The earliest studies concerning homosexual identity
formation tend to have been focused on male homosexuality
rather than lesbianism. Dank (1971) reports on a study
of male homosexual identity based on interviews with 55
homosexuals, observation and conversation with hundreds
of homosexuals, and data from a questionnaire completed
by 182 homosexual subjects. He found on average first
homosexual feelings tended to occur at about 13 years of
age, while deciding one was homosexual did not occur
until about six years later. He suggests "the
development of a homosexual identity is dependent on the
meanings that the actor attaches to the concepts of
homosexual and homosexuality, and that these meanings are
directly related to the meanings that are available in
his immediate environment; and the meanings that are
available in his immediate environment are related to the
meanings that are allowed to circulate in the wider
society", (Dank, 1971, p.195).

Four stages in becoming homosexual have been
suggested by Plummer (1975) who takes an interactionist
approach, and 1like Dank was concerned with male

homosexuals. These stages are sensitization;
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signification; ’‘coming out’ and stabilization.

In a later study of male homosexuals, Troiden (1979)
also suggests a four stage model. The study was based on
interviews of 150 men. Like Plummer he suggests the
first stage to be that of sensitization, where
experiences are gained that may later serve as sources
for interpretation of feelings as homosexual. Secondly,
Troiden describes a stage of dissociation and
signification, in which there is partitioning within
consciousness of sexual feelings or activity from sexual
identity. Coming out (to self) forms Troiden’s third
stage. It begins with the decision to label feelings as
homosexual, and was found to occur at an average age of
21. The fourth stage, that of commitment, involves the
taking of a lover, and adopting homosexuality as a way of
life. Identity however, Troiden suggests, is never
complete and always subject to modification.

The first model of homosexual identity formation
looked at here that was designed to be specifically
applicable to homosexuals of both sexes is that of Cass
(1979). She suggests a six stage model developed from
her clinical work. Interpersonal congruency theory forms
the theoretical background with stages differentiated
according to individual perception of own behaviour and
actions arising in consequence. The individual is seen
as taking an active role in identity formation, with
identity foreclosure possible at any stage. The stages
include identity confusion, after which, where it has
been accepted by the person that s/he may be homosexual,
there 1is a stage of identity comparison, which may
develop towards stage 3, that of identity tolerance.
This in turn may lead to the fourth stage of identity
acceptance, which may lead to stage 5, identity pride,
from which stage 6, identity synthesis may finally be
reached. Cass points out the model is presented as a
broad guideline, which may not be applicable to all, and
further with modified societal attitudes and expectations
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over time, changes to the model may become necessary.

A general stage theory of lesbian identity based on
six theories of gay identity development is suggested by
Sophie (1985). The theoretical base was formed through
consideration of Cass (1979), Coleman (1982), Raphael
(1974), Spaulding (1982), Plummer (1975) and McDonald
(1982), and then examined by Sophie through interviews
with 14 women. The subjects were volunteers in response
to an article, and a campus newspaper advertisement
asking for women confused about their sexuality or going
through changes regarding sexuality. It was found that
data was largely consistent with the general stage theory
for the early developmental stages, but there were
discrepancies and variation in order and timing of
events. The general stages proposed by Sophie were first
awareness; testing and exploration; identity acceptance,
and finally, identity integration. She points out that
a problem with specific stage theories is an underlying
assumption of linearity. Finally, Sophie points out that
lesbian identity development needs to be viewed within
the social and historical context.

Developing a lesbian identity is investigated by
Gramick (1984) particularly with regard to the first
stage of identity formation, that of signification or
sexual self-identification. The study is approached
through an interactionist theoretical framework.
Subjects were defined as homosexual according to indices
of sexual feelings, fantasies and behaviour. Interview
data were obtained from 97 out of 100 1lesbians
(interviewed by a team of six interviewers) and mean
ages, in years, determined for eight factors as follows:
"emotional attraction (14.5), feeling "different" (15.8),
cognitive awareness (16), physical attraction (17.4),
lesbian acquaintance (20.6), physical contact (20.7),
lesbian relationship (23.2), and self-acknowledgment
(23.8)", (Gramick, 1984, p.39). Discussing her findings,
Gramick points out that lesbian signification was arrived
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at on average three years before entry into gay/lesbian
circles for over three-fifths of the sample, possibly
indicating that the homosexual community is not
significant in development of lesbian awareness. Further
Gramick points out some of the contrasts between her
findings and those of studies concerning gay men, for
whom, for example, sexual activity may precede
intellectual awareness of homosexuality. For women a
greater degree of emotional involvement seems to be
necessary.

The developmental phases a lesbian may go through in
integrating a stable identity are described by Lewis
(1984) who developed her model primarily to aid social
workers in understanding lesbian clients. Importantly,
Lewis considers lesbian identity development not only for
those whose awareness of being different may have started
at the age of four or five, followed by dissonance in
adolescence, but also for those who may begin as
heterosexual and much later, maybe in their twenties,
thirties or forties, identifying strongly as feminists,
begin to choose to identify themselves as lesbian. For
some other women, the starting point may be a same-sex
relationship that just seemed to happen without any of
the prior feelings of difference. Thus Lewis (1984,
p.468) notes "Although this process as described in this
article has seemed linear, often it is not. Most women
go through parts of the process more than once and in
various orders".

Theory and research on lesbian identity formation is
considered by Elliot (1985) . She suggests a
phenomenological definition of lesbian identity, and sees
it as important to distinguish 1lesbian identification
from lesbian erotic interests, behaviour and emotional
attachments. Elliot finds agreement among writers that:
the formation of lesbian identity involves a
developmental process with 1large variations in time
required; social interaction is important; and that it is
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difficult to resolve the identity problem to the
satisfaction of both society and the individual. Elliot
(1985, p.64) points out "Acceptance of such an identity
involves a number of changes in the ways that a woman
comes to perceive, define, and evaluate both her "self"
and society." There may be similarities in events but
differences in weighting of factors in gay identity
formation for women and men, and Elliot suggests identity
formation might usefully be looked at in terms of a
regression equation. Issues that need to be studied
further, she suggests, include maintenance requirements,
factors contributing to positive evaluation and to
disclosure; factors important in political lesbianism,
and identity changes in aging.

Recent examples of studies pertinent to lesbian
identity formation have included a proposed model from
Chapman and Brannock (1987); a sociological perspective
from Troiden (1989); an anthropological view from Herdt
(1989); and a study by Schneider (1989) focusing on
coming out for 1lesbians in relationship to general
adolescent development.

A ’'Proposed Model of Lesbian Identity Awareness and
Self-Labeling’ was examined by Chapman and Brannock
(1987) in a questionnaire study of 197 women (average
age, 34 years). The model consists of five stages: (1)
same sex orientation; (2) incongruence; (3) self-
questioning/exploration; (4) self identification, and (5)
choice of lifestyle. Data indicated an average age of 17
years for subjects first thinking they might be lesbian,
and an average age of over 21 years for self-
identification as lesbian. While 11% of the women
reported that they had not always been lesbian, 82%
reported having always been lesbian, with recollections,
although lacking a 1label, going back to childhood.
Chapman and Brannock suggest that 1lesbian identity is
present before awareness of incongruence of one’s own
feelings with those of heterosexuals, and that self-
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labelling arises through interaction with the non-
homosexual environment.

Troiden (1989) presents a four stage model, similar
to that of Troiden (1979), and applicable to the process
of homosexual identification for both gay males and
lesbians. He describes this process in terms of a
'horizontal spiral’ rather than linear stages; and
suggests homosexual identity should be seen as always
open to further change. Stigma is seen by Troiden (1989)
as having an important impact on identity formation and
management. Herdt (1989) examines the coming out process
for gay and 1lesbian youth in the 1light of four
preconceptions: the assumption of heterosexuality;
presumption of inversion; social stigma of homosexuality;
and the assumption of homogeneity of young gay people.
He takes the anthropological perspective of rites of
passage which are seen as structuring life crisis events;
and considers coming out in the United States and other
countries. Schneider (1989) describes interviews carried
out in Toronto on a sample of 25 lesbians, aged 15 to 20
years. She suggests adolescent development for lesbians
is atypical.

Possible differences between lesbians and gay men in
identity development is a fundamental issue to consider.
Herdt (1989, p.26) notes that "Males tend more often to
define themselves as gay in contexts of same-sex erotic
contact, whereas females experience their 1lesbian
feelings in situations of romantic love and emotional
attachment". Cass (1990) describes how lesbian identity
formation is more 1likely to have been stimulated by
emotional or social events than sexual. Differences
between men’s and women’s experiences, with the male
emphasis on physical sex, and the female emphasis on
emotion/love, may be seen as arising from differences in
gender-role socialization and different societal
expectations for women and men (Troiden, 1989; Cass,
1990; Blumstein & Schwartz, 1990).
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A number of points that need consideration have
emerged from the studies on lesbian identity development
described above. Among these are the questions of
linearity in formation of lesbian identity; of selection
and definition of lesbian samples; and of comparison of
lesbian identity formation with that of gay males. It
can also be seen that it is crucial to consider social
and societal aspects in identity formation. To complete
this initial look at lesbian identity and its formation,
the question of aging and the older 1lesbian will be
considered briefly.

2.1.3 The older lesbian

Lesbian identity cannot be viewed as static. Apart
from historical time variations in the notion of lesbian
identity, there may be changes in lesbian identity during
the aging process. Kimmel (1978) looked at gay adult
development from the point of view of Levinson’s
developmental stages. He considered the relationship
between developmental data and historical events,
concluding differences between older and younger gay men
did exist, but that their origins were unclear. The
differences could have arisen from either aging itself or
historical period differences.

It is suggested by Kayal (1984) that understanding
of gay and 1lesbian aging may be distorted by
heterosexism. Sociological studies of aging have tended
to be from a heterosexual perspective. Heterosexual
emphasis on family life is seen as colouring studies of
gay and 1lesbian aging. Further, Kayal suggests, a
problem with studying gay and lesbian aging is the
assumption that sexual orientation is valid as an
ontological concept and research category. He points out
style of relating might be more usefully considered than
sexual orientation. ‘

A number of studies, however, provide a useful
perspective on the older lesbian, and contribute towards
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a greater understanding of gay/lesbian identity. The
realities of gay and lesbian aging have been considered
by Berger (1984) with an interview study of 18 men and
women aged from 40 to 72. He found the stereotype of the
isolated and depressed older homosexual to be inaccurate.
Twenty lesbians aged from 50 to 73 were interviewed by
Raphael and Robinson (1984) who were looking particularly
at love relationships and friendship patterns. They
found their dominant life pattern to involve serial
monogamy with sexuality continuing to play an important
part. The women tended to have fewer straight friends
after coming out, and single lesbians tended to have more
lesbian friends than those in couples. Self-esteem
tended to be higher for those with strong friendship ties
but weak sibling ties. Some were feminists and others
not. All, Raphael and Robinson suggest, represent
positive role models.

The 1image of the older 1lesbian is further
illuminated by Kehoe (1986a, 1986b). Kehoe (1986a)
reports on a questionnaire survey she carried out in
which 50 lesbians aged 65 to 85 responded to questions

concerning demographics, education, economic and
occupational condition, health and psycho/social
concerns. From the questionnaire responses, Kehoe

suggests a profile of the 65+ lesbian:

"a woman who might be anyone’s grandmother, except
that she never married or had any children. She is
overweight, overeducated, liberal, and feminist, has
enough income for moderate comfort, does not smoke,
drinks only socially, likes to go to concerts,
enjoys gardening and reading. She is not a joiner
of either social or religious groups, and, not by
preference, lives alone. She is healthy, both
mentally and physically, and 1likes herself even
though she knows she should lose weight".

(Kehoe, 1986a, p.149)

Kehoe suggests the data indicates the older lesbian to be
a survivor and a balanced personality, but points out the
sample, recruited by a ’snowball’ method, cannot be seen
as generally representative. Kehoe (1986b) then provides
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'a portrait of the older lesbian’ with a description of
the likely lifestyle of a lesbian over 60 in the United
States.

Thus, in conclusion, when considering 1lesbian
identity, it is important to take into account that there
may be differences between older and younger lesbians,
and that any differences may arise from either the aging
process itself or historical period variations.

"Coming out" may be seen as intrinsically linked
with lesbian identity formation and maintenance, and more
generally with life as a lesbian.
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2.2 COMING OUT
2.2.1 Definitions

’Coming out’, firstly, in the sense of becoming
aware of one’s sexual orientation, and secondly, in the
sense of disclosing this information to other people, is
of fundamental importance to lesbian existence, as will
become clear. Since the term ’‘coming out’ has been
defined and used 1in different ways in previous
literature, it is important to consider these different
definitions and to formulate a suitable initial
definition for use here. Some of the definitions that
have been suggested in previous studies will be looked at
now.

A broad view of what may be meant by ‘coming out’ is
provided by Baetz (1984, p.45):

"The term coming out can have many meanings: a

woman’s first sexual experience with another woman,

a woman’s self-realization of sexual feelings for

another woman, a woman’s acceptance of the label

lesbian, a woman’s declaration to anyone or everyone
that she is a lesbian, or any combination of these
possibilities".

Similarly, a definition that encompasses notions of
both coming out to self and coming out to others has been
put forward by Hodges and Hutter (1977, p.13) who suggest
that "The phrase "coming out", as used by gay people, has
three meanings: to acknowledge one’s homosexuality to
oneself; to reveal oneself as homosexual to other gay
people; and lastly, to declare one’s homosexuality to
everyone and anyone". Another fairly broad definition is
suggested by de Monteflores and Schultz (1978, p.59) who
put forward the view that ""Coming out" is the
developmental process through which gay people recognize
their sexual preferences and choose to integrate this
knowledge into their personal and social lives".

Some other definitions of ’coming out’ have
emphasised different aspects. For example, Dank (1971)
limits the term to identification of self as homosexual,

while similarly, Troiden (1979), after finding
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disagreement on the meaning of ‘coming out’ among his
male homosexual subjects, chose to use the definition
agreed upon by approximately half of them, that of coming
out referring to "the act of defining oneself to oneself
as homosexual", (Troiden, 1979; p.367). The relationship
between naming oneself and the coming out process is also
pointed out by Stanley and Wolfe (1980) who quote
Adrienne Rich’s comment "When I think of the ‘coming out
process’ I think of it as the beginning of naming, of
memory, of making the connections between past and
present and future that enable human beings to have an
identity", (p.xviii). Rich (1979; in Foreword to Stanley
and Wolfe, 1980) takes the notion of coming out further,
connecting it with power. Weeks (1977), in contrast to
more individual and personal definitions of coming out,
chose to examine the issue from a historical perspective
focusing upon reform movements/groupings.

Considering these few examples of the different ways
that ’‘coming out’ may be defined, it would seem that, for
the present, a suitable working definition may include
both the process 1leading to self-identification as
homosexual, and also the revealing of oneself to others
as homosexual. With this working definition, it is now
appropriate to begin looking at something of the part
‘coming out’ plays in the lives of lesbians and gay men.

2.2.2 An Initial Picture of Coming Out

Something of what is involved in ‘coming out to
self’, becoming aware of oneself as homosexual, and
eventually identifying oneself as such, has already been
seen in the section on lesbian identity formation. The
studies of Gramick (1984) and Lewis (1984), in
particular, covered important features of this area. A
vivid, if rather negative, picture of the coming out to
self process for a lesbian is provided by Baetz (1984,
p.46):
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"During the realization process, she may have to
deal with a loss in self-confidence, self-hatred,
physical illness, nervous breakdown, alcoholism,
marriage attempts, realization of wasted years of
trying to be someone she isn’t, numerous therapy
sessions, and suicide attempts. This is
euphemistically called coming out to yourself".

Baetz suggests a more accurate description for this
process might be in terms of a major battle against a
culturally constructed, internal, invisible enemy.

An equally clear image of what ‘coming out to
others’ may involve is provided by Stewart-Park and
Cassidy (1977, p.1l):

"When we come out of the closet - that is admit
publicly that we are lesbians - it’s rather like out
of the frying pan into the fire. None of us enjoys
living in the closet. It implies first that we are
ashamed of our sexuality; secondly it isolates us
from each other; and thirdly, it makes it difficult
to have an honest relationship with anyone. Once we
come out, we risk losing our jobs, our friends, the
relationships we have with our families; and if we
have children we risk losing them".

Different aspects of ‘coming out to others’ are
described by Baetz (1984) in terms of crossroads with
particular hazards. In this way, she looks at coming out
to family, and coming out at school or work. Baetz
suggests each decision-making crossroad a lesbian meets
concerns not Jjust a personal choice but involves
culturally constructed impediments to pursuing a lesbian
lifestyle.

Finally, in this initial picture of ’‘coming out’,
before beginning to look at the area in more detail, it
is interesting to consider that this is an issue that
affects not just a small part of life for gay people:

"People who identify as heterosexual have little
idea how far identifying as gay affects our everyday
lives. Every family gathering, every social
occasion, every school outing, shop, office or
factory tea-break, involves dodging or confronting
questions about relationships or sexual conquests".
Durell (1983, p.1l4)
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2.2.3 Some aspects of the coming out process

Issues involved in the coming out process are many
and complex. Examination of some previous studies in
this area indicate something of the range and nature of
some of the many different aspects that need to be
considered.

Looking at similarities and differences in coming
out for lesbians and gay men, de Monteflores and Schultz
(1978) suggest there are some experiences which are
critical in the process of coming out. These experiences
include "awareness of same-sex attractions, first
homosexual experience, coming out in the gay world,
labeling oneself as gay or homosexual, coming out to
friends, family, and co-workers, and coming out
publicly", (de Monteflores and Schultz, 1978, p.59).
Identity formation is discussed by de Monteflores and
Schultz in terms of cognitive transformation, reworking
of past experiences, and self-labeling, and they consider
Jourard’s (1968, 1971) notion of self- disclosure and
self validation. Concerning differences between gay men
and lesbians, de Monteflores and Schultz consider sex-
role factors and sex-role violations, as well as
political and legal issues. They suggest that lesbians
have been found to act on homosexual feelings on average
five years later than gay men, and after intellectual
understanding rather than before as the men tend to.
Further, for lesbians, emotional attachment may tend to
be emphasised over sexual behaviour. Importantly, de
Monteflores and Schultz point out that the women’s
movement may facilitate coming out for lesbians, but for
men there is no equivalent of this.

It is suggested by Troiden (1989) that disclosure to
heterosexuals may be seen as a measure of commitment in
formation of homosexual identity. One of the few studies
that has directly considered disclosure of homosexual
orientation to others generally is that of Wells and
Kline (1987). Since their sample was small (23 gay men
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and 17 lesbians) their results should be interpreted with
caution. Using a questionnaire with open-ended
questions, Wells and Kline found that the benefits of
disclosing sexual orientation most frequently mentioned
were honesty and openness. There was awareness of risk,
and disclosure tended to be to selected persons. Lesbian
subjects reported checking out the receiver, considering
the disclosure situation, and preparing the receiver,
more frequently than gay male subjects. Three quarters
of the women checked out the receiver and made direct
statements.

A fundamentally important aspect of the coming out
issue is the situation where the gay person does not wish
to be ‘out’. The effects of secrecy on lesbian identity
and on the relations between the lesbian subculture and
the rest of society, as well as the relationship of
disclosure to secrecy and identity, are discussed by
Ponse (1978). In order to conceal their homosexuality,
Ponse suggests lesbians may employ strategies of
"passing" as heterosexual, restrict contact with
heterosexuals, and separate the gay world from the
outside (thus ’living a double life’). Ponse also points
out that disclosure may be non-verbal as well as verbal,
and may be seen as supporting 1lesbian identity.
Similarly, viewing 1lesbian identity as an ongoing
developmental process, Richardson (1981a) suggests that
the processes of ‘’‘coming out’ and ’‘passing’ (as
heterosexual) may be seen as playing a very important
part in development and maintenance of lesbian identity.

Identity management is looked at by Moses (1978).
She suggests the major determinant may be the extent of
concern of identification as a 1lesbian when among
heterosexuals. Thus, with greater concern, Moses
suggests, situations are found more difficult and there
is an increase in behaviour aimed at non-identification
as a lesbian, and a decrease in risk-taking behaviour.
Disclosure and non-disclosure in relation to stress
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produced has been studied by Brooks (1981), considering
various different situations. Brooks considers the
meaning of disclosure varying with degree of need
fulfilment provided by others. For example,
socioemotional risk may decrease as interpersonal
distance increases. At work, economic need fulfilment
might be relevant to stress resulting from either
disclosure or non-disclosure. Brooks points out that
amount of change required is an important aspect.
Ability to cope with potential consequences of disclosure
depend on such factors as self-esteem and availability of
intrinsic reward. Further, Brooks suggests, political
meaning may need to be considered.

It can be seen that possible interaction of
personality variables with the coming out process is one
aspect that needs to be looked at. In a correlational
study of gay men, it was found that those who informed
others of their sexual preference were generally high in
self concept, and low on trait anxiety, sensitization and
depression (Schmitt and Kurdek, 1987). However, as the
authors point out, a correlational study cannot indicate
whether self-disclosure is the cause or consequence.

External and internal conflicts are discussed by
E.J. Fisher (1984). Studying a sample of 30 women,
Fisher found that they tended to experience conflicts
while coming to terms with their lesbian identity, this
process taking about five years. External conflict,
Fisher suggests, arose from prejudice and perceived
negative societal stereotyping, while internal pressures
were concerned with internalized negative stereotypes of
society, conflict between upbringing and present
lifestyle, and questioning of identity. Further, Fisher
suggests, selectivity in disclosure may arise from fear
of rejection or hostility.

It is suggested by Spaulding (1982), who has looked
at formation of lesbian identity during coming out, that
four interpersonal strategies may be used during the
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initial phases, with change 1in use of strategies
occurring with concern for protection of others, and
extent of coming out determined by assessment of its
impact on significant others.

Discussing the experiences of young gay and lesbian
people growing up, on the basis of three previous studies
(including that of Trenchard & Warren, 1984), Plummer
(1989) describes a context of assumptions of
heterosexuality, and sexual stigma. He suggests the
heterosexual assumption incorporates mechanisms including
a ’hidden curriculum’, absence of role models, peer group
pressures, and homophobic responses. Problems that may
arise for young lesbian and gay people, Plummer suggests,
include negative self-image; secrecy and isolation;
access to meeting other gay people; and suicidal
thoughts/suicide attempts. He suggests that by the early
1980’s, however, it was becoming easier for young people
to come out with the growth of Gay Switchboard, and the
emergence of gay youth organizations. Plummer emphasizes
the varieties of gay youth experience.

There may be age differences in experiences of
coming out. Lynch (1987) in a four year ethnographic
study of 26 male homosexuals ranging in age from 20 to 59
(mean age, 32) found that generally the older subjects
had had a more difficult time ‘coming out’ than younger
subjects, and that they progressed through the different
coming out stages at a slower pace. Another perspective
on possible interaction between aging and coming out is
provided by Lee (1987) who carried out a four year
longitudinal study of 47 homosexual men, aged 50 to 80.
In particular, Lee looked at happiness of subjects, and
the question of whether weathering the coming out crisis
successfully provided homosexual men with stamina that
heterosexuals growing older would not have. However,
findings indicated that happiness in o0ld age was greater
where subjects had avoided stressful events rather than
having had to weather storms. Staying in the closet may
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then be seen as one way of avoiding storms, and for Lee’s
sample staying in the closet appeared to be more likely
to lead to a happy old age. However, Lee points out,
with a changing society, this may not be true when
today’s younger homosexuals reach old age. Thompson,
West and Woodhouse (1985) looking at whether their male
subjects had let parents, close heterosexual friends,
work colleagues and boss know of their homosexuality,
found the younger subjects reported greater openness.
Thompson et al. suggest there may be a real difference
between the generations, with increased public awareness
of homosexuality making concealment harder, but maybe not
as necessary.

In summary, it has been seen that there may be both
similarities and differences in the coming out process
for gay men and lesbians. ’Passing’ as heterosexual
needs to be considered alongside ’‘coming out’. Identity
management and stress associated with both disclosure and
non-disclosure are important aspects. Political meaning
as well as personality variables need to be taken into
account. There may be external as well as internal
conflicts, and different strategies may be employed
concerning coming out with assessment of impact on
significant others. Additionally there may be
differences in coming out experiences for older and
younger gay men and women. Thus it can be seen that the
issues underlying the coming out process are complex,
involving psychological, sociological and political
aspects.

Coming out needs to be considered in the context of
specific areas of everyday life as well as at the more
general level. Family and work are major concerns for

many people.
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