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Factors Related to the Coming Out Process for Lesbians 

Cass' model (1979) of homosexual identity development and 

her Stage Allocation Measure (1984) were assessed to determine 

their utility in describing the subjective experience of coming out 

as a lesbian and whether proposed stages could be tied to behavioral 

correlates of the Openness Questionnaire (Graham, Rawlings & 

Girten, 1985). Antecedent patterns of communication in the family 

and ability to disclose difference, as measured by the Personal 

Authority in the Family System Questionnaire (Bray, Williamson & 

Malone, 1984), birth-order; and sex-role attitudes, as measured by 

the Attitudes Towards Women Scale, Short Form ( Spence, 

Helmreich, & Stapp, 1973) were investigated to determine how they 

were related to the speed or process of lesbian identity 

development. A pilot study of 81 lesbians was conducted, and 

improvements to the questionnaire packet were made based on the 

pilot results. Two-hundred-ninety lesbians participated in a 

national study. The results suggest that subjective identification of 

developmental stage and theoretical comfort with disclosure on the 

Stage Allocation Measure is congruent with actual disclosure to 

various targets on the Openness Questionnaire. Four patterns of 

identity development emerged that were each associated with a 

unique constellation of characteristics. Patterns of development 
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were delineated by the number and ordering of stages of Cass' model 

that respondents identified as r&levant to their developmental 

process. The "Early Not Applicable" pattern described 21.1 °/o of the 

sample who did not find early stages of Cass' model to be relevant to 

their developmental process. The "Middle & Early Not Applicable" 

women skipped early and middle stages of Cass' model and 

constituted 26.3°/o of the sample. "Middle Not Applicable" women 

skipped one or more middle stages of the identity development 

model and were represented by 1 0.4°/o of the sample. Finally, the 

"Progression" pattern described 26.3°/o of the women who proceeded 

through Cass' model in a linear fashion and did not skip any stage. 

Relevant stages, speed of deve_lopment, stage attainment, ability to 

disclose, and attitudes towards women's roles were linked to these 

various patterns of development. Women from the Early & Middle NA 

group were the most likely to achieve Identity Synthesis. Higher 

levels of lntergenerational Intimidation and lntergenerational 

Triangulation were significantly related to slower lesbian identity 

development and decreased disclosure. lntergenerational Intimacy 

also decreased the likelihood of disclosure, and it is suggested that 

the possible risk of losing important intimate relationships 

prevents disclosure. Significant differences in family factors and 

attitudes towards women's roles were found for various birth-order 

positions. First-borns were more triangulated by the family of 

origin. The youngest child was the most intimidated 
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intergenerationally. Only children were significantly more liberal in 

thair attitudes towards women's roles. Neither family dynamics or 

attitudes affected the rate of identi~/ devt:11opment or stage 

attain ment for different birth-order positions. Cohort differences 

suggest that younger women who have grown up in a more liberal 

environment proceed through the developmental proce~s more 

quickly regardless of their sex-role attitudes. Conversely, more 

repressive environments require that a woman hold more liberal 

attitudes to achieve the coming out process. 
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

I long to see you unfold young woman 

To be assured of your own clear woman's voice 

To find the music that you need young woman 

To hear your heart and then 

And only then 

To make your choice 

Therese Ede II 

Jourard (1971) suggested that a criterion of healthy 

personality function is the ability to accurately portray oneself to 

others. Disclosure to others assists in the acknowledgement to 

oneself of who, what, and how one is. It is assumed that self 

disclosure is both a consequence and a means to achieving healthy 

personality functioning. 

. . . [It is] not until I am my real self and I act my 

real self that my real self is in a position to grow. 

One's self grows from the consequence of being. 

People's selves stop growing when they repress 

them. (Jourard, 1971, p. 322) 
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That authenticity would be related to mental health is not surprising 

in light of cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger, 1957) and 

interpersonal congruence theory (Cass, 1979). When incongruency 

exists between the intrapersonal aspects of identity and 

interpersonal aspects, one either changes internal self-perceptions 

or changes interactional behaviors. If internal self-perceptions are 

repressed or modified, growth is suppressed and self alienation 

occurs. Honest disclosure entails risks, as it allows others to know 

the extent of similarity or difference; to learn the discloser's needs, 

which they may help or hinder in attaining; and to learn whether the 

discloser accords or deviates from moral and ethical standards 

(Jourard, 1971 ). Exposing oneself, especially negative aspects of 

self, therefore carries the possible social consequence of 

nonacceptance or rejection. 

The meanings attached to homosexual identity are as varied as 

individuals. Shaped by historical, political, cultural, and scientific 

understandings, the homosexual identification includes personal and 

social meanings that are complex and have varied over time and 

cultural context. Much of American society stresses that 

heterosexuality is the norm and variations are variously described 

as mistakes of nature, failures of socialization, moral defect, or 

psychological maladjustment (Blumstein & Schwartz, 1974, 1977; 

Gundlack & Reiss, 1967; Mcintosh, 1981; Pense, 1978). In spite of an 

increasing body of evidence which suggests plasticity of sexual 
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behavior and identification, homosexual variation is frequently 

viewed negatively in popular and professional myth (Aiyson, 1980; 

Blumstein & Schwartz, 1974; Elliot, 1981; Fisher, 1983; Goode & 

Troiden, 1974; Loftin, 1981; O'Carolan, 1982; Sophie, 1984; 

Spaulding, 1982). Homophobia, the fear and hatred of individuals and 

institutions that support same-sexed attractions, increases the 

costs or consequences associated with disclosure of a homosexual 

identity. Gay men and lesbian women are subsequently forced to 

choose between sharing with others a negatively sanctioned identity 

or maintaining behavior that allows heterosexual assumptions to 

continue (Brooks, 1981). 

In spite of the possible negative consequences attendant to 

disclosure of a homosexual identity, ability to be open is regarded as 

promoting integration of personality, psychological health, and 

authenticity in interpersonal relationships (Berzon, 1979; Brooks, 

1981; Cass, 1979; deMonteflores & Schultz, 1978; Ettorre, 1980; 

Garrison, 1988; Graham, Rawlings, & Girten, 1985; Lee, 1977; Mack, 

1986; Minton & McDonald, 1983-84; National Gay Task Force; 

O'Carolan, 1982; Riddle & Sang, 1978; Sophie, 1984). Corresponding 

to Jourard's (1971) assertion that disclosure is related to healthy 

personality functioning and that the stress of nondisclosure is 

unhealthy; increased physical and mental health, interpersonal 

support, and feelings of authenticity are reported when individuals 

are open about their homosexuality (Garrison, 1988; Graham et al., 
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1985; Mack, 1986; Minton & McDonald, 1983-84). Closeted 

homosexuals are less self accepting, anticipate discrimination, are 

more fearful of rejection, and have higher levels of internalized 

homophobia (Graham et al., 1985; Minton & McDonald, 1983-84). It 

behooves mental health practitioners to gain an understanding of the 

coping skills and factors related to disclosure for gay and lesbian 

clients. 

Cultural homophobia is frequently related to the choice of 

nondisclosure when repercussions of prejudice or rejection are 

feared. However, homophobia absorbed from the environment can be 

internalized by the individual and prevent consideration of 

homosexuality as a viable choice even if same-sexed attractions are 

acknowledged. Most theories of homosexual identity formation are 

built on the assumption that internalized homophobia and reaction to 

societal homonegativism must be resolved through a process of 

cognitive restructuring for adequate integration to occur. 

Association with a supportive environment and increased contact 

with the gay/lesbian subculture challenge negative stereotypes and 

afford the opportunity to associate with positive role models (Cass, 

1979, 1984, 1984b; Coleman, 1981-82; Dank, 1971; deMonteflores & 

Schultz, 1978; Eisner, 1982; Graham et al., 1985; Groves, 1985; 

Mack, 1986; Minton & McDonald, 1983-84; National Gay Task Force; 

Ort, 1987; Pense, 1978; Raphael, 1974; Sophie, 1984, 1987; 

Spaulding, 1982). 



Viewed by many as a developmental process, homosexual 

identity acquisition is described as a series of events in which 

same-sexed affectional and sexual preference is acknowledged to 

oneself and subsequently integrated into personal and social 

5 

spheres. Most models assume a stage-sequential linear progression 

in which initial awareness of same-sexed attraction leads to 

homosexual behavior, cognitive restructuring such that a 

"homosexual" label is applied to self, increased disclosure to an 

expanding audience, and finally stabilization of identity (Cass, 1984; 

Eisner, 1982; McDonald, 1982; Sophie, 1976, 1986). Although 

variations from the linear progression are noted by theorists, there 

has been little effort to organize events that are divergent from 

proposed models. 

Of the models proposed to describe homosexual identity 

formation, Cass' (1979) is the clearest in defining the interactive 

process by which incongruence between self-perceptions and 

behaviors is resolved. The six stage model proposes constant 

evolution of self-conceptions determined by cognitive, affective, 

and behavioral components. Progression through stages is 

associated with the ability to tolerate being different and to resist 

the pressure of societal norms. Developmental change is motivated 

by a desire to establish congruence between the individual's 

intrapsychic matrix and the environment. While the individual 

initially recognizes homosexuality as overtly or internally relevant 



to him/herself, this awareness or behavior is viewed as alien. Each 

developmental stage brings increased contact with the gay 

subculture which normalizes homosexuality as a way of life and 

allows cognitive restructuring to occur. Identity confusion moves 

through comparison with others, uncomfortable tolerance of the 

homosexual label,to acceptance, pride, and finally identity 

6 

synthesis, where a homosexual identity is integrated as one aspect 

of self. Discontinuation or "foreclosure" can occur at any time. Cass 

has developed the Stage Allocation Measure (1984b) to assess stage 

of subjective identification, and this measure has been utilized in 

previous research (Cass, 1984b; Kahn, 1988; Mack, 1986; Ort, 1987). 

Only lesbian women have been used in this study. There is 

overwhelming evidence that lesbianism and male homosexuality are 

different phenomena due to gender differences. Differences in 

identity formation, disclosure, patterns of relationship, sexuality, 

and coping styles parallel sex-role stereotypes and exert a stronger 

influence than homophobic oppression (Carl, 1988; DuBay, 1987; 

Fisher, 1983; Gagnon & Simon, 1967; Goode & Troiden, 1974; Simon & 

Gagnon, 1974). Socialized in the same manner as heterosexual 

women, lesbian women have absorbed feminine ways of relating and 

have been oppressed by a patriarchal social structure, thus they have 

much more in common with heterosexual women than with 

homosexual men (Cronin, 1974; deMonteflores & Schultz, 1978; 

DuBay, 1987; Gagnon & Simon, 1967). Lesbian women, therefore, 



7 

experience double oppression based on both gender and 

homosexuality that gay men do not experience. Reflecting the 

general neglect of women in research, there is a paucity of lesbian 

research compared to the study of gay men (Faraday, 1981; Gundlack 

& Riess, 1968; Mcintosh, 1981; Morin, 1978; Rich, 1980; Watters, 

1986). Based on gender differences, it can not be assumed that 

research relative to the coming out process of gay men can simply 

be applied to lesbian women. In an effort to expand understanding of 

the female experience and avoid gender confounding, this study 

limited itself to inquire of the lesbian experience. 

Although considerable speculation has been offered 

concern ing factors that facilitate or hamper identity development, 

little empirical evidence is available. Because Cass (1979) notes 

that ability to tolerate difference and resist social pressure 

facilitates developmental progress, this study considered how 

individuation patterns might be related to homosexual identity 

formation. The family of origin was considered the prototypal 

environment for development of autonomous individuated behavior as 

well as the carrier of social attitudes. Adequate individuation from 

the family of origin was assumed to provide a context of comfort in 

recognition of difference and responsible choice in the expression of 

such difference. The less individuated person was expected to have 

more difficulty with the incongruence of homosexual awareness and 

be more concerned with negative reaction by others. Although no 
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consistent familial factors have been found which lead to 

homosexuality, it has been suggested that lesbian women are more 

often first-born (Gundlack, 1977; Gundlack & Riess, 1967). Possibly 

the dynamics of birth-order and sibship position operate in a manner 

that influence lesbian identity development, individuation, or the 

disclosure process. 

An individuated stance was also expected to coincide with 

more liberal sex-role attitudes and lower levels of internalized 

homophobia. McDonald's (1976) sex-role confusion theory suggests 

that reaction to the violation of stereotypical sex-roles committed 

by homosexuals is a major factor in homophobic attitudes. 

Therefore traditional sex-role attitudes are expected to correlate 

with internalized homophobia, and this relationship has been found 

in studies by McDonald (1976), Halpern (1974), and Kahn (1988). 

Because feminist ideology supports less traditional sex-role 

choices, it may be that lesbian identity development is facilitated 

by more liberal sex-role attitudes (Faderman, 1984; Graham et al., 

1985). 

This study was developed and a pilot study conducted to 

investigate whether antecedent patterns of communication in the 

family, ability to disclose difference, or sex-role attitudes are 

related to the speed or process of lesbian identity development and 

disclosure. Cass' model of identity development was used to 

determine subjective stage of identity development with the Stage 



Allocation Measure (SAM), and the Openness Questionnaire (Graham 

et al., 1985) was used to assess actual disclosing behavior to 
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various targets. A retrospective SAM was developed to gain a sense 

of developmental course with respect to formation of a lesbian 

identity. The Personal Authority in the Family System Questionnaire 

(Bray, Williamson, & Malone, 1984) was chosen to delineate factors 

of family intimacy, intimidation, individuation or fusion, 

triangulation, and personal authority. The Attitudes Towards Women 

Scale , Short Form (Spence, Helmreich & Stapp, 1973) and a measure 

of internalized homophobia (Kahn, 1988) were utilized to determine 

current attitudes in the pilot study, but only the Attitudes Towards 

Women Scale was used in the current study. 

The pilot study consisted of 81 lesbian women who responded 

to questionnaire packets distributed in a midwestern city. 

Subjective identification of stage development and theoretical 

comfort with disclosure were generally congruent with disclosure 

to actual targets on the Openness Questionnaire. Five distinct 

patterns of identity development were identified which suggested 

that relevant stages, speed of development, stage attainment, and 

congruence of disclosing behavior with stage identification are 

characteristic of certain patterns of identity development. Patterns 

were defined by the number and ordering of stages respondents 

indicated were relevant to their developmental process, and 

patterns were labelled as: Early Not Applicable, Early & Middle Not 
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Applicable, Jumped, and Progression . The Early NA pattern did not 

find early stages of Cass' model to be relevant to their 

developmental process. The Middle & Early NA women skipped early 

and middle stages of the identity development model, and the Middle 

NA group skipped middle stages of Cass' model. The Progression 

pattern described women who preceded through Cass' model in a 

linear fashion without skipping any stages. Liberal views regarding 

women's roles and homosexuality were positively associated with 

later stage development. Less lntergenerational Intimidation was 

significantly related to later stage development, more liberal sex

role attitudes, increased openness, and lower levels of internal ized 

homophobia. 

The pilot study clearly indicated that a shorter more concise 

questionnaire format was necessary. When questionnaires contained 

subscales that were not pertinent to the present research questions, 

only relevant subscales were used in the current study. Changes 

were made that provided better documentation of relevant 

demographic information. Additionally, efforts were made to enlist 

more early-stage lesbians and women from a broader range of ethnic 

groups, educational levels, and vocational categories. 



Pefjo jog Identity 

Chapter Two 

Review of the Ljteratu re 

The literature on sexual identity development is replete with 

terminology to identify and conceptualize those with same-sex 

attractions and to describe the formation of homosexual identity. 

Frequently, however, these terms are used with little discussion of 

what the concept encompasses or with the assumption that terms 

are interchangeable. Rarely do authors justify their use of 

terminology or recognize multiple meanings for the terms used. 

Lack of definition results in ambiguity, confusion, and difficulty 

when comparing studies or theoretical assumptions. Cass (1984) 

describes recent literature on homosexual identity as "an overgrown 

garden, badly in need of pruning" (p. 1 06) and suggests that 

terminology and concepts be consolidated and tied to theoretical 

perspectives to improve scientific rigor. 

While acknowledging its lack of coherence and clarity, 

researchers of homosexual identity draw on the broader literature 

base of general identity (Baumeister, 1986; Cass, 1984). Through 

the identification of assumptions regarding general identity, 

theoretical perspectives as well as assumptions regarding 

homosexual identity can be clarified. Generally, the focus of 

identity is on unity, consistency and continuity of self perceptions 

1 1 
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over time (Baumeister, 1986; Minton & McDonald, 1983-84), and yet 

identity also implies differentiation or acknowledgement of 

elements that distinguish one from others (Baumeister, 1986; 

DuBay, 1987). Consistency is shaped by the individual's 

characteristic manner of satisfying needs and developing 

preferences across time. Differentiation, on the other hand, results 

from a unique combination of broad classifiers, such as gender, and 

more individualistic differences, such as name or skill (Baumeister, 

1986). Emerging from an interaction between the individual and 

society (Baumeister, 1986; Cass, 1984; Mclellan, 1977; Minton & 

McDonald, 1983-84; Pense, 1978), identity allows the individual to 

develop personal values and goals, initiate choices, sense potential 

for achievement, and develop functional relationships with others 

(Baumeister, 1986). 

The process of self-definition occurs in a variety of ways . 

Baumeister (1986) conceptualizes self-interpretation on a 

continuum according to how problematic the methods of achievement 

are. Generally unproblematic and easiest for the individual, Type 

self-definition refers to assigned components of self, such as 

gender, family lineage, or eye color. Type II definitions are the 

result of components acquired in some single event, such as 

becoming a parent or a high school graduate. Usually Type II 

achievements are relatively unproblematic, even if efforts to reach 

the criteria of such a change are difficult. Type Ill definitions also 



1 3 

require some level of achievement but are hierarchical in nature. 

Such definitions may be problematic because they are relative in 

nature and make comparison and competition likely within given 

parameters. Examples include educational level or socioeconomic 

status. Whereas Type II and Ill self-definitions rely on some 

measure of achievement, Type IV and V definitions involve acts of 

choice. Type IV choices are optional, while Type V choices are 

required and thus potentially more problematic. An example of Type 

IV choice might be religious or political affiliation, while decisions 

regarding career path represent Type V choice, in our culture. 

The developmental course of identity (Baumeister, 1986; 

DuBay, 1987) parallels Baumeister's (1986) continuum. Newborn 

infants have identity conferred on them: an inadvertent swap of 

babies at the hospital would not matter to the infant but would 

disturb parents. Initially aware of only disorganized meaningless 

sensations, the infant's developing sense of his/her body begins the 

process of identity development. Physical interaction with the 

mother and her responsivity to the infant's needs, allow the infant 

to identify boundaries between self and others as well as identify 

his/her own feelings and needs. Within the first two years, ability 

to discriminate age, gender, familiar from strange, and recognition 

of self based on facial features develops. Type I definitions involve 

the passive awareness of such assigned components. During this 

time period, developing understanding of adult standards or rules 
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allow evaluation of one's own behavior and some concept of mastery. 

As language improves, events take on meaning and behavior becomes 

intentional (Baumeister, 1986). 

Type II definition is achieved when the child learns to walk. 

Using the mother as a secure base, walking allows the child 

increased exploration, control , independence, and initiative. 

Increased language skills allow self-descriptive statements related 

to action, autonomy, and self-evaluation. The concept of ownersh ip 

also develops, which presupposes a self capable of owning and clear 

distinction of self from others. Young children's (3-5 years of age) 

identities revolve around action competencies and ownership of 

possessions. Much of the learning that occurs for young ch ildren can 

be defined by Type II conceptualization in that once learned, the 

transformation is relatively stable and unproblematic (Baumeister, 

1986). 

Later childhood (6-12 years of age) brings a shift from action 

competencies based on external fixed standards to evaluation based 

on internal standards and in comparison to other children. 

Consistent with Type Ill definition , competence becomes a 

comparative concept in which hierarchical definition is established 

and redefinition predominates. Adolescence brings Type IV and V 

processes into focus as choices are made in values and goals. The 

development of more complex cognitive processes, such as abstract 

reasoning, allows the adolescent to evaluate self more critically, to 
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be more self-determined, and to view interpersonal relationships in 

new ways (Baumeister, 1986). 

Throughout the developmental process, maintenance of an 

integrated identity requires reciprocal interactions between the 

individual and society. Society provides roles which children 

practice and modify in response to the reactions of others. 

Society is like a great closet full of thousands 

of costumes, which children rifle through at 

lightning speed, stopping only momentarily to 

try one on, perhaps alter it a bit, mimic and 

prance, and quickly discard it before seeking 

another. The fantastic speed at which 

children can assemble complete roles from a 

few vague clues and act them out is indicative 

of the great importance of roles in human life. 

We are born natural imposters, and by 

imagining ourselves in the roles of others, we 

create a model of society in our minds, within 

which we construct our own place in society. 

Hundreds of roles are considered, picked 

through, and filed away. By the time the child 

reaches adulthood, an impressive collection of 

roles and institutions has been carefully 



analyzed and classified .... We never use a 

role without tailoring it to our own likes, and 

it will never be the same once we have 

employed it. (DuBay, 1987, p. 24) 

1 6 

Direct communication and the acknowledgement of significant 

others and society is necessary to attain an integrated sense of self 

because stability is created through the continuity experienced 

interpersonally (Cass, 1984; Minton & McDonald, 1983-83). This 

interplay between self and others leads to discrimination between 

personal and social aspects of identity. Personal identity is 

associated with self-representations (Cass, 1984; Pense, 1978) or 

an inner sense of self achieved via the "dialectic between 

objectively assigned and subjectively appropriated identity" 

(Mclellan, 1977, p. 13). The social aspect of identity may 

encompass how one represents personal identity to others (Cass, 

1984) or presentation of learned roles and internalized labels 

(Baumeister, 1986; Mclellan, 1977). Where personal identity asks 

"Who am I?", social identity asks "Who am I in the eyes of society 

and what place do I occupy?" Both aspects are cognitive functions 

and arise from the interaction of self-perception and "perceived 

perception of self by others" (Cass, 1984, p. 11 0). Many studies of 

homosexual identity development consider social aspects of 

identity, the "homosexual role," when they describe the influence of 
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the gay subculture or larger society on identity development and 

management (Cass, 1984; Cronin, 1974; DuBay, 1987; Mclellan, 

1977; Minton & McDonald, 1983-84; Moses, 1978; Plummer, 1975; 

Ponse, 1978). 

Although the term "self-concept" is often used synonymously 

with identity, Cass (1984) suggests subtle differences in meaning. 

"Identity refers to organized sets of self-perceptions and attached 

feelings ... with regard to some social category" and is a "synthesis 

of own self-perceptions with views of the self perceived to be held 

by others" (Cass, 1984, p. 11 0). Constantly changing, self-concept is 

related to our perceptions of what others may think of us (DuBay, 

1987) . Self-concept is "all those self-perceptions or self-attitudes 

that a person holds, and the affective component attached to each of 

these self-representations," as well as perceptions of "how the 

individual wishes to be" (Cass, 1984, p. 11 0). Self-concept provides 

a qualitative distinction regarding identity without reference to 

social categories. "I am a guilt-ridden lesbian" and "I am a proud 

lesbian" both reflect lesbian identity; however, they suggest 

differing self-concepts (Cass, 1984). 

Cass (1984) also distinguishes between "presented identity" 

and "perceived identity." Presented identity reflects the image that 

one wants others to believe is held about self and may in fact differ 

from actual self-perception. On the other hand, perceived identity 

indicates the image that others actually hold about the person and 
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reflects a blending by them of the meaning attached to presented 

identity with perceptions previously held. Clearly the perceived 

identity held by others may differ from the individual's self

perception (Cass, 1984; Pense, 1978), and it may be -impervious to 

other's attempts at redefinition (Pense, 1978). 

Defining Sexual and Homosexual Identity 

Some theorists use the concept of sexual identity to account 

for homosexual identity and these terms then become synonymous 

(Browning, 1982; Coleman, 1982; Dank, 1971; DuBay, 1987; Pense, 

1978). Sexual behavior directed towards members of the same sex 

is used to define sexuality and therefore homosexual identity. 

Terms are used interchangeably in a manner that conceals subtle, 

but important, differences of meaning and phenomena. 

Sexual identity encompasses "the individual's overall 

conception of self as a sexual being" (Cass, 1984, p. 116). While 

homosexual identity includes components of sexual identity, it also 

includes non-sexual aspects (Blumstein & Schwartz, 1977; 

Browning, 1982; Cass, 1979, 1984; Chapman & Brannock, 1987; 

Faderman, 1984; Lee, 1977; Pense, 1978; Troiden, 1979). Sexual 

identity includes the statement "I am a sensuous person" (suggesting 

sensitivity, responsivity, and pleasure in sensory experiences of 

sexuality); it does not, however, describe how that sensuality will 

be directed. While early stages of homosexual identity exploration 

may include sexual components, the psychosocial context of such 
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exploration also includes political, social, and emotional 

components that are not sexually related. Awareness of oneself as a 

contradictor of social and political norms, as a member of a 

minority group, and as someone who predominantly socializes with 

gay men and lesbian women are self-perceptions that are unrelated 

to sexual responsivity (Browning, 1982; Cass, 1984). Homosexual 

identity thus encompasses a wide variety of personal and social 

meanings that are not described by "sexual identity." 

The meanings attributed to homosexual identity are as varied 

as individuals and are shaped by historical, political, cultural, and 

scientific understandings and contexts. DuBay (1987) criticizes 

scholars who have reinterpreted history and anthropology by 

imposing current understandings of homosexual behavior onto other 

cultures or historical periods. 

The sexual practices of other societies are 

frequently similar in appearance but express 

quite different beliefs and social priorities. 

As anthropologists have told us, no human 

behaviors are more flexible, more malleable, or 

more expressive of the social structure of 

society than sexual behaviors, and it does no 

good to impose the sexual meanings of one 

society on others. (DuBay, 1 Y87, p. 6) 
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Similarly , Blumstein and Schwartz (1977) caution researchers to // 

consider how dominant cultural explanations of sexuality have 

shaped research in both the formulation of theoretical conceptions 

and the interpretations subjects place on their own feelings, 

experiences, and behaviors. Primary in our cultural understanding of 

sexuality are dichotomies based on sex assignment (social 

categorization as male or female based on physical appearance), 

gender identity (experienced sense of maleness or femaleness, often 

based on sex assignment), gender-role or sex-role (seeing oneself as 

masculine or feminine and the learned behaviors or qualities 

culturally ascribed to that role), affectional preference or sexual

object choice (generally assumed to be directed toward the opposite 

sex) (DuBay, 1987; Pense, 1978; Rich, 1980; Sophie, 1984; Young

Eisendrath & Wiedemann, 1987). In our society, these elements are 

assumed to vary together and therefore will present in a consistent 

congruent manner (Pense, 1978). While divergence from the 

"principal of consistency" (Pense, 1978; Sophie, 1984) and 

"compulsory heterosexuality" (Rich, 1980) can be accommodated, 

efforts to explain such variation are often suggested to be mistakes 

of nature, inadequate socialization, moral inadequacy, or 

psychological maladjustment (Blumstein & Schwartz, 1974, 1977; 

Gundlack & Riess, 1968; Mcintosh, 1981; Ponse, 1978). 
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Although erotic biographies containing a mix of heterosexual 

and homosexual experiences are common, the implications of such 

plasticity in sexual behavior and identification are frequently 

overlooked (Aiyson, 1980; Blumstein & Schwartz, 1974, 1977; Elliot, 

1981; Goode & Troiden, 1974; Sophie, 1984). In their interviews 

with 156 people (equal numbers of men and women who had 

substantial sexual experience with both sexes), Blumstein and 

Schwartz (1977) concluded that the "classical notions of the 

immutability of adult sexual preference are an overstatement and 

often misleading" (p. 37). Their data suggest that childhood and 

adolescent experiences do not determine adult sexuality and that 

while ind ividuals are often unaware of their potential to change, 

their sex-object choice and/or sexual identification can change in 

many ways and many times over the lifespan. They note that 

frequently a respondent's current identification shaped recollection 

and interpretation of past events rather than the reverse. It is also 

evident that experience often is not necessary for adoption of a 

particular self-definition. A homosexual or bisexual label might be 

adopted without any same-sex experience; whereas, extensive 

homosexual experience has no negating effect on the heterosexual 

identification of others (Blumstein & Schwartz, 1974, 1977; DuBay, 

1987; Mcintosh, 1981; Plummer, 1975). The conditions that 

Blumstein and Schwartz (1977) posit as significant in making an 

event crucial to the process of sexual self-definition are labelling 
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by others, contact with a particular reference group and its norms, 

and utilization of different explanations for conflicting behavior 

(e.g., "sex with women is real and based on love, while sex with men 

is an easy outlet for sexual gratification when women are not 

available"). It is clear that sexual behavior is not the only definer of 

sexual identity and that dichotomization of affectional choice is 

unsuitable for the description of sexual experience. Furthermore, it 

should be noted that the use of the label "bisexual" to handle 

variations of sexual behavior in a person is also unsuitable because 

it suggests that one is fixed with regard to sex-object choice with 

equal affectional ties to both sexes. Because people rarely divide 

their commitment equally between the sexes, a scheme that 

accounts for the ability to eroticize both genders under varying 

circumstances is necessary (Blumstein & Schwartz, 1974, 1977; 

Mcintosh, 1981; Sophie, 1984). 

Definitions of homosexual identity tend to dichotomize non

sexual elements of homosexuality as well. In the literature, 

"homosexual identity" often describes sexual orientation which 1s 

directly related to sexual behavior (Cass, 1984; Ettorre, 1980; 

Plummer, 1975); "gay identity," on the other hand, is utilized to 

include affiliation with the gay community, pride in identification 

of sexual identity, rejection of negative societal stereotypes, and 

often has political connotations (Cass, 1984; Chapman & Brannock, 

1987; deMonteflores & Schultz, 1978; Faderman, 1984; Pense, 1978; 



Raphael, 1974; Troiden, 1979; Weinberg, 1972). The term 

"homosexual" has further taken on rather rigid, negative 
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connotations of deviation from the prescribed standard, while "gay" 

is associated with civil rights and the perspective that same-sex 

attraction is a natural variation in human behavior. It is necessary 

to recognize the different connotations of such terms, but in 

actuality they are difficult to operationalize, often carry personal 

meanings, and do not represent the range of self-perceptions that 

people possess relative to identity (Cass, 1984). Similar difficulty 

in definition is found in the variety of connotations and personalized 

meanings attached to labels such as lesbian, dyke, woman

ident ified-woman , butch or femme, lesbian-feminist, political 

lesbian, radical lesbian separatist, married lesbian, or bisexual. 

While such terminology allows more range of description, the myriad 

of personal meanings attached to these labels makes them difficult 

to use for research purposes. For the purposes of this discussion, 

the terms "homosexual" and "gay" will be used generically and 

interchangeably, although it is assumed that same-sexed behavior is 

a natural variation of affectional and sexual behavior. The terms 

"lesbian" and "gay man" will be used to denote gender. 

Frequently, definitions of homosexuality imply a 

conceptualization of etiology or development, though this may not be 

clearly stated. Although a review of etiological theory regarding 

homosexuality is beyond the scope of this work, it should be noted 
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that definitions and models of development frequently suggest 

biological, developmental, pathological, situational, social or 

political routes of attaining a homosexual identity. Biological 

perspectives assume that homosexuality has a basis in factors such 

as hormonal imbalance, genetics, or physical abnormality and that 

homosexuality resides within the individual. Biological assumptions 

have strongly influenced popular conceptions of homosexuality, 

often in negative ways. While biological formulations remain highly 

speculative and research has failed to provide supporting evidence, 

these definitions continue to direct stereotyped conclusions such as 

(1) homosexuals are born as such, with underlying pathology or 

abnormality; (2) physical characteristics or behaviors will result 

that are not consistent with ascribed gender, such as mannish 

appearance or behavior in lesbians or effeminate behavior in gay 

men; (3) environmental factors elicit homosexual behavior in 

individuals who are genetically predisposed; (4) because 

homosexuals are born that way, they are incurable, not in control of 

their sexual preference, and "sick" not "sinful," or alternatively; (5) 

if homosexuality is the result of biological factors and etiology can 

be established, then a "cure" could be found (Brooks, 1981; Browning, 

1984; Ettorre, 1980; Gundlack & Riess, 1968; Mcintosh, 1981; 

National Gay Task Force). When biology and pathology combine, a 

definition is produced that is clearly based on the assumption that 

heterosexuality is "normal" and any variation implies a pathological 
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condition in need of remedy. Biological explanations further imply 

an "essence" or "pervasive and unchangeable fact" that is "an 

essential and integral part of . .. functioning" (Cass, 1984, p. 119). 

This view is frequently used by the gay community as well to 

stabilize choice and ensure continuation of a homosexual 

identification in spite of negative consequences (Cass, 1984; 

Blumstein & Schwartz, 1974; Mcintosh, 1981; Ponse, 1978; Sophie, 

1984). 

. .. homosexuals themselves welcome and 

support the notion that homosexuality is a 

cond ition. For just as the rigid categorization 

deters people from drifting into deviancy, so it 

appears to foreclose on the possibility of 

drifting back into normality and thus removes 

the element of anxious choice. It appears to 

justify the deviant behaviour of the 

homosexual as being appropriate for him as a 

member of the homosexual category. The 

deviancy can thus be seen as legitimate for 

him and he can continue in it without rejecting 

the norms of the society. (Mcintosh, 1981, p. 

32-33) 
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Finally, it should be noted that the definition of homosexuality as a 

natural variation in human behavior also has a biological basis that 

presumes that nature provides for variation of expression, rather 

than assuming rigid standards of what is "natural" or normal." 

Definitions using a pathology explanation are based on some 

standard of "normal," be it biological, psychological, sociological, or 

moral. Explanations based on psychological pathology follow 

Freudian conceptualization that homosexual object choice implies 

arrested development or regression although Freud did not suggest 

neurosis or disease (Browning, 1984; Hyde, 1985; Sophie, 1984). 

Heterosexual bias, poor methodology, inconsistent evidence, and lack 

of conclusive results plague research efforts to substantiate 

pathological causation in family constellation, neurotic or psychotic 

defenses, inadequate psychosexual development, or essential 

differences in psychological adjustment between heterosexuals and 

homosexuals (Brooks, 1981; Browning, 1984; Fisher, 1983; Hyde, 

1985; Morin, 1978; Oberstone & Sukoneck, 1976; O'Carolan, 1982; 

Spaulding, 1982; Thompson, 1971 ). For example, lesbians are 

frequently caught in a normative paradigm bind in which they violate 

heterosexually defined adjustment criteria that reflect biases and 

misinformation about women (O'Carolan, 1982). Reviews of the 

literature consistently find that lesbian women possess 

characteristics associated with the "healthy actualized adult," 

thereby differing significantly from the characteristic "healthy 
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female," which is defined as more passive, dependent, weaker, and 

less competent than the healthy adult (Eisner, 1982; Elliot, 1982; 

Oberstone & Sukoneck, 1976; Sophie, 1984; Thompson, 1971; Young

Eisendrath & Wiedemann, 1984). Lesbians are then pathologically 

defined as less feminine rather than as healthy actualized adults. 

The ambivalence of the professional community with regard to 

homosexuality is evident in changes of nomenclature in the 

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM). 

Initially classified in the DSM-1 as a mental disorder, "psychopath ic 

personality with pathological sexuality" (APA, 1952), homosexual ity 

has proceeded through revisions of "sociopathic personality 

disturbance" in the DSM-11 (APA, 1968), to "ego-dystonic 

homosexuality" in the DSM-111 (APA, 1980), and finally to the current 

classification as a "sexual disorder not otherwise specified" in the 

DSM-111 R (APA, 1987). Whereas identification as homosexual was 

once considered pathological, the American Psychiatric Association 

suggested in 1973 that homosexuality was a "sexual orientation 

disturbance" (Spaulding, 1982), and the American Psychological 

Association asserted that it was a "preferential mode of sexual self

expression" (Watters, 1986). Currently, the inability to discard 

internalized homophobia and accept homosexual impulses is 

considered problematic. Heterosexual bias, however, is still eviden t 

in the psychological literature (Fisher, 1983; Morin, 1978; O'Carolan, 

1982; Schier, 1986; Sophie, 1986; Watter, 1986) . Although mental 
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health professionals vary widely in their attitudes towards 

homosexuality, popular pathology myth has continued to support 

notions that (1) homosexuality has neurotic manifestations that 

should be treated; (2) all human beings go through a developmental 

period when same-sexed attractions occur and at any point 

development may become fixated or regressed to the homoerotic 

phase; (3) homosexuality is usually a psychological adaptation, not a 

normal variation; (4) there will always be "latent" homosexual 

tendencies; (5) trauma, environmental influences, or unconscious 

fear may cause homosexual symptomatology; (6) homosexuals are 

less happy, less responsible, and less capable of mature loving 

relationships; (7) homosexuality is a reversible condition and should 

be treated therapeutically (Fisher, 1983; Loftin, 1981; O'Carolan, 

1982; Sophie, 1984; Spaulding, 1982). Furthermore, antihomosexual 

bias persists in treatment settings despite new information (Berzon, 

1979; O'Carolan, 1982; Schier, 1986; Woodman, 1989). Carl (1988) 

points out that many competent therapists mistakenly operate from 

heterosexual orientations or paradigms which are limiting or even 

destructive to homosexual clients. Members of the homosexual 

community have understandably been wary of mental health 

professionals who remain judgmental and rather ignorant of their 

lifestyle. 

Sociologically, pathology is assumed in definitions of the 

homosexual as "deviant" or as having minority status (Brooks, 1980; 
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Cass, 1984; Ettorre, 1980; Fisher, 2983; Goode & Troiden, 1974; 

Plummer, 1975; Raphael, 1974}. Rather than delineC'te the underlying 

causes and development of both heterosexuality and i lomosexuality, 

heterosexuality is taken for granted and a deviance paradigm is 

automatically instituted for consideration of homosexuality 

(Mcintosh, 1981; Rich, 1980; Weinberg, 1972}. Some authors 

acknowledge that stigma is used by society to control individuals and 

that medical, psychological, legal, or moral pronouncements of 

pathology are utilized as methods of control and oppression (Aiyson, 

1980; DuBay, 1987; Gottman, 1963; Mcintosh, 1981; Plummer, 1975}. 

Around the subject of homosexuality has 

emerged a vast superstructure of beliefs and 

imagery which help conceal an underlying 

relationship by which dominant heterosexual 

groups tacitly but persistently oppress and 

attack homosexual groups . . . whether it takes 

the form of trial and imprisonment or 

psychiatric examination and therapy; devalued 

as sin, sickness, crime, or simply a sorrowful 

state - in each and every case the structure of 

the relationship is politically similar: a 

dominant group, probably unwittingly, coerces 



and controls a subordinate one ... [and] thus 

may be vie\MP,d as political. (Plummer, 1975, p. 

114) 
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Mcintosh (1981) observes that deviant labels operate to control 

social behavior in two ways. First "a clear-cut, publicized and 

recognizable threshold between permissible and impermissible 

behaviour" is provided so that people do not easily cross back and 

forth. Once labelled, the deviants are segregated from others and 

"their practices . . . [and] self-justifications for these practices are 

contained within a relatively narrow group" (Mcintosh, 1981, p. 32). 

Preo~cupied with stereotyped sex-roles, our culture views 

homosexuals negatively because they violate set roles and endanger 

the cultural standard (Aiyson, 1980; Brooks, 1981; DuBay, 1987; 

Ettorre, 1980; McDonald, 1976). Negative status and social 

oppression provide a framework for viewing homosexuals as a 

minority group (Brook, 1980; Browning, 1984; Cass, 1984; Hyde, 

1985; Raphael, 1974). For lesbians and gay men, identification with 

the minority group allows a positive affective attachment to develop 

towards a community of others who share particular attributes 

(Cass, 1984). Raphael (1974) notes that deviant labels serve the 

purpose of keeping behavior private and preventing realization of 

collective power, whereas minority status makes identity public and 
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shifts consensual powerlessness to collective conflict with social 

norms. 

Questions remain, however, regarding what processes of 

socialization are responsible for individuals adopting stigmatizing 

roles. Brooks (1981) points out that although the socialization 

perspective suggests homosexual identity is the result of unusual 

reinforcement or modeling influences which promote inappropriate 

sexual response patterns, evidence indicates that these factors, 

while influential, are not sufficient to explain sex-typed behavior. 

Furthermore, the assumption that there is such a thing as appropriate 

sex-role behavior determined primarily by childhood socialization 

ignores the known malleability of sexual behavior. Alternatively, the 

homosexual may be viewed as a failure of the socialization process 

in that indoctrination of conventional and expected roles is not 

accepted (Gundlack & Riess, 1968). Society in turn outcasts 

homosexuals because they are seen as a threat to important social 

values (Brooks, 1981; DuBay, 1987; Ettorre, 1980; McDonald, 1976). 

Pathology is the assumed result of being stigmatized by a repressive 

society (deMonteflores & Schultz, 1978; Ettorre, 1980; Faraday, 

1981; Fisher, 1983; Plummer, 1975; Pense, 1977; Schafer, 1976). 

Plummer (1975) notes: 

Pathology is likely to be exhibited among 

deviants to the extent that they function 



within proscriptive norms and gain no access 

to supportive norms. Personal pathology is 

thus predictable among isolated sexual 

deviants who function in extremely repressive 

environments. But such pathology will not be 

demonstrated when the "deviant" functions in 

tolerant groups such as a tolerant society or 

supportive subculture. Problems do not arise 

through the deviations themselves, but through 

the social context in which they are enmeshed. 

(p. 71) 

Schafer (1976) observes: 

No woman in our society can be lesbian without 

problems. And as individual as these problems 

may appear in any given case, they still have 

the same collective cause; the discrepancy 

between societally demanded behaviour - and 

the internalized heterosexual moral concepts 

deriving from this - on the one hand and one's 

own homosexual needs on the other. (p. 60) 
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By not measuring up to society's standards, homosexuals are often 

considered to be "sexually sick and therefore, socially sick" (Ettorre, 

1980, p. 21 ). 

Oppression is a major theme in the feminist perspective on r" 

lesbianism and is regarded at two levels: the oppression of women as 

a group, and the oppression of homosexuals and thus lesbian women. 

A pivotal belief in this conceptualization is that patriarchy -- male 

domination, power, and oppression of women -- affect lesbians 

differently from gay men and that lesbianism has profound 

implications for women's independence from men generally (Baetz, 

1984; Browning, 1982; deMonteflores & Schultz, 1978; Ettorre, 1980; 

Faraday, 1981; Faderman, 1984; Fisher, 1983; Rich, 1980). 

Lesbianism is not defined only in the limited sense of sexuality but 

more inclusively as a choice to direct one's entire sense of self, 

concern, and commitment toward women, thereby rejecting the 

sexism of an antiwoman culture (Faderman, 1984). The political and 

cultural structure of power relationships in patriarchical and 

capitalistic society are considered and lesbianism is viewed as a 

social phenomenon rather than a sexual preference or problem 

(Ettorre, 1980). Compulsory heterosexuality is viewed as one 

mechanism of control which operates to keep women powerless, less 

valued socially and economically, and therefore subservient to men 

(Ettorre, 1980; Faderman, 1984; Rich, 1980). Ettorre (1980) points 

out that: 



Sex/work, the private/the public, the 

family/society, work in the home/work in the 

factory, domestic labour/productive labour, 

reproduction/production and female/male are 

socially constructed opposites which relate 

directly to ideas about the sexual division of 

labour. These opposites conflict with each 

other. They also indicate the existence of a 

dominant sexual ideology .... that women 

should enact passive or subservient roles and 

be concerned with procreation, while men 

should live out dominant social roles and 

concern themselves with protection and 

providing for others. Society believes that 

these respective roles are not only natural on 

the individual level but also morally correct on 

the social level. Thus, the goodness of any 

given society's sexual morality preserves 

itself in and through the continuance of the 

sexual division of labour and ultimately, the 

perpetuation of heterosexual roles. (p. 19) 

And Rich (1980) indicates that it is 
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. . . not simple "gender inequality," not the 

domination of culture by males, nor mere 

"taboos against homosexuality," but the 

enforcement of heterosexuality for women as a 

means of assuring male right of physical, 

economical, and emotional access. One of many 

means of enforcement is, of course, the 

rendering invisible of the lesbian possibility. 

Feminist research and theory that contributes 

to lesbian invisibility or marginality is 

actually working against the liberation and 

empowerment of women as a group. (p. 634) · 
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Homosexuality actively questions social norms and reflects a 

rejection of the dominant and traditional ideology. Lesbians clearly 

challenge culturally prescribed roles relegated to women, uphold the 

importance of women, and thereby fight for the rights of all women. 

Lesbianism as a commitment to women, in the face of a male 

dominated culture, threatens society in its suggestion that all 

women have the potential to be lesbians and thus reject oppression 

based on the gender/role premise of a phallocentric society (Baetz, 

1984; Ettorre, 1980; Faderman, 1984; Rich, 1980). Lesbian identity 

becomes a positive choice representing "a level of consciousness 

which challenges the oppressive and restricting nature of male-
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defined and male-enforced 'femininity'" (Faraday, 1981, p. 127). It 

should be noted that this viewpoint doe~ not imply that all feminists 

are lesbians, but rather it suggests tha~ .adical teminists might 

consciously respond to other women at all levels, including sexually, 

in a manner consistent with political beliefs. Lesbianism might be 

chosen as a political statement which rejects the oppression 

feminists view as inherent in sexual relationships with men (Brooks, 

1981; Ettorre, 1980; Koedt, 1974). As Rita Mae Brown asserts " I 

became a lesbian because the culture I live in is violently anti

woman. How could I, a woman, participate in a culture that denies 

me my humanity" (in Faderman, 1985, p. 94). However, as Koedt 

(1974) suggests, "sexua·l roles" should not be confused with "sexual 

partners," and while loving women may provide one solution to living 

in a sexist society, the main point of feminism should be the 

destruction of a role system that places women in an inferior 

position based on gender. 

More recent conceptualizations of homosexuality utilize a 

multidimensional definition that has the potential to include 

personal and idiosyncratic elements for each gay or lesbian 

identified person. Frequently such definitions suggest that 

homosexuality encompasses a "lifestyle" that includes social, 

political, developmental, sexual, and personal components (Cass, 

1984; Chapman & Brannock, 1987; Ponse, 1978; Troiden, 1979). 

Because individuals vary with respect to the impact that various 
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dimensions contribute to self-perceptions, there is no such thing as 

one inclusive homosexual identity definition. Instead, homosexual 

identity vati\3S from "person to person, from situation to situation, 

and from period to period" and "evolves out of a clustering of self

images linked together by the individual's idiosyncratic 

understanding of what characterizes someone as 'homosexual"' (Cass, 

1984, p. 11 0). In a multidimensional view, the behavioral, cognitive, 

and affective are considered, and inconsistencies between these 

dimensions can be accounted for by recognition of individual 

variability. Conscious and unconscious processes are acknowledged 

as factors that affect the congruence of behavior with self

identification. Self-la~elling may lag and some researchers 

hypothesize that homosexual identity exists prior to conscious 

recognition of same-sexed attractions or the experience of 

incongruence with societally accepted norms (Chapman & Brannock, 

1987). Homosexual identity thus includes preconscious awareness 

and denial processes; emergent awareness of same-sexed 

attractions; the self-labelling process in which incongruef1ce 

between feelings, behaviors, and identification is minimized; all 

cognitions, self-perceptions, and affects attendant to the awareness 

process; and actual behavior -- presentation of self-image to both 

homosexual and heterosexual audiences, sexual activity, 

participation in the homosexual subculture or community, romantic 

or relationship attachments, and political activities. The 
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multifaceted nature of this type of definition is both useful and 

problematic: it describes the richness and variability ot homosexual 

identities, but it is difficult to operationalize. Frequently a 

multidimensional definition suggests that essentially anyone who 

identifies as homosexual to self or others, is homosexual and often 

those who do not so identify are considered to be in denial of their 

early identity development. 

Differences Between Gay Men and Lesbians 

Definitions of homosexuality which focus exclusively on same

sexed attractions and erotic behavior without considering 

differences in biological or social development have resulted in the 

inaccurate, but frequent, assumption that homosexuality in men and 

lesbianism in women reflects the same process (Brooks, 1981; 

DuBay, 1987; deMonteflores & Schultz, 1978; Faraday, 1981; Fisher, 

1983; Gundlack, 1977; Gundlack & Riess, 1968; Mcintosh, 1981; 

Raphael, 1974; Rich, 1980). In spite of strict social maintenance of 

the belief that males and females are vastly different, the 

differences between lesbians and gay men have been minimized. 

Because both lesbian women and gay men express preference for 

same-sexed intimacy and are stigmatized for such preference, they 

are assumed to share certain characteristics and their uniquenesses 

are ignored (Brooks, 1981; DuBay, 1987; Faraday, 1981; Gundlack, 

1977; O'Carolan, 1982; Rich, 1980). For simplicity, the theories and 

concepts developed to describe the gay role or identity development 
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in men are applied directly to women (Mcintosh, 1981) or assumed to 

be transposable in reverse to women (Gundlack & Riess, 1 8R8; Rich, 

1980), as has been done with psychological theory in genera1. As a 

result, theories of lesbianism are constricted within male models 

and there is limited recognition of the differential experiences of 

males and females in our culture. Reflecting the general neglect and 

denial of women culturally and in all areas or research, the paucity 

of early lesbian studies has been replaced by: duplications on a 

smaller scale of work previously done with gay men; footnote or 

appendix applications of male data to lesbians as "female 

counterparts" of gay men; or utilization of male definitions of 

"sexuality," "femi~inity," and "lesbian" (Faraday, 1981 ). More 

recently, research has been undertaken by feminist and lesbian 

researchers who evidence sensitivity to gender differences; however 

studies of gay men still outnumber lesbian studies by two or three to 

one (Morin, 1978; Watters, 1986). 

Lesbianism and male homosexuality are very different 

phenomena and experiences, in spite of societal perceptions and 

similar oppression (DuBay, 1987; Goode & Troiden, 1974). The heart 

of the difference lies in the pervasive differences engendered by 

gender roles in our culture. "Male homosexuality is a way of being 

male and lesbianism is a way of being female. Each has more in 

common with its respective gender than with the other" (DuBay, 

1987, p. 8). Lesbian women and gay men are socialized in the same 
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manner as heterosexual women and men, and their attitudes, 

perceptions, experiences, arn expectations tend to follow along the 

path deemed appropriate by the dominant culture for their gender 

(Carl, 1988; DuBay, 1987; Fisher, 1983; Gagnon & Simon, 1967; Goode 

& Troiden, 1974; Simon & Gagnon, 1974). Styles of identity 

formation, disclosure of identity patterns of relationship, and 

sexuality parallel sex-role stereotypes which are guided by gender 

identification. Lesbians have much more in common with 

heterosexual women than with homosexual men (Cronin, 1974; 

deMonteflores & Schultz, 1978; Ettorre, 1980; Fisher, 1983; Gagnon & 

Simon, 1967; Goode & Troiden, 1974; Groves, 1985; Oberstone & 

Sukoneck, 1976; Saghir & Robins, 1973; Simon & Gagnon, 1974; 

Sophie, 1984). 

Consistent with the sex-role expectations of our culture, gay 

men tend to act on their sexual feelings at a younger age than 

lesbians, sooner after initial awareness of same-sexed attractions, 

and before they have an intellectual understanding of what it means 

to be homosexual. Women on the other hand, tend to act on their 

attractions later and after intellectual understanding has developed 

(Cronin, 1974; deMonteflores & Schultz, 1978). Similar to 

heterosexual women, lesbians typically emphasize relationship, 

emotional attachment, mutuality, and exclusivity as the basis for 

sexual involvements; they also overtly sexualize romantic responses 

at a later age (Cronin, 1974; deMonteflores & Schultz, 1978; Elliot, 
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1981; Fisher, 1983; Gagnon & Simon, 1967; Goode & Troiden, 1974; 

Groves, 1985; Gundlack, 1977; Gundlack & Riess, 1968; Hanley

Hackenbruck, 1989; Pillard, Poumadere, & Carretta, 1982; Raphael, 

1974; Saghir & Robins, 1973; Simon & Gagnon, 1974). On the other 

hand, gay men are viewed as following masculine stereotypes of 

active, initiatory sexuality in which immediate gratification of 

desires is the goal and emotional attachments are secondary 

(deMonteflores & Schultz, 1978; Hanley-Hackenbruck, 1989; Rich, 

1980; Simon & Gagnon, 1974). Gender-related coping styles are 

evident when couples experience stress: lesbians are more likely to 

seek fusion, as if fulfilling culturally ascribed feminine directives 

to hold the couple together, and gay men more frequently seek 

distance from their partner at times of couple distress (Carl, 1988). 

DeMonteflores and Schultz (1978) note that strategies utilized to 

avoid self-labelling are also typical of each gender. Lesbians 

frequently frame initial same-sexed eroticism in romanticized terms 

of a "special" loving relationship, while gay men minimize affect and 

emphasize sexual gratification, financial gain, or completely deny 

responsibility (the "boy-was-1-drunk-syndrome"). Men appear to be 

more threatened by the homosexual label, but they are more likely to 

assume that the label of homosexuality should be applied to same

sexed activity (Blumstein & Schwartz, 1977; deMonteflores & 

Schultz, 1978). Women label themselves more slowly and are more 

likely to adopt a bisexual strategy during early identity formation 
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(deMonteflores & Schultz, 1978). Male and female homosexuals also 

utilize the gay community in different ways. Simon and Gagnon 

(1974) indicate that lesbians use the subculture mainly for 

socialization, while gay men emphasize the facilitation of sexual 

activity. Differences between gay men and lesbian women suggest 

gender-related coping styles that would appear to indicate distinct 

theoretical conceptualizations, research questions, and therapeutic 

strategies. 

Lesbian women are discriminated against for both their 

homosexuality and their gender (deMonteflores & Schultz, 1978; 

Ettorre, 1980; Faderman, 1984; Faraday, 1981; Garrison, 1988; Goode 

& Troiden, 1974; Martin & Lyon, 1974; Raphael, 1974; Woodman, 

1989). Contending with double oppression further sets lesbians 

apart from gay men. The experience of economic, political, and 

cultural inferiority; lack of institutionalized power and status; 

susceptibility to male exploitation and violence; and experience of 

devaluation based on gender are uniquely female and a common bond 

that lesbians share with heterosexual women. By granting social 

power to women only through men and marriage, society punishes 

lesbians without even acknowledging their existence (Weinberg, 

1972). In fact, women's lower social status may be related to the 

excommunication of both gay men and lesbians who defy socially 

approved sex-roles, in that the larger culture assumes that 

homosexuality in males connotes femininity (desire for a lower 
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status position) and lesbianism a desire for masculinity (seeking an 

undeserved higher status position) (Brooks, 1981 ). While lesbian 

women carry the burden of lower status because of their gender, they 

are further outcast by their visible questioning of social norms, the 

implications of which threaten both males and females . 

. . . lesbianism presents a twofold challenge to 

women's position: (1) By seeking economic 

independence from men, by not entering into 

the marriage situation or by not remaining in 

the marriage contract, lesbians threaten 

women's traditional relationship to money 

through the male wage (husband's income). (2) 

By experiencing an alternative sexual practice 

for women, lesbians defy the dominant sexual 

ideology. Its very existence proves that it is 

not necessary for women to have sex with men, 

that women do not have to be 'sexy' or 

primarily 'sexual' in order to survive as women 

and that lesbianism may have more to do with 

power and how it is distributed in society than 

was previously considered. . .. it actively calls 

into question traditional social attitudes 

towards women as being primarily 



reproductive, as 'colonized' within the home 

and as sexually orientated towards men. 

(Ettorre, 1980, p. 32) 
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No longer dependent on men for approval, lesbians are a reminder that 

independence from male confirmation of self-esteem, identity, and 

social status is possible (Baetz, 1984; Brooks, 1981; Ettorre, 1980; 

Goode & Troiden, 1974). 

The double oppression of lesbians in the wider culture has also 

been a part of their experience in civil rights groups. Lesbians have 

been active in both the women's liberation movement and the gay 

rights movement, being discriminated against and denigrated in both 

at various times (Blumstein & Schwartz, 1974; Ettorre, 1980; Fisher, 

1983; Raphael, 1974; Simpson, 1977). Within the women's 

movement, lesbians were encouraged to hide their sexual orientation 

to prevent backlash and loss of male support, questioned regarding 

their status as "real women," feared, or accused of hurting the 

movement (Fisher, 1983). Ettorre (1980) indicates that women's 

consciousness appeared to conflict with lesbian consciousness as 

"straight women (who objectively held more power) oppressed 

lesbians for being gay or lesbians put down heterosexual women for 

being straight and mirroring sexual power in society" (p. 146) . 

Similar conflicts emerged when lesbians became active in the gay 
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rights movement and found the movement to be directed toward the 

needs of gay mqr'l or found some gay men to be as sexist as straight 

men. Lesbian wumen relt that their secondary status as women 

within the gay rights movement only reflected the oppression 

experienced in society (Ettorre, 1980). In spite of their double 

oppression, lesbians have come to "realize that they will experience 

less of a struggle as lesbians and women within the women's 

movement and more of a struggle as lesbians and women within the 

male-oriented gay movement" (Ettorre, 1980). While Carl (1988) 

indicates that the AIDS crisis has effectively undercut separatism 

within the gay community, the AIDS-related support roles that 

lesbians have assumed seem again to follow traditional feminine 

assignments encouraging provision of nurturance, care, and support 

to men by women. 

Brooks' (1981) research found that when lesbian women rank 

aspects of their identities which cause the most stress, 58.3o/o 

(versus 28.6°/o) attributed greater stress to being female than to 

being lesbian. She hypothesizes that discrimination based on female 

status is consistent, lifelong, and institutionalized, while 

discrimination based on lesbian status is based on disclosure or 

visibility and therefore more controllable or variable. 

To equate lesbian existence with male 

homosexuality because each is stigmatized is 



to deny and erase female reality once again. 

Part of the history of lesbian existence is, 

obviously, to be found where lesbians, lacking 

a coherent female community, have shared a 

kind of social life and common cause with 

homosexual men. But this has to be seen 

against the differences: women's lack of 

economic and cultural privilege relative to 

men; qualitative differences in female and 

male relationships ... In defining and 

describing lesbian existence I would hope to 

move toward a dissociation of lesbian from 

male homosexual values and allegiances. I 

perceive the lesbian experience as being, like 

motherhood, a profoundly female experience, 

with particular oppressions, meanings, and 

potentialities we cannot comprehend as long as 

we simply bracket it with other sexually 

stigmatized existences. Just as the term 

"parenting" serves to conceal the particular 

and significant reality of being a parent who is 

actually a mother, the term "gay" serves the 

purpose of blurring the very outlines we need 
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to discern, which are of crucial value for 

feminism and for th~ freedom of women as a 

group. (Rich, 1980, p. 635). 
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Given the considerable research effort devoted to male 

homosexuality and the paucity of data on lesbian women, within-sex 

research that cuts across sex-role expectations is necessary to 

expand our understanding of lesbian women. In light of the 

significant differences noted between gay men and lesbian women 

and the lack of data on lesbians, this study limits its research 

concern to lesbians. 

Coming Out 

The term "coming out" is another that has been variously 

defined and inconsistently used in the literature and in popular usage. 

Used to describe both specific events as well as the entire process 

of homosexual identity development, these multiple definitions 

parallel the many ways homosexuality is defined. Referring to a 

discrete event, writers have variously identified coming out as self

recognition and self-definition as homosexual (Cronin, 1974; Dank, 

1971; Gagnon & Simon, 1967; Pense, 1978), the first event of 

disclosure or "debut" in the gay community leading to exploration of 

the subculture (Coleman, 1981-82; Hooker, 1967; Gagnon & Simon, 

1967; Lee, 1977), as more public disclosure to heterosexual others 
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(Lee, 1977; Plummer, 1975), or as a stage in the process of identity 

formation (Coleman, 1982; Lee, 1977; Troiden, 1979). Pense (1978) 

suggests that coming out represents identity lag between recognition 

of difference from heterosexual others and acknowledging a 

homosexual identity. Her suggestion of identity lag is however 

deceptive because much happens during this "lag" time that is 

generally thought to represent a developmental process of identity 

formation. 

Conceptualized as a developmental process, coming out 

represents a series of events in which one's non-traditional 

affectional and sexual preference is recognized and integrated into 

both personal and social spheres (Brown, 1989; deMonteflores & 

Schultz, 1978; Hanley-Hackenbruck, 1989). Events of disclosure 

represent the external manifestation of an internal process (Hanley

Hackenbruck, 1989). The process-oriented perspective of coming out 

is inclusive of restructuring self-concept, reorganizing one's sense 

of personal history, and disclosing to an expanding series of 

audiences (deMonteflores & Schultz, 1978; Gramick, 1984; Groves, 

1985; Hanley-Hackenbruck, 1989; Lee, 1977; Pense, 1978). This 

continuous life-long process is also noted to occur within a hostile 

repressive society and thus is frequently viewed as a difficult 

integrative experience (Cass, 1979; McDonald, 1982; National Gay 

Task Force; Plummer, 1975). Coming out is utilized here in the 

process context and understood to include different cognitive, 



affective, and behavioral components at different points in the 

developmental process, which is assumed to be a variable and 

individualistic journey. "Being out" therefore implies self-
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awareness of gay or lesbian identity although it may be expressed in 

varying degrees of behavior or disclosure depending on the 

individual's comfort with identity (Loftin, 1981 ). "Disclosure," 

"outness," or "openness" will be utilized to identify behavior that 

results in the revelation of homosexual identity to others and is 

considered an overt component of the coming out process. 

Models of Homosexual Identity Formation 

A number of models have been suggested to organize the 

milestone events that comprise the coming out process. Early 

models were based exclusively on samples of gay men. Later, models 

of lesbian identity development grew out of male models or were 

developed in reaction to the limitations incurred when applying these 

early models to women. While there is considerable overlap in 

theoretical stage models of homosexual identity formation, authors 

differ in conceptualization of stages, timing, significance of events, 

tasks, linearity, and desired outcome. Most models assume a stage

sequential progression in which initial awareness of same-sexed 

attraction leads to homosexual behavior, increasing acceptance of 

the label "homosexual" as applicable to self, self-disclosure, and 

eventually stabilization of a positive gay identity (Cass, 1984; 

Eisner, 1982; McDonald, 1982; Sophie, 1976, 1986). Numerous 
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researchers have noted that subjects frequently deviate from 

theorized linear models (Chapman & Brannock, 1987; Coleman, 1982; 

deMonteflores & Schultz, 1978; Eisner, 1982; Gramick, 1984; Lewis, 

1984; McDonald, 1982; Sophie, 1984, 1986) or may return to a 

previous stage in response to stress or trauma (Hanley-Hackenbruck, 

1989). However, there has been little effort to organize the noted 

deviation into a representative description other than noting that 

individuals may vary. Most models further share an interactionistic 

perspective, recognizing the interplay between individual and society 

in shaping identity. The feedback received from significant others 

and society is typically assumed to encourage or discourage further 

development of congruence between cognitions, affect, and behavior. 

DeMonteflores and Schultz (1978) conceptualize coming out as a 

feedback loop which regulates the relationship between the 

homosexual and society. Rather than viewing fluctuations of 

openness as regressive (using a linear model), a feedback-loop model 

recognizes that a person's behavior elicits societal responses, which 

in turn affect subsequent behavior. The concept of a feedback-loop 

might be superimposed on the various stage-sequential models to 

understand individual variation in the developmental process. 

Plummer (1975) and Troiden (1979) suggest models of 

homosexual identity formation that are strikingly similar. Troiden's 

model is based on interviews with 150 gay men who were between 

20 and 40 years of age. Both Plummer and Troiden label the first 
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stage "Sensitization" and indicate that during this stage the first 

conscious and semiconscious moments of perceived potential 

homosexuality occur. Although there may not be any understanding of 

what the label homosexual means, events occur -- labelling by 

others, erotic encounters with a member of the same sex, perception 

of self as not adequately filling gender role, or retrospective 

interpretation of interests -- which lead to a homosexual 

identification. Troiden further suggests a general sense of 

alienation or feeling of difference from others which crystallizes 

into a distinct sense of sexual difference in adolescence. Plummer 

calls his second stage "Signification and Disorientation," while 

Troiden names it "Dissociation and Signification." For Plummer, this 

is a period in which awareness of potential homosexuality and 

negative societal attitudes are heightened. Understanding the 

significance of one's feelings brings either relief or guilt and 

isolation. For Troiden, this stage is marked by the dissociation of 

sexual feelings and/or activity from sexual identity. Ironically, 

efforts to explain away ego dystonic behavior actually brings 

attention to such activity thus signifying it. "Coming Out" is the 

third stage for Plummer and Troiden, and for both it represents a 

time of labelling oneself as homosexual, redefining homosexuality in 

a positive light, increased subculture involvement, rebuilding 

identity and self-esteem, and legitimizing homosexuality as a viable 

experience. For Plummer, the final stage is called "Stabilization"; 
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Troiden labels it "Commitment." The final stage in both models 

indicates that a homosexual lifestyle is clearly valued and there is 

reluctance to abandon the identity. For Troiden, this final stage 

implies that sexuality and emotionality will bind in a committed love 

relationship. 

Coleman (1982) presents a five stage model, based on clinical 

experience with both men and women, in which identity integration 

is dependent on the completion of tasks postulated to occur at 

earlier stages. The model is described as dynamic and, as such, 

development may begin at any stage, tasks of different stages may be 

addressed simultaneously, and there may be considerable fluidity 

across stages. Coleman's first stage is similar to Plummer and 

Troiden's sensitization and it is labelled "Pre-Coming Out." Pre

coming out constitutes early conscious or pre-conscious knowledge 

that the child differs, but defenses protect the individual, family, 

and society from confronting that difference. Movement to the 

second stage, "Coming Out," occurs when homosexual feelings are 

acknowledged in thinking, fantasy, or behavior, even though a clear 

understanding of what it means to be homosexual may not yet exist. 

Coming out includes self-recognition as well as disclosure to others, 

and the task of this stage is self-acceptance. The risks involved in 

self-disclosure are balanced by the opportunities for increased self

esteem that are gained by the acceptance of others. "Exploration" is 

the next stage suggested by Coleman and represents a period of 
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sexual and social experimentation with the newly identified identity. 

Tasks of this stage include the development of interpersonal skills 

necessary to cultivate same-sexed relationships, the development of 

a sense of competence in sexual relationships, and the ability to 

recognize that self-esteem is not based on sexual conquest. This 

stage is very similar to adolescent exploration of sexuality, and for 

Coleman it represents a developmental adolescence with respect to 

same-sexed sexuality. Here it is important to note that same-sexed 

experiences of adolescence, while common, are not clearly acts of 

homosexual expression and the meaning of such experiences differs 

after self-labelling occurs. While many adolescents have same

sexed experiences around age 15, self-labelling often does not occur 

until age 20 or later. Frequently adolescent same-sexed experiences 

are redefined in the process of homosexual identity formation, via 

biographical reconstruction, as proof that homosexuality always 

existed (Blumstein & Schwartz, 1977; Pense, 1978) . The fourth 

stage, "First Relationships," includes tasks related to development 

and maintenance of an intimate relationship, in spite of insufficient 

role models and lack of public supports that are usually available to 

heterosexual couples. Coleman's final stage is that of "Integration." 

During integration, public and private identities are consolidated into 

one self-image. This stage is considered to be open-ended and 

represents the base from which previous stages might be reexplored 



as necessary (e.g., return to "exploration" if a relationship ends or 

return to "coming out" when disclosing to a new friend). 
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Based on clinical work with gay men and lesbian women, Cass 

(1979, 1984, 1984b) views homosexual identity formation as the 

result of changes in the intrapersonality matrix, developing as 

personal interpretations of socially prescribed notions are 

integrated with self-developed formulations. Self conceptions are 

seen as constantly evolving and are built on perceptions of culturally 

determined cognitive, affective, and behavioral components. This six 

stage model proposes a development of self-perceptions and 

behaviors from nonhomosexual to definition as homosexual in which 

incongruence is minimized. Total congruence is viewed as 

impossible given current Western attitudes about homosexuality. 

Progression through the stages is associated with the individual's 

ability to tolerate being different from others and to resist the 

pressure of social norms. At any point in the developmental process, 

"foreclosure" may result in a cessation of continued homosexual 

identity development. Cass' first stage is that of "Identity 

Confusion." During this stage, there is awareness that homosexuality 

has either overt or internal relevance to the person's life, but this 

behavior is perceived as an incongruous element. The person 

questions who he/she is and perceives the potentiality of 

homosexuality but has feelings of personal alienation. During the 

second stage of "Identity Comparison," the possibility of being 
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homosexual has been accepted, but the social alienation that arises 

with that tentative commitment must now be examined. One's sense 

of belonging to previous reference groups may be disturbed and new 

guidelines for behavior, ideals, and expectations have not yet 

replaced old guidelines. Taking time to absorb the new commitment 

to a homosexual image, a public image of heterosexuality (passing) is 

maintained which prevents personal confrontation with the negative 

evaluation of others. Stage three is that of "Identity Tolerance," in 

which the individual tolerates a homosexual label and seeks out the 

gay subculture as a way to meet needs but does not yet accept the 

homosexual identity. By the end of stage three, the individual can 

say "I am a homosexual" and proceeds to stage four, "Identity 

Acceptance." Continuing contact with the lesbian/gay subculture 

validates and normalizes homosexuality as a way of life. A 

lesbian/gay identification is accepted but not deemed appropriate for 

general disclosure. The homosexual way of life is 

compartmentalized to reduce the likelihood of confrontation with 

heterosexual reactions. Stage five, "Identity Pride," finds the 

individual accepting a homosexual identity fully. Pride and 

commitment to being lesbian/gay are coupled with feelings of 

alienation and anger at heterosexual values and institutions . Efforts 

to conceal homosexual identity are abandoned and purposeful 

confrontation of established norms is increased. Nonconcealment and 

self-disclosure brings public and private identities into congruence, 
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and preference for lesbian/gay culture, friends, and activities is 

voiced. The final state of "Identity Synthesis" results with the 

individual's recognition that not all heterosexuals are unsupportive 

and that there is no clear dichotomy between the heterosexual and 

homosexual worlds, as was previously thought. A homosexual 

identity is integrated as one aspect of self, not as "the" identity. 

While pride is evident, all things homosexual are not viewed as 

inherently superior. Cass (1984b) continues to research the validity 

of her model and developed the Stage Allocation Measure (SAM) to 

assess the validity of her descriptors and proposed ordering of 

stages. Using 178 subjects (1 09 male and 69 female), she found 

support for descriptors and ordering of stages, although some stages 

are depicted more accurately than others and there appears to be 

some blurring of adjacent stages (1984b). 

Lee (1977) orders the process of homosexual identity 

development along a covert-overt dimension having three general 

stages, each with substeps. He indicates that his model is applicable 

to 24 studied subjects, including himself, but he does not describe 

his population in any way other than noting that all are publically 

identified homosexuals. However, it appears from the behaviors and 

substages described that his model is based predominately on males . 

Lee's model is also a process model in which reflexive interaction 

between the individual and society is emphasized. The first stage of 

"Signification" involves movement toward self-definition as 
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"deviant." Initially a same-sexed orientation may be acknowledged 

but not acted upon. The behaviors associated with this stage and by 

which self-labelling becomes directed towards homosexuality 

include: secret masturbation (presumably with same-sexed 

fantasies), anonymous sex, a long-term secret homosexual 

relationship, or status as a "closet queen" (homosexuality only known 

to a few and there is no active engagement with the gay subculture). 

Although signification involves self-identification, the second stage, 

"Coming Out," involves a debut into the gay subculture. For Lee, 

coming out involves five substages. After self-labelling as 

homosexual, a tentative step into the gay world begins with 

observation from the shadows. The first step is going to a gay bar or 

some other social spot that homosexuals frequent. When such 

ventures can be accomplished without fear, step 2 has been achieved. 

Step 3 involves disclosure to a few close heterosexual friends and 

step 4 disclosure to a restricted social network. Step 5 entails 

involvement in gay liberation organizations or disclosure to 

homosexuals who express a civil rights ideology. It is hypothesized 

that contact with consciousness raising groups is an essential 

preliminary to entering the third stage, "Going Public." This final 

stage is achieved by few because the risks of public recognition 

prevent most from stepping into the limelight. Lee points out that 

the costs of public disclosure are delivered by both heterosexual 

(e.g., loss of employment, strained relationships) and homosexual 
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(e.g., loss of relationship with closeted friends who are fearful of 

exposure) worlds. Going public occurs when the costs of silence 

(anxiety that one will be found out, surrender of authenticity, 

hypocrisy) outweigh the benefits. Lee indicates that retrospective 

interpretation results in viewing passing (as heterosexual) strategy 

as "false consciousness," oppressive to all homosexuals, and 

supportive of stereotypes regarding homosexuals, all of which 

become intolerable. 

Although the models cited so far have been developed 

exclusively or predominately on male samples, several models have 

been developed utilizing lesbians. Extensive interviews conducted by 

Pense (1978) with 75 lesbian women, age 16 to 76, describes a "gay 

trajectory" composed of an atemporal series of elements that lead to 

the assumption of lesbian identity. The gay trajectory is descriptive 

of Pense's sample rather than a theoretical model. Any of the 

following elements may be the starting point of the gay trajectory 

and it is commonly assumed in the lesbian world that other elements 

will follow: a subjective sense of difference that is identified as 

sexual-emotional attraction to one's own sex, an understanding of 

the homosexual significance of same-sexed feelings and their 

implications for identity are accepted, a community of like-minded 

people is sought, or a sexual-emotional same-sexed relationship is 

developed. Generally it is the first three elements that are 

considered primary and which will press the woman towards seeking 
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community and intimate relationships. Ponse found that the ordering 

of these elements varied widely and for some women occurred 

simultaneously. Deviations from the trajectory are explained (by the 

gay community) as difficulty accepting one's gayness or homophobia, 

although Ponse acknowledges the variability of sexual object choice 

over time. Full membership as a lesbian is extended to those women 

who do not clearly identify as lesbian with the rationale that coming 

out involves a period of transition in which internalized homophobia 

must be overcome. Ponse further describes three types of women 

whose development of lesbian identity is variable. The "primary 

lesbian" defines herself as woman-identified in childhood or in her 

teens. She experiences herself as completely oriented toward 

women, has few if any heterosexual experiences, and clearly 

followed the gay trajectory. "Elective lesbians" generally identify as 

lesbian later in life and have had more extensive heterosexual 

experiences. Elective lesbians exhibit discontinuous or mixed 

(heterosexual/homosexual) histories, but retrospectively they 

impose continuity on their experiences. These women bring 

biographies into line with lesbian outcome by finding evidence 

supporting lesbianism that was previously obscured (i.e . 

reinterpreting adolescent exploration). Finally, "idiosyncratic 

lesbians" have discontinuous histories, but they make no attempt to 

impose continuity. They do not perceive their lesbianism as an 

essential identity but stress the circumstantial, accidental or 



situational aspects of their behavior (e.g ., it's who you happen to 

love, not what sex they are). 
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Chapman and Brannock (1987) suggest a model of lesbian 

identity development based on survey of 197 subjects, 96°/o of which 

self-identified as lesbian. They find support for the notion that 

homosexual orientation exists prior to awareness of incongruence 

with the larger heterosexual community. They further assert that 

the process of self-labelling occurs as a result of recognizing 

difference from heterosexuals and interaction with the 

nonhomosexual environment. Their first stage is named "Same-Sex 

Orientation" and is described as a feeling of connection to other 

women, whether or not these feelings are recognized as homosexual. 

The second stage, "Incongruence," brings recognition that same-sexed 

attractions differ from those of heterosexual others and feelings of 

isolation or confusion set in. "Self-Questioning/Exploration" brings 

renewed and strong feelings of emotional bonding, physical 

attraction, and thoughts of connection to women. The possibility of 

lesbianism is explored and the belief that lesbian feelings are 

acceptable emerges. Stage 4 brings "Self-Identification" and the 

feeling that one is definitely a lesbian. Finally in Stage 5, "Choice of 

Lifestyle," comes the decision to maintain a lesbian orientation with 

or without women as long-term primary mates. Chapman and 

Brannock are currently testing the viability and sequencing of their 

proposed model. 



Raphael (1974) developed a model of lesbian identity 

development based on observation of nonclinical lesbian support 

groups. She suggests that the immediate social environment is 

crucial to determining the nature of identity development. If 
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identity formation is accomplished within a secret society, status is 

perceived as deviate. On the other hand, a supportive open community 

fosters the view that one is a member of an oppressed minority, 

possessing positive qualities deserving of pride. A positive 

reference group allows transition from a negative stereotype, to 

acceptance of lesbianism as a positive identity, which can then be 

applied to self. Raphael suggests a five stage model that represents 

a process of change as well as a process that produces change. The 

first stage, "Awareness," involves recognition that one's feelings are 

considered out of the ordinary by others. Although these feelings 

may be suppressed, they can resurface later in life. Stage 2, 

"Testing," is a period of tentative exploration of the lesbian 

subculture. Behavior may be considered bisexual or experimental, but 

a lesbian label is not accepted. When the woman identifies herself 

as lesbian to other lesbians, she begins the resocialization process 

of "Entering a Community of Peers." Stage 4, 

"Compartmentalization," indicates that a lesbian identity is assumed 

but not generally disclosed to the heterosexual world. Finally, 

"Decompartmentalization" may occur via integration or separation. 

Integration suggests affiliation with both homosexual and 
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heterosexual worlds and disclosure in all spheres. Separation also 

involves full disclosure, but there is withdrawal from the 

heterosexual world and a separatist stance is assumed. 

Combining psychology and theology, Mclellan (1977) suggested 

a model of identity formation in which the development of lesbian 

identity is theorized to follow changes in ethical position. Five 

stages are described, beginning with "Awareness." Three phases of 

the awareness stage are identified: pre-awareness (natural phase of 

same-sexed attraction, usually during adolescence), initial 

awareness (recognition that there is something different about 

feelings and search for an explanation), and awareness of society's 

condemnation of lesbian behavior (accompanied by bewilderment, 

frustration, and guilt). During stage 2, "Denial," the woman immerses 

herself in socially acceptable behavior to avoid the stigma attached 

to her emergent feelings. Denial eventually gives way to "Anger," 

which is initially expressed as "Why me?" but moves toward "Why 

won't society accept me or my lifestyle?" Mclellan indicates that 

while anger may vary in intensity, it remains with the lesbian woman 

throughout her life, unless she regresses to denial. Stage 4 brings 

"Acceptance," which is based in the feeling that better treatment is 

deserved. There is admission that one is lesbian and positive self

acceptance grows from disclosure to others without apology or 

justification. Stage 5 brings "Wholeness/Authenticity." This final 

stage represents a transcendence of conflicts and deliberate choice 
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of lifestyle. The challenge to society's norms is recognized as is 

responsibility to oneself. Mclellan indicates that progress through 

stages occurs in sequence and that what appears to be out of order 

actually represents regression to a previous stage to complete some 

unfinished task (usually anger). Movement through the model can 

occur at any speed but parallels changes in ethical stance. She 

suggests that a deontological stance (concern for protection of the 

majority and maintenance of social norms) operates through 

awareness, denial, and initial anger. As anger with social injustice 

grows, so does the teleological stance (consideration of growth and 

its concern with goals, purpose, or results). Ability to achieve 

wholeness/authenticity is preceded by movement to a theological 

stance emphasizing the "grace of God." McLellan conceptualization is 

strictly theoretical and supported only by an n=1 study. 

Finally, a theoretical model which is radically different from 

other models is presented by Faderman (1984). Faderman's theory of 

lesbian identity development is based on the assumption that 

lesbianism represents a feminist choice of political commitment to 

women and active resistance of patriarchal power, which ultimately 

leads to power for women. Rejecting the male definition of women 

as sexual objects only, lesbianism is not viewed as a sexual act but 

as a political choice consistent with feminist theory. Whereas other 

theorists suggest that adult homosexuality is preceded by same

sexed thoughts, feelings, or attractions during childhood or 
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adolescence, Faderman points out that such early experiences are 

common to most people and may have no more significance for 

homosexuals than they do for heterosexually identified adults. She 

indicates that there is no evidence to suggest that the homosexual 

experience of girls who later become heterosexual is substantially 

different from that of girls who later become lesbian, but that 

biographical reconstruction frames the understanding of early 

experiences based on outcome. Faderman also views the experience 

of homophobia and interaction with the larger culture differently 

from other theorists. The lesbian feminist, while knowledgeable of 

societal homophobia, has associated with groups that insulate her 

from intolerance and nurture internalization of feminist love for 

women. Although other models suggest that the newly identified 

lesbian requires positive interaction with other homosexuals to 

develop positive identification with the role, Faderman indicates 

that radical feminists have long associated with lesbians and have 

questioned heterosexuality long before considering themselves 

lesbian. Lesbianism in this light does not represent a lonely personal 

choice, but in a feminist environment it represents "the only noble 

and decent choice a woman concerned with the social position of 

women could make" (Faderman, 1984, p. 91 ). Because lesbianism is 

viewed as a logical response to sexism, identification can come from 

personal perceptions of subjection, even when these are not 

articulated in feminist rhetoric. The most limiting factor of 
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Faderman's proposal is that is confuses sexual identity with political 

identity and therefore limits analysis to feminist women who have 

been immersed in a social and political climate that affirms 

lesbianism (MacGowan, 1987). As MacGowan (1987) points out, 

Faderman's theory best explains the lesbian identity development of 

women who previously identified as heterosexual or who identify as 

"political lesbians," but it does nothing to clarify understanding of 

lesbian behavior in matrilineal, non-sexist, or non-patriarchal 

cultures; non-political lesbianism; or pre-movement lesbians. 

Minton and McDonald (1983-84) compare six models of 

homosexual identity formation with Haberman's model of ego 

development. They find that the conceptualizations of Plummer, 

Troiden, Lee, Hencken and O'Dowd, Dank, Coleman, and Cass can be 

placed within Haberman's three stage process. In fact, all the models 

discussed herein fit the broader model of ego development they 

describe, although Faderman's sequence of stages reverses the order 

of the others. The stages of all models can be subsumed under three 

general stages of development suggested by Haberman's model: (1) 

egocentric interpretation of feelings, (2) internalization of 

normative assumptions, and (3) achievement of a positive identity. 

Table 1 indicates Minton and McDonald's comparison with the addition 

of Pense (1978), Chapman and Brannock (1987), Mclellan (1977), 

Raphael (1974) and Faderman (1984). During the "Egocentric" stage, 

there may be conscious or semiconscious awareness of difference. 
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These awarenesses lead to perceptions of being potentially 

nomosexual, but they are not cle~rly formed. The "Sociocentric

Objectivisitic" stage sees conflict L)etween societal norms and 

emerging feelings or self-perceptions. The resultant confusion 

reflects discrepancies between thoughts, feelings, behaviors, and 

identity. The final stage, "Universalistic," involves three tasks: (1) 

acceptance, (2) commitment, and (3) integration. During this stage 

the individual critically evaluates societal norms and transforms 

role identity to ego identity. The individual now accepts a positive 

lesbian/gay identity and is committed to that identity in spite of 

social condemnation. Identity management involves integration of 

personal and public images affirming the individual as well as 

challenging societal norms. 

Sophie (1984, 1986) conducted a longitudinal study of 14 

women utilizing extensive interviews, to compare various stage

sequential models. Compiling the models of Cass, Coleman, Raphael, 

Spaulding, Plummer, and McDonald, Sophie identifies four general 

stages of development under which theories can be subsumed. Her 

general stages of First Awareness, Testing and Exploration, Identity 

Acceptance, and Identity Integration are found to describe lesbian 

identity development fairly well only because they are so general. 

When specificity is introduced, theories break down and do not 

accurately describe individual development. She indicates that 

although linearity is evident in early stages, it is lost at later 
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stages because so many options for change are possible. Sophie 

indicates that women can and do re-incorporate behaviors that are 

not acknowledged by most theories, are more flexible in behavior 

than is suggested, and that stages incorporating anger or pride are 

dependent on historical context. She advocates flexibility and 

consideration of current social and historical conditions in the 

assessment of lesbian identity development. 

Factors Affecting the Process 

Movement through the process of homosexual identity 

formation is dependent on many factors, including self-perception, 

interaction with the larger culture, interaction with the homosexual 

subculture, and individual response to feelings of incongruence. 

Utilizing an interactive model, a process rather than a personality 

trait is assumed and mastery of certain early experiences may be 

necessary for later developmental achievement. Each individual is 

assumed to experience an idiosyncratic journey based on experience 

and personal response to those experiences. 

Crucial to the process of lesbian identity formation and 

disclosure of lesbian identification is choice (deMonteflores & 

Schultz, 1978; Fisher, 1983; Sophie, 1984). Whether or not one 

chooses to have same-sex attractions is irrelevant. What is 

important is the choice to acknowledge such attraction, to express 

same-sexed feelings behaviorally, to label oneself as gay or lesbian, 

and to subsequently disclose homosexual identification. Cass (1979, 
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1984, 1984b) delineates the choice of continued development versus 

foreclosure in her model of identity development, acknowledging the 

pressures of a homophobic culture in this ongoing decisional process. 

Continual and life-long choice is required in decisions regarding 

disclosure of identity, which some authors suggest constitutes a 

continual existential crisis (deMonteflores & Schultz, 1978) . / . 

Concern regarding social pressures, as well as internalized 

homophobia, effectively inhibit the natural flow of interactive 

discourse. Not disclosing homosexuality necessitates maintenance 

of personal, emotional, and social distance from others to protect a 

core part of identity (Brown, 1989). Clearly everyone has facets of 

him/herself that are less likely to be disclosed and are revealed only 

to intimates. However, few such revelations carry the social 

consequences that accompany revelations of homosexuality or are as 

crucial to identity and self-esteem. The continual choice of 

disclosing a negatively stereotyped identity is thought to provoke 

on-going stress for gay men and lesbian women (deMonteflores & 

Schultz, 1978; O'Carolan, 1982; Riddle & Sang, 1978). 

Self-disclosure has generally been considered necessary to the 

development and maintenance of authentic interpersonal 

relationships (Brooks, 1981; Jourard, 1971; O'Carolan, 1982). For 

Jourard (1971 ), self-disclosure establishes congruence between the 

real self and public self. He further suggests that disclosure of 

aspects that are not accepted by society force a choice between 



authenticity and social acceptance. Homosexuals are placed in a 

"forced choice" situation by the cultural presumption of 

heterosexuality. A choice must be made between disclosure of a 

negatively sanctioned identity or maintenance of behaviors that 

70 

allow others to continue with their heterosexual assumptions 

(Brooks, 1981 ). An approach-avoidance dilemma creates stress since 

authentic relationships carry the risk of rejection or negative 

labelling (Brooks, 1981 ), while lack of disclosure limits personal 

authenticity and interpersonal intimacy. Berzon (1979) states 

It takes courage to consult one's self for the 

direction to take in life rather than consulting 

tradition . It is often easier to be defined by 

what other people expect of you, to merge into 

a stereotype, to yield individuality, to abdicate 

responsibility for being who you are and 

becoming what you want to be. But the price 

for giving up the prerogative to grow is 

devastating in spirit, in energy and in 

integrity .... It takes uncommon courage to 

reclaim power once it has been given away. It 

is uncommon courage that is called for in 

developing a positive gay identity in an antigay 

society. (pp. 1-2) 
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While there are definite costs associated with being openly 

homosexual, Minton and McDonald (1983-84) ask whether it is 

"possible to achieve an integrated personal identity or have authentic 

relationships while concealing fundamental aspects of the self?" (p. 

1 02). They cite studies which suggest that closeted homosexuals 

anticipate discrimination, are less self-accepting and more 

homophobic. Furthermore, a number of studies associate authenticity 

regarding one's lesbianism or gayness with psychological health 

(Berzon, 1979; Brooks, 1981; Cass, 1979; deMonteflores & Schultz, 

1979; Ettorre, 1980; Garrison, 1988; Graham et al., 1985; Lee, 1977; 

Mack, 1986; Minton & McDonald, 1983-84; National Gay Task Force; 

O'Carolan, 1982; Riddle & Sang, 1978; Sophie, 1984) . O'Carolan 

(1982) in a study of 102 non-patient, non-captive lesbians found 

significant positive relationships between levels of self-esteem and 

self-disclosure, although subjects with higher educational and 

income levels were less likely to disclose sexual preference. 

Although socioeconomic success may contribute to a positive self

esteem and internal locus of control, O'Carolan indicates that the 

more her subjects self-disclosed, the higher their self-esteem and 

vice versa. In a similar vein, Graham et al. (1985) found that 

lesbians who believe it is essential to be out in all areas of their 

lives report benefits in terms of mental health as well as physical 

health -- they feel less guilt, feel more authentic, and describe more 
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support in interpersonal relationships . These same women view the 

losses of being open as short-term and worth the more significant 

benefits. Those who were selectively open, on the other hand, 

stressed negative consequences of coming out, were more fearful of 

rejection, and affirmed the ir right to privacy. The women in this 

study came to agree that what should be emphasized was the process 

of development and that a "healthy lesbian is a woman who could be 

out in any situation 0 0 0 not 0 0 0 contingent on approval or disapproval 

but on her own sense of appropriateness" (Graham et al., 1985, p. 32). 

They go on to say that "certain coping skills, a feminist ideology, and 

a supportive community are pre-conditions for experiencing openness 

as psychologically healthy" (p. 34) but that "differences in 

environmental oppressiveness must be considered in interpreting 

psychological characteristics of lesbians" (Po 35). 

Homophobia describes the negative reaction and 

institutionalized prejudice directed towards same-sexed attraction, 

sexuality, and bonding; fear of individuals who engage in such 

behavior; and hatred of institutions which support such activities 

(Brown, 1989; Hanley-Hackenbruck, 1989; McDonald, 1976; Weinberg , 

1972). Cultural homophobia has been related to a variety of causes. 

McDonald (1976) suggests that fear of homosexuals may be related to 

personal fears of one's own homosexual proclivities, dubious 

religious interpretations, acceptance of myths or misinformation 

regarding sexual variation, sexual conservatism, conformity, or need 
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to preserve sex-role standards. In a study of 200 students, McDonald 

found support for his sex-role confusion theory. This suggests that 

in a homoerotophobic culture that is preoccupied with stereotyped 

sex-roles, violation of roles is committed by homosexuals, and that 

they are consequently viewed negatively for not preserving the 

cultural standard (i.e., keeping males masculine and females 

feminine). Sex-role attitudes may therefore be useful in the 

evaluation of homophobia since maintenance of clear behavioral 

differences between men and women appears to be a powerful 

determinant of attitudes toward homosexuality. In a sample that 

excluded subjects who reported fantasies or behaviors of a 

homosexual nature, Halpern (1974) found higher rates of homophobia 

in tho-se individuals who had more traditional sex-role attitudes. The 

reported relationship was stronger than attitudes toward sexual 

permissiveness and independent of sex-role orientation. These 

results further support McDonald's theory. Because feminist ideology 

supports less traditional sex-role choices, some authors have 

suggested that feminist attitudes may influence lesbian identity 

development (Faderman, 1984; Graham et al., 1985). As yet, few 

empirical relationships have been established between feminism and 

lesbian identity development (O'Carolan, 1982; Ort, 1987; Sophie, 

1984). Sophie (1984) notes that changes in feminist attitude appear 

to parallel changes in identity development, however these parallels 

are not described. 
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Homophobia and the resulting negative attitudes, beliefs, and 

actions directed towards homosexuals is not restricted to 

heterosexuals (Halpern, 1974; Mack, 1986; Sophie, 1987). 

Internalized homophobia represents incorporation of negative 

attitudes and assumptions concerning gay men and lesbian women and 

is usually absorbed from the social environment (Hanley

Hackenbruck, 1989; Sophie, 1984, 1987). Internalized homophobia 

obviously affects one's ability to consider homosexual behavior as a 

viable choice and suggests that one does not have to experience 

disapproval from others to have same-sexed attractions threaten 

self-esteem. Awareness and incorporation of societal hostility 

result in the homophobic homosexual reacting to self in a negative 

fashion (Plummer, 1975). Part of the developmental process for 

lesbians and gays, consequently, includes coming to terms with 

internalized homophobic attitudes as well as dealing with 

homonegativism in others. Internalized homophobia can affect the 

coming out process by lowering self-acceptance and negatively 

influencing the individual's ability to disclose to both heterosexuals 

and other homosexuals (Hall, 1978; Mack, 1986). Although some 

research has been done investigating homophobia in the general 

public (Halpern, 1974; McDonald, 1976), little is available regarding 

internalized homophobia in the lesbian/gay population. However, it 

appears that specific experiences, attitudes, and strategies function 

to decrease levels of internalized homophobia (Cass, 1979, 1984, 
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1984b; deMonteflores & Schultz, 1978; Moses, 1978; Ponse, 1978; 

Sophie, 1987). 

Cognitive restructuring entails changing the meanings 

associated with homosexuality, and homosexual identities thereby 

take on more positive meanings. Such restructuring is often 

accomplished by association with other homosexuals who contradict 

stereotypes and provide positive role models. Association with 

supportive gay men and lesbian women who provide models of 

comfort with identity, faci I itates the cognitive restructuring 

necessary to shift internalized homophobic attitudes which have 

deterred self-acceptance (Cass, 1979, 1984, 1984b; Coleman, 1981-

82; Dank, 1971; deMonteflores & Schultz, 1978; Eisner, 1982; Graham 

et al., 1985; Groves , 1985; Mack, 1986; Minton & McDonald, 1983-84; 

National Gay Task Force; Ort, 1987; Ponse, 1978; Raphael, 1974; 

Sophie, 1984, 1987; Spaulding, 1982). It is paradoxical that to 

change her views regarding lesbian identity, a woman must seek out 

those whom she is likely to consider undesirable before cognitive 

restructuring occurs. The gay community provides social support; 

resocializes the individual; provides a collective history, wisdom, 

mythology, language, and ideology; and provides the opportunity to 

meet other like-minded people, all of which strengthen resistance to 

negative images propagated by society (Gagnon & Simon, 1967). As 

one is repeatedly exposed to the homosexual subculture, habituation 

occurs by which lesbianism becomes usual and normalized (Cass, 
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1979; Pense, 1978; Sophie, 1987). During the normalization process 

and as internalized homophobia decreases, identity labels may change 

reflecting increased comfort with lesbian identity and providing an 

additional method of coping (i.e., use of the bisexual label to retain 

heterosexual advantages while exploring lesbian relationships) 

(deMonteflores & Schultz, 1978; Sophie, 1987). Increased self

disclosure signals decreases in internalized homophobia as the 

homosexual aspect of self is deemed less shameful and therefore 

acceptable to share with others. 

Brooks (1981) indicates that the stress related to disclosure 

decisions is often contingent on anticipated consequences and the 

amount of change that is required. If a high degree of unauthentic 

behavior has been required to maintain self-presentation before 

disclosure, considerable change of attitude and behavior may be 

required of both the discloser and audience with the event of 

disclosure. The discloser must change those behaviors that maintain 

heterosexual assumptions, while the audience struggles to 

accommodate new perceptions of the person. Brooks (1981 ), using a 

sample of 675 lesbians, found that levels of stress decrease with 

disclosure and that the best predictors of effectively coping with 

disclosure consequences are level of self-esteem and the availability 

of an intrinsic reward system (internal resources). She suggests 

that an intrinsic reward system serves as a buffer to external 

devaluation and isolation that may result with disclosure. 
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Similarity, Garrison (1988), in a study of 105 lesbian women, found 

that disclosure and perceived acceptance were related to general 

levels of well being, perceived availability of support, and 

satisfaction with the support network. Adequate support systems 

attenuated the negative effects of rejection. In a study of 44 

married couples, 35 heterosexual cohabiting couples, 50 gay male and 

56 lesbian couples, Kurdek and Schmitt (1987) found that individuals 

in all groups who perceived high degrees of emotional support from 

friends, reported fewer symptoms of psychopathology. They further 

found that while gay and lesbian cohabiting partners perceived less 

support from family than friends, such loss does not endanger 

psychological adjustment. Sophie (1984) indicates that self

disclosure is a major coping technique utilized during homosexual 

identity development and that disclosure can promote self

acceptance or provide further stress depending on the actual 

reactions of others, how disclosure occurs, and the interpretation of 

the other person's response. Pense (1978) also conceptualizes 

disclosure as a coping mechanism which functions to promote 

commitment to lesbian identity by solidifying choice and promoting 

solidarity among women. 

Environmental factors significantly affect the process, and 

coming out may be prolonged or abandoned in geographical locations 

that support more negative attitudes and offer little information or 

where there are few openly homosexual models (Hanley-Hackenbruck, 
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1989). Sophie (1984) found that as sexual orientation changes occur, 

the composition of the social network and environment also change. 

Many women in her study had experienced drastic changes in their 

lives (e.g., a move) shortly before disclosure, which facilitated 

identity change by providing the opportunity to develop new social 

networks. Chance acquaintance with lesbians, gay men, or feminists 

who supported lesbianism; purposeful movement into the gay 

subculture; or establishment of a lover relationship affected self

perception and subsequent disclosure. While possible rejection is 

frequently noted to inhibit disclosure (Fisher, 1983; Loftin, 1981; 

Ort, 1987), Sophie found that negative reaction often precipitated 

changes in the social network to include more supportive others and 

exclude those who were less supportive. In a similar vein, 

Hammersmith and Weinberg (1973) note that data from 2,497 gay 

men in a cross-cultural sample suggest that mental health is 

associated with commitment to a homosexual identity, and while 

support by significant others influences commitment to the identity, 

commitment generates selective evaluation of the importance 

attached to others' opinions. Using path analysis, Gramick (1984) 

found that establishment of a long-term relationship was the 

primary predictor of commitment to stabilization of lesbian identity. 

Similarly, Elliot (1981) indicates that establishment of a long-term 

relationship is the most frequently cited milestone event in the 

process of lesbian identity development. Frequently, the 



establishment of a committed relationship and development of 

friendship networks function as families of creation (Shernoff, 

1984), especially if the family of origin is rejecting. 

79 

Ort's (1987) study of enablers and inhibitors of self-disclosure 

of lesbianism considered variables that facilitated self-revelation 

to various targets in light of Cass' theoretical model of lesbian 

identity formation. A sample of 72 lesbian women indicated that 

disclosure of sexual orientation was significantly related to needs 

for authenticity, attempts to cast off burdens associated with 

hiding, expectations of acceptance, and feelings of strength and 

confidence in identity. Inhibitors of disclosure were most frequently 

related to fears of rejection or judgement. Both a fear of 

repercussions and protection of others are relevant to lack of 

disclosure. As women move through the stages of identity 

development suggested by Cass, inhibitors have less impact and 

enablers generally have more impact. Of 57 enablers, "Going to 

lesbian bars" was the only enabler which decreased with progress 

through developmental stages, suggesting that the bar may serve as 

an initial entry point into the community, but as other contacts are 

made, the bar no longer serves the function it once did. Furthermore, 

enablers were highly correlated with later stages of development and 

increased disclosure, while inhibitors were highly correlated with 

early stages and lack of disclosure. Ort's findings are consistent 

with those of Mack (1986) who found that the willingness to be "out" 
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to others was best predicted by stage of identity development (also 

utilizing Cass' model) and anticipated reaction of others. The more a 

positive reaction was anticipated, the more likely was disclosure 

and congruence with developmental stage. 

Fisher (1983) also found that the leading factors associated 

with disclosure were a desire for support, need to be honest, and 

positive feelings about oneself, whereas fear of rejection, societal 

prejudice, and vocational safety were the factors most frequently 

identified as prohibiting disclosure. Graham et al. (1985) indicated 

that "self-defining lesbians" were more likely to disclose sexual 

orientation and viewed negative response as a challenge, "practical 

lesbians" were more sensitive to risks involved with disclosure and 

weighed consequences more carefully, and "traditional lesbians" 

compromised personal validation for social acceptance. "Practical" 

and "traditional" subjects were more likely to anticipate negative 

repercussions attendant to disclosure, although they had less 

disclosure experience; whereas "self-defining" lesbians rarely were 

concerned about problems of being out and they had more disclosure 

experience. Self-defining lesbians were also more connected to the 

lesbian community, utilizing it for support and a sense of "family" or 

collective strength. Finally, Elliot (1981) indicates that while fear 

of negative outcome may hamper disclosure, negative experiences 

with disclosure do not prevent future disclosure. It appears that 

expectancy is more important in disclosure decisions than actual 
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repercuss ions. Once disclosure has been decided upon, positive 

reactions are utilized as support and to sustain relationships; 

negative reactions, however, may chill a relationship, be attended to 

selectively, or be dismissed. 

Family Disclosure 

Most people rely on their family for sustenance and nurturance, 

a sense of history and future, as well as perpetuation of values 

(Berzon, 1979b). Needing the family for many important functions, 

internalized family expectations take on special significance for 

individual members. Clearly, homosexually oriented persons do not 

meet family expectations that are generally consistent with the 

compulsory heterosexual value of the larger culture. Whereas other 

minorities may regard the family as a haven of safety and support, a 

child's homosexuality can create a barrier between the individual and 

other family members (Brown, 1989; Simpson, 1977). Being gay is 

associated with going against the family and disclosure of 

homosexual identity to one's family of origin carries with it fear of 

rejection. 

Given the prevailing heterosexual bias of this society, it is 

fairly certain that most parents do not deliberately raise their 

children to be homosexual (Fairchild, 1979; Gagnon & Simon, 1967; 

Kiefer Hammersmith, 1987; Weinberg, 1972). Since available models 

of sexual identity development tend to be heterosexual, it is 

heterosexuality that receives implicit support; and by negative 
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injunction, ambiguous information, or absence of information, 

homosexuality is negatively defined and embued with notions of guilt 

(Carl, 1988; Groves, 1985; Hanley-Hackenbruck, 1989; Plummer, 

1975). The implicit devaluation of homosexuality in childrearing, as 

well as social messages received later in life, contributes to 

internalized homophobia and shame which prevents disclosure 

generally. As the individual reconstructs internalized images 

through identification with the gay community and identity is 

increasingly disclosed, internalized homophobia diminishes. 

However, in spite of positive feelings about identity, the fear of 

extreme parental disapproval and even disownment is common 

(Raphael, 1974). Family members appear to be the most difficult to 

approach with disclosure of homosexual identity, and parents are 

typically cited as the most difficult to tell or the last to know 

(Brown, 1989; Elliot, 1981; Fisher, 1983; Garrison, 1988; Loftin, 

1981 ). The most frequently indicated reason for fearfulness 

regarding disclosure to family members is fear of rejection (Fisher, 

1983; Garrison, 1988; Loftin, 1981; Raphael, 1974; Simpson, 1977). 

Anxiety regarding rejection by the family of origin is so 

prevalent that it is shared even by those who have already come out 

to family members (Woodman, 1989). Lack of disclosure may also be 

motivated by a desire to spare the parents unhappiness, an allegiance 

to family values or expectations, shame, or poor general 

communication with the family (Berzon, 1979b; Fisher, 1983; 
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Weinberg, 1972) . Equally varied are factors motivating disclosure to 

the family of origin: joyful self-acceptance, desire to maintain 

intimacy by honest communication, reducing the strains of 

nondisclosure, opening communication that has been blocked by 

secrecy, desire to develop the support system, political reasons, or 

the decision to cohabit with a lover. Destructive reasons include 

rebelliousness, guilt induction, increased alienation, or the desire to 

instigate punishment (Berzon, 1979b; Fairchild, 1979; Lewis, 1984; 

Myers, 1982; Shernoff, 1984; Weinberg, 1972). Disclosure to the 

fam ily represents a turning point and may be done in crisis or only 

after careful consideration of the pros and cons (Lewis, 1984). 

Saghir and Robins {1973) indicate that in their sample of 57 

lesbian women, approximately half suggested that their parents 

definitely knew of their sexual orientation, 29°/o were positive their 

parents did not know and 21 °/o felt their parents suspected. Of the 

parents who knew, approximately half were perceived as relatively 

accepting or compassionate. Most of Saghir and Robins' sample 

indicated that parents learned of their daughter's lesbianism from 

outside sources, such as school authorities, which Raphael (197 4) 

suggests is more likely to precipitate negative reaction. A more 

recent study by Garrison (1988) found more women disclosing 

directly to their . families with more positive results. In Garrison's 

(1988) sample of 105 lesbian women, 62.9o/o had told their parents; 

25.7°/o had not disclosed, but indicated parental awareness; and 11.4°/o 
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indicated that their parents did not know of the daughter's 

lesbianism. Of the disclosing subjects, 67 .6°/o felt accepted by their 

parents while 8.7°/o felt rejected. Most studies find that disclosure 

of homosexuality is more often made to mothers than fathers (Fisher , 

1983; Garrison, 1988; Loftin, 1981; Myers, 1982), and that mothers 

are given a more thorough explanation, whereas fathers are generall y 

provided superficial information (Loftin, 1981 ). It should be noted, 

however, that subjects disclose more frequently and more fully to 

mothers than to fathers in the general population (Jourard, 1971 ). In 

spite of the fact that many initial parental reactions are negative 

(hysterica l fears, threats, or withdrawal of support), many parents 

eventually come to terms with the realities of the situation (Berzon , 

1979b; Kiefer Hammersmith, 1987; Saghir & Robins, 1973; Sauerman, 

1984). Siblings are more often the targets of disclosure, with 

almost 50°/o of most samples indicating disclosure to one or all 

siblings (Fisher, 1983; Loftin, 1981 ). Fisher (1983) found that only 

17o/o did not disclose to any of their siblings. Sophie (1984) ind icates 

that revelations to siblings are generally more selective and 

therefore produce positive results more often than disclosures to 

parents . 

Although disclosure of homosexuality by a child may seem 

sudden to parents, it has usually been a long process of self

reflection and turmoil that culminates in disclosure to the family of 

origin. Similarly, the family will usually require a period of 
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reflection and conflict before they can understand and accept the 

disclosure (Groves, 1985; Sauerman, 1984). The process of 

understanding and acceptance may take from six months to two years 

and generally proceeds through stages of shock, denial, guilt, 

affective expression, personal decision-making, and true acceptance 

(Sauerman, 1984). Most frequently parents react with feelings of 

guilt or self recrimination as they assume responsibility for faulty 

parenting (Berzon, 1979b; Fairchild, 1979; Keifer Hammersmith, 

1987; Shernoff, 1984; Simpson, 1977; Weinberg, 1972). Mothers may 

be especially susceptible to guilt feelings since they are often 

accorded responsibility for raising children. Often a period of 

mourning is necessary as parents recognize the separation of their 

child from themselves and must acknowledge loss of their 

expectations for the child's future (Myers, 1982; Sauerman, 1984). 

Guilt is frequently felt by the discloser as well as self-blame for 

causing the parents such pain (Myers, 1982; Simpson, 1977). 

Lesbians may be particularly susceptible to guilt based on cultural 

injunctions received by women to nurture and protect others in 

relationships. Parental anger, fear, and misinformation may take the 

form of denial, threats, condemnation, hostile questioning, 

disownment, attempts to cure, or even physical violence (Myers, 

1982; Simpson, 1977; Weinberg, 1972). Such rejection reflects 

homophobic attitudes that frequently lessen over time or can be 

decreased by more gradual disclosure (Kiefer Hammersmith, 1987). 
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Gradually, families settle into either supportive acceptance, fragile 

tolerance with minimal acknowledgement, or use the disclosure as a 

staging area for constant conflict where the homosexual becomes the 

family symptom bearer (Sauerman, 1984; Shernoff, 1984). The 

process of change often does not proceed smoothly as issues may be 

reworked numerous times. True acceptance occurs when 

homosexuality is viewed as a legitimate expression of the child's 

uniqueness and the parents are aware of their own and society's 

homophobic oppression (Sauerman, 1984). 

For a time, parents usually perceive the disclosure as an 

unbearable and shameful secret that they are unable to disclose to 

their own support network, leading to feelings of isolation (Brown, 

1989; Kiefer Hammersmith, 1987; Neisen, 1987). Many are unaware 

of support groups such as "Parents and Friends of Lesbians and Gays" 

(PFLAG), and without adequate sources of information or support they 

have more difficulty resolving the crisis (Berzon, 1979b; Kiefer 

Hammersmith, 1987; Myers, 1982; Neisen, 1987). Neisen's (1987) 

study of families adjusting to the revelation of a member's 

homosexuality indicates that most families receive information 

about gays and lesbians from printed material or from homosexual 

acquaintances other than family members. It was much less often 

that Neisen's respondents received information from therapists, 

television or films, clergy, or friends and relatives. Similarly, 

support was garnered from the immediate family or groups such as 
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PFLAG and much less often from support networks utilized in other 

types of crises. Support and accurate information that dispels 

homophobia are the elements that allow acceptance, restructuring, 

and consolidation of the family after disclosure (Kiefer Hammer

smith, 1987; Myers, 1982; Neisen, 1987; Shernoff, 1984). 

Family Patterns 

Historically, considerable effort has been expended to delineate 

etiological familial factors leading to homosexuality, but there have 

been few consistent results. Studies have suggested causative 

factors such as poor relationships between either parent and the 

later identified lesbian child (Miller, Mucklow, Jacobsen, & Signer, 

1980; Saghir & Robins, 1973; Thompson, 1971; Thompson, Schwartz, 

McCandless, & Edwards, 1973); higher rates of parental absenteeism 

due to death, divorce, or neglect (Saghir & Robins, 1973; Simari & 

Baskin, 1982); heterosexual incest or rape (Gundlack, 1977, 1977b; 

Perkins, 1978; Simari & Baskin, 1982); or differences in birth-order 

or sibship characteristics (Gundlack, 1977; Gundlack & Riess, 1967; 

Saghir & Robins, 1973). On the other hand, just as many researchers 

have found that there are no significant familial variables that 

determine the development of a lesbian identity or differentiate 

between lesbian and heterosexual samples (Hare & Moran, 1979; 

Oberstone & Sukoneck, ·1976; Shavelson, Biaggio, Cross & Lehman, 

1980; Siegelman, 1974; Sophie, 1984). Siegelman (1974) points out 

that differences between lesbian and heterosexual samples, with 
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respect to familial factors, greatly diminish when neuroticism is a 

controlled variable. It may be that contamination of pathology with 

homosexuality is largely responsible for the effects noted in early 

studies which frequently used clinical samples. 

Gundlack (1977, 1977b) asserts that the rates of lesbianism 

among only children is increased significantly by sexual abuse, and 

Simari and Baskin (1982) found that only 29°/o of their lesbian sample 

identified as lesbian before the incident of incest. However, the 

rates of sexual abuse in the lesbian population are equivalent to 

rates in the general population (Loulan, 1987; Russell, 1986). Simari 

and Baskin (1982) report that 38°/o of their 29 lesbian subjects were 

incest survivors, which is exactly the same figure reported by Loulan 

(1987) in a sample of 1566 lesbian women and by Russell (1986) 

using a random sample of 930 women from the general population. If 

sexual abuse was causative in the etiology of lesbianism, one would 

expect higher rates of abuse in the lesbian population than in the 

general female population, and this is not the case. 

Only two variables were found in the literature that were not 

contradicted by other evidence. First, Gundlack (1977) and Gundlack 

and Riess (1967) indicate that lesbian women are more often first

born, except in sibships with 5 or more children. The most frequent 

patterns of sibship for lesbian women are suggested to be (1) the 

first-born of 2 females: (2) the middle child of 3 females; (3) the 

first-born female, who has younger brothers; or (4) a later born 
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female, who has as the next older sibling a brother (Gundlack, 1977). 

Clearly birth-order is descriptive not causative; however there has 

been no discussion of how birth-order or sibship might affect the 

developmental process of a lesbian child or subsequent disclosure. 

With the birth of each child, the family's organizational 

complexity and stability needs increase. Based on the work of Toman 

(1961 ), it has been recognized that variations in family composition, 

productivity needs, developmental issues, internal family 

interactions, and interactional patterns with outside groups, result 

in a unique family environment for each child and assumption of 

unique roles (Hoopes & Harper, 1987; Toman, 1961 ). Although a 

multitude of factors influence individual roles within the family, 

characteristic response patterns are evident for each birth-order 

position and are related to family functioning (Hoopes & Harper, 

1987; Toman, 1961 ). Specific role patterns characteristic of each 

sibling position are learned perceptual-behavioral patterns that 

suggest ways in which the individual will relate to other family 

members and functionally fit into the entire family system (Hoopes & 

Harper, 1987). While these patterns vary with individual personality 

and environmental factors, orientation is affected by the value and 

purpose ascribed to given roles and suggests unique psychological 

awarenesses and adaptational behaviors characteristic of birth

order positions. Factors such as multigenerational transmission of 

emotional issues; intrafamily coalitions; family health or 



90 

dysfunction; spacing of children; gender patterns; and the event of 

twins, death, adoption, or illness all affect how birth-order roles 

will be performed, but do not necessarily change the role 

requirements (Hoopes & Harper, 1987). 

Hoopes and Harper (1987) describe the development of 

characteristic patterns and functional roles inherent in various 

birth-order positions. For the first-born, family response is 

exaggerated as hopes, dreams, and desires of the family are focused 

on them. Learning that their actions carry far-reaching 

consequences , first-borns tend to adopt external standards for 

performance and require external validation. Representing explicit 

parental standards for responsibility, success, and social decorum, 

first-borns are overachievers. They tend to support and enforce 

family rules and values, so that the family image is upheld. Goal

oriented and focused on producing outcomes, first-borns are 

concerned with the family's explicit needs. Verbal and analytic 

skills are used for decision-making, while affect may be viewed as 

weak or unproductive. Feeling responsible to and for others, first

borns live up to the expectations of authority figures and attempt to 

enforce family rules and values. First-borns are able to maintain a 

sense of independence and separate identity in conjunction with 

amicable interpersonal interactions. Because they need the approval 

of others, the threat of disapproval is met with argument or 

rationalization. 
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Second-born children feel responsible for stability in the 

family and are insecure when new or unsettling situations occur. 

With first-borns responsible for explicit family rules, second-barns 

detect and make explicit the emotional needs of the family. Process 

is more important than product to them. Second children derive their 

identities from sensitivity to the feelings of others and may have 

difficulty separating themselves from others. If second-barns are 

able to recognize their own feelings, needs, and uniqueness, they will 

function more independently and with more positive self-esteem. 

Third-barns tend to feel responsible for the dynamics and 

quality of dyads within the family. As nonparticipant negotiators in 

the family, they move in and out of various dyads to identify issues 

and facilitate resolution. Their focus is on problem-solving , 

however, rather than communication processes. Freedom to be 

independent is necessary to the third-born's role of encouraging 

harmony in relationships. Similar to third-barns, fourth-barns 

receive messages to maintain family harmony. However fourth-barns 

seek to preserve the integrity of the entire family. As family 

trouble-shooter, they are frequently the first to sense pain in others 

and attempt to minimize any disruption or tension. Independent and 

impulsive fourth-barns experience threats to self-esteem when they 

are unable to maintain family unity. Fifth or later-barns tend to 

repeat the above patterns or to combine patterns. Based on 

functional family roles, it appears reasonable to assume that birth-
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order would affect a lesbian woman's comfort with her lesbian 

identity and subsequent disclosure. 

The second variable that is apparent in the developmental 

histories of lesbian women is a high incidence of "tomboyishness" in 

childhood (Saghir & Robins, 1973; Thompson, 1971; Thompson, et al., 

1973). However, Saghir and Robins (1973) point out, tomboyishness 

is frequently found in the developmental histories of heterosexually 

identified women as well, with a prevalence in the general 

population that is five times that of lesbian identification. While 

tomboyishness therefore can not be considered causative, it may be a 

precursor to the self-reliance, independence, and assertiveness more 

often found in lesbian women and frequently associated with 

masculine sex-role expectations (Eisner, 1982; Elliot, 1981; 

Oberstone & Sukoneck, 1976; Thompson, 1971; Thompson, et al., 

1973; Young-Eisendrath & Wiedemann, 1984). 

It appears that lesbians can not be considered to have unique 

developmental histories and evidence the same variability of family 

factors as does the general heterosexual population (Shavelson, et 

al., 1980). Consequently, the families of lesbian women might best 

be understood in terms of general family dynamics rather than in 

terms of homosexuality (Gagnon & Simon, 1967) 

Individuation 

A question ignored by currently available research is whether 

antecedent patterns of communication and ability to express 
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difference in the family of origin are related to the speed with which 

an individual is able to move through the developmental process and 

disclose homosexual identity. The family provides the earliest 

context for rewarding or punishing behaviors and thereby teaches the 

individual what behaviors are acceptable within given contexts. 

Although the healthy family provides emotional support and cognitive 

rules for behavior, each individual member must be able to detach 

from the family unit and function as a separate unique person 

(Bowen, 1976; 1978; Caviness, 1981; Hoffman, 1981; Karpel & 

Strauss, 1983; Lewis, Beavers, Gosset, & Phillips, 1976; Minuchin, 

1974). Conceptualized by Bowen (1976, 1978), the developmental 

process by which individuals become increasingly differentiated and 

able to balance closeness and separateness from the family is known 

as individuation (Bowen, 1976, 1978; Caviness, 1981; Hoopes & 

Harper, 1987; Karpel, 1976; Spaulding, 1982). Individuation of family 

members is necessary for both individual identity development and 

healthy family interaction. When a family is enmeshed, autonomous 

functioning is sacrificed for a sense of belonging. However, 

disengaged family systems lose the capacity for loyalty and 

interdependent supportiveness, in the name of individual autonomy 

(Minuchin, 1974). For healthy functioning, people must be free to 

move toward each other for support and intimacy but move away 

when collective rules and functioning become stifling (Caviness, 

1981). 
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The healthy family evidences a fluidity of behavior that allows 

both blending and separation as necessary. Obviously, the autonomy 

needs of individuals vary and as younger family members (children) 

get older, the family (particularly parents) must make 

accommodations for increased age-appropriate responsibility to be 

assumed. Young children rely on the guidance, control, and support of 

parents in the socialization process. However, as they grow older, 

they will be confronted with a variety of information and values 

which must be synthesized and integrated independently. If the 

family environment has encouraged exploration and autonomy, the 

child will be free to consider viewpoints and perceptions that differ 

from his or her own when confronted with the broad spectrum of 

ideas offered by the larger social system. In an environment that is 

secure, tolerant, and respectful of difference, the child is able to 

avoid or resolve conflicts of data and develop a worldview that 

integrates a variety of information, even if this integration process 

results in rejection of parental values (Karpel & Strauss, 1983; 

Minuchin, 1974). An individual who has differentiated from the 

family of origin will feel able to direct his or her own opinions; 

choose to express or not express, regardless of social pressure; take 

responsibility; establish and maintain boundaries; and feel 

comfortable initiating or declining intimacy (Baruth & Huber, 1984; 

Bray, Williamson, & Malone, 1984; Spaulding, 1982). If, on the other 

hand, the family has provided a context in which its values must be 
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rigidly adhered to, the child may exclude new incongruous 

information as a survival strategy. When a family is enmeshed, there 

is little tolerance for difference, and separation and autonomy of the 

individual is much harder to achieve (Baruth & Huber, 1984; Hoffman, 

1981; Karpel & Strauss, 1983; Lewis, et al., 1976). Such families are 

less tolerant of individual difference because the independence of 

members is viewed as a threat to the family system and its rigidly 

held attitudes. Growth, change, or any indication of separateness is 

perceived as disloyalty or betrayal and may generate guilt and 

anxiety (Bowen, 1976, 1978; Karpel, 1976). As the family system 

pushes for blendedness, ignoring or rejecting differences between 

people, the individual conforms in thought, feeling, and action 

(Caviness, 1981 ). Individuals who have not emotionally separated 

from the family of origin are relationship oriented, devote 

considerable energy toward gaining approval from others, and may 

have difficulty with independent problem solving (Baruth & Huber, 

1984). 

Hatfield (1986) notes that the affectional climate in the family 

of origin is a major predictor of current sexual attitudes. Children 

whose parents had been less tolerant of sexually differentiated 

attitudes and behavior, and whose parents are more punitive, have 

lower levels of self-esteem, higher levels of anxiety and depression, 

more difficulty with interpersonal intimacy, and are more likely to 

act out aggressive impulses directed at members of the opposite sex 
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(Hatfield, 1986). Individuals who have experienced less tolerance 

anrl are less differentiated from the family of origin may have more 

difficulty dealing with the incongruence experienced during the 

coming out process. If it is dangerous to express difference in one's 

family, then the social environment may be perceived as more 

hostile. Lowered self-esteem and difficulty with intimacy may also 

affect the ability to resolve internalized and societal homophobia as 

well as reduce comfort with disclosure of homosexual difference. 

Alternatively, the task of acknowledging difference, overcoming 

internalized homophobic attitudes, integrating a previously 

unacceptable part of the self, and finding one's place in a foreign 

subculture may stimulate individuation (Hanley-Hackenbruck, 1989). 

Rationale 

The National Gay Task Force suggests that when homosexuals 

are "closeted" or forced by a homophobic society to deny who they 

are, their "lives are never really permitted to be whole or integrated" 

(p. 1 ). "Coming out is a step towards greater integration ... [and] 

leads ... towards fuller and more honest and satisfying relationships 

with those around us" (National Gay Task Force, p. 1 ). Empirical 

evidence supports this notion, finding that openness regarding one's 

lesbianism or gayness is associated with psychological health and 

that coming out is a process determined by an interaction of internal 

and external factors (Cass, 1979; Graham et al., 1985; Mack, 1985; 

Minton & McDonald, 1983-84). Given the continually growing body of 
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evidence that comfort with lesbian/gay identity and ability to self

disclose sexual orientation is conducive to mental health, it 

behooves mental health professionals and practitioners to gain a 

greater understanding of the processes related to adoption and 

disclosure of a homosexual identity. Consistent with the American 

Psychological Association's assertions and more current empirical 

evidence, the focus must shift from homophobic judgmental 

pathologizing to greater understanding of the developmental tasks of 

homosexual identity development, strategies utilized to cope with 

internalized personal and societal homophobia, and the factors that 

facilitate integration of homosexual identity allowing healthy 

disclosure. 

While numerous models of lesbian/gay identity formation have I 

been proposed, Cass' (1979) interactive model is of interest to this 

study for a variety of reasons. There are, of course, many 

similarities and considerable overlap between the models of 

homosexual identity formation presented by various authors; Cass, 

however, is the clearest in definition of terms, evaluation of the 

literature, and delineation of stages. Cass' interactive model is built 

on cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger, 1957), which is a well

established phenomenon. Homosexual identity formation is viewed as 

an evolutionary process in which integration of social and self 

perceptions results in congruence of cognitive, affective, and 

behavioral components. Incongruence between intrapersonal and 
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interpersonal aspects of identity result in changes of either interna l 

self-perception or changes of interactional behavior until congruence 

is achieved and dissonance quelled. The complexity of Cass' model 

accounts for numerous outcomes including foreclosure or 

nonhomosexual identity choices (Sophie, 1984). The model accounts 

for choice based in a context cognizant of individual personality, 

world view, and self-concept, as well as social, cultural , and 

historical environment. Because Cass based her theory on experience 

with both clinical and nonclinical samples, it would seem to access 

subjects who are in the process of identity change (Sophie, 1984), 

and change across stages is clearly defined. Because Cass describes 

each stage with behavioral, cognitive, and affective referents, her 

model lends itself to assessment of an experience that is diff icu It to 

define or operationalize. Because Cass' model is the most commonly 

researched (Ort, 1987), it allows comparison with the outcomes of 

other studies. Cass is also the only investigator to develop and test 

an instrument, the Stage Allocation Measure (SAM), that coincides 

with her theory (1984b). 

Given the overwhelming evidence that gay men and lesbian 

women evidence very different experiences related to gender-role 

differences, only lesbian women will be utilized for the purposes of 

this study. The wealth of information concerning homosexuality is 

directed toward concern with gay men. A focus on lesbians will 

further understanding of female experience and avoid the tendency to 
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view lesbians as similar to gay men by virtue of shared same-sex 

preference. The variable of individuation, as well as other family of 

origin variables, may differ considerably for the sexes due to gender 

specific socialization processes. It is hoped that a within-sex study 

will decrease the possible confounding effects of gender-role 

expectations. 

While speculation has been offered regarding the factors that 

facilitate movement through the stages of lesbian identity 

formation, little empirical evidence is available to delineate these. 

This study considers how an individual's experience in the family of 

origin might be related to current ability to proceed with identity 

development and disclosure in terms of antecedent communication 

patterns, tolerance for differentiation, and attitudes. Because the 

family provides early training for what behaviors, values, and 

attitudes are acceptable, and either encourages or dissuades 

autonomy, it may support or hinder the individuation process. Family 

and social attitudes toward homosexuality may directly influence the 

ability to identify as lesbian, but lack of general individuation from 

the family may further hamper modification of internalized 

proscriptions against homosexuality and thus delay positive 

identification or integration. Adequate individuation from the family 

of origin is expected to provide a context of comfort in the process 

of choice and responsibility in the expression of sexual difference, 

regardless of pressure to conform. On the other hand, poorly 



100 

differentiated individuals are expected to have more trouble dealing 

with the incongruence of the homosexual identity process and to be 

more concerned about the negative reaction of others. Violation of 

stereotypical sex-roles (McDonald, 1976) might also prove stressful 

for the \ less individuated person and therefore suggest that 

conservative sex-role attitudes or expectations would parallel 

internalized homophobia (Halpern, 1974) as well as slower lesbian 

identity development. 

The Pilot Study 

A pilot study was conducted (Kahn, 1988) in a midwestern 

metropolitan area, utilizing Cass' (1984b) Stage Allocation Measure 

(SAM); a retrospective SAM (RSAM), developed for this study; the 

Openness Questionnaire (Graham et al., 1985); the Personal Authority 

in the Family System Questionnaire (PAFSQ) (Bray et al., 1984); the 

Attitudes Towards Women Scale, Short Form (AWS), developed by 

Spence et al. (1973); and a measure of internalized homophobia 

developed for this study. Of 250 questionnaire packets distributed, 

81 (32.4°/o) respondents anonymously returned completed surveys. 

Generally the sample was well-educated, professional, and 

Caucasian, and it is similar to lesbian samples in other voluntary 

studies (Chapman & Brannock, 1987; Eisner, 1982; Elliot, 1981; 

Garrison, 1988; Loftin, 1981; O'Carolan, 1982; Pense, 1978; Sophie, 

1984; Spaulding, 1982; Thompson et al., 1973). 
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Consistent with Cass' formulations few early-stage lesbians 

were identified, possibly because they are less likely to attend the 

predominantly lesbian functions where these questionnaires were 

distributed. The majority of respondents identified at stages of 

Identity Acceptance (37.1°/o), Pride (32.9°/o), and Synthesis (22.9°/o). 

Positive correlations between the SAM and Openness Questionnaire (r 

= .58, p < .0001) suggest that subjective labelling and behavior are 

relatively congruent. As established norms regarding lesbian 

identity and disclosure are increasingly challenged, a parallel 

challenging of other socially defined norms is evidenced by 

correlations between the Openness Questionnaire, the AWS, and 

homophobia. A feminist orientation was strongly associated with 

decreased homophobia (r = -.69, p < .0001) and more open behavior (r 

= -.35, p < .01 ). Those lesbians who were more homophobic and more 

traditional with respect to women's roles were less likely to discuss 

sexual orientation in therapy (if they'd been in therapy) and more 

likely to perceive the therapist's reaction as negative. 

Family of origin dynamics, as measured by the PAFSQ, were 

associated with identity development and disclosure in complex 

ways. While Personal Authority was significantly associated with 

the ability to express feminist ideology (r = .35, p < .01) and more 

liberal attitudes regarding homosexuality (r = -.40, p < .001 ), it was 

not associated with identity development and negatively correlated 

with disclosure. Negative correlations between lntergenerational 
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Intimacy and disclosure specifically to family members suggests 

that family intimacy may paradoxically increase the risks of 

disclosure in that possible loss of relationship outweighs the need 

for openness. lntergenerational Intimidation appeared to be more 

strongerly associated with all other measures than any PAFSQ 

subscale. High levels of intimidation were correlated with greater 

triangulation between the respondent and her parents (r = .23, p < 

.05), lower stages of identity development on the SAM (r = .41, p < 

.001 ), less open behavior (r = .45, p < .001 ), as well as less feminist 

attitudes (r = -.24, p < .05) and more internalization of homophobic 

attitudes (r = .38, p < .001 ). Perceived intimidation by the family of 

origin showed a more complicated relationship to identity 

development and disclosure than is apparent in the correlations. 

Regression analyses were completed separately for dependent 

variables openness and identity development (SAM). A significant 

main effect (p < .01) for lntergenerational Intimidation was found for 

Openness. Figure 1 illustrates that women who have feminist 

attitudes behave more openly than traditionally oriented women, but 

a lack of intimidation greatly enhances the ability of feminist 

lesbians to be open. For the SAM, significant main effects were 

found for Attitudes Towards Women (p < .05) and lntergenerational 

Intimidation (p < .01 ), as well as an interaction of AWS X 

lntergenerational Intimidation (p < .05). Figure 2 depicts the 

interaction for identity development (SAM). Again more feminist 
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lesbians who are less intimidated have achieved higher stages of 

development according to Cass' model. However, feminists who 

perceive more intergenerational intimidation are at lower levels of 

identity development than intimidated women who hold more 

conservative attitudes regarding women's roles . 

Since retrospective data suffers the limitations of selective 

memory and biographical reconstruction, the RSAM was used with 

recognition of these limitations. Asked to determine the ages at 

which they had experienced any relevant descriptors on the SAM 

other than the currently identified description, five patterns or paths 

of development emerged that were each associated with a clear 

constellation of characteristics. The "Early NA" group (15°/o) had 

never identif ied as heterosexual, experienced Identity Confusion 

before or during puberty, progressed through subsequent stages 

quickly and evenly, and all currently identified at Identity 

Acceptance or Pride. The "Early & Middle NA" group (11 °/o) never 

identified as heterosexual; skipped both early and middle stages as 

identified by Cass (all but one skipped Tolerance); progressed quickly 

to currently identified stages of Acceptance, Pride , and Synthesis 

(44°/o). The Early & Middle NA women were more like each other in 

their rate of development, progressed through stages more rapidly, 

and achieved higher stages of development at younger ages than any 

other group in the sample. The "Middle NA" group (17°/o) identified as 
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heterosexual until their 20's, skip some of Cass' middle stages (12 

did not experience Tolerance), progress through stages more quickly 

once questioning of sexual identity begins, but only 29°/o identify 

themselves as having achieved Synthesis. The "Jumped" group (3°/o) 

suddenly identified Tolerance, Acceptance, or Pride as relevant in 

their 20's but did not indicate any identification or perception before 

that time; and each had shifted to the next sequential stage for 

current identifications of Acceptance, Pride, and Synthesis. While 

these women may in fact, belong in other categories or may have 

misunderstood instructions for the RSAM, they were maintained as a 

separate group since their process is actually unclear. The final 

pattern noted in this sample is the "Progression" group (41 °/o) who 

proceed through all of Cass' stages. This group showed considerable 

variability in terms of age and speed with which they proceed, and 

only 18°/o have achieved Synthesis. Progress through stages may be 

rather uniform, gain momentum, or alternate between short and long 

stages. 

Regression analyses for group membership (pattern of 

development) and rate of development were completed for identity 

development (SAM) and openness. For openness, a significant main 

effect was found for group (p < .05) and the interaction group X rate 

was significant (p < .001 ). Figure 3 indicates the interaction. Figure 

4 shows the significant group X rate interaction for the SAM (p < .01 ). 

Curiously, it was found that while the SAM is significantly 
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correlated (r = .58, p < .0001) with openness, figures 3 and 4 indicate 

opposite configurations in terms of developmental rate for these 

variables. 

Except for women who characteristically skip early as well as 

middle stages of Cass' model (the "Early & Middle NA" group), women 

who show a fast rate of development are at higher stages of the SAM, 

but show less open behavior than women who progress through stages 

more slowly. Alternatively, women who progress more slowly are 

generally at lower levels on the SAM and show more open behavior 

(except the "Early & Middle NA"). For the "Early & Middle NA" group, 

those women who progress at a faster rate are at an early stage but 

show more open behavior than those who exhibit a slower rate of 

development. The highest levels of openness are shown by "Jumped," 

fast-rate "Early & Middle NA," and slow-rate "Middle NA" women. The 

highest levels of stage attainment are shown by slow-rate "Early & 

Middle NA" women. Since overall means and correlations suggest 

that higher stage attainment would be associated with more open 

behavior, groups that show less open behavior, although they have 

attained higher stages, may have integrated disclosing behavior into 

the openness repertoire less adequately in their faster development. 

Although these women subjectively place themselves at stages that 

suggest integration of sexual identity, their actual comfort with 

behavioral components may lag. Women who progress less quickly 

may have time to integrate changes more fully and therefore be more 
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comfortable with disclosure even at lower stages of identity 

development. 
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The pilot study both revealed limitations and generated 

additional questions. From a methodological standpoint, the sample 

could not be considered random nor representative, as it was 

generally well-educated, professional, and Caucasian. Working with 

a hidden population in which response was dependent on return 

mailing of a survey that required approximately 1.5 hours to 

complete probably limited the sample to those of higher education 

and commitment. The length and complexity made the questionnaire 

packet cumbersome, and the study would have benefited from 

inclusion of only relevant questionnaires and subscales. The pilot 

study was notably ineffective in securing age information. 

Approximately half the sample failed to provide a birthdate, which 

made evaluation of cohort effects impossible. Inclusion of cohort 

information would be valuable and the demographic section should 

have gathered these data more carefully. It is also clear that women 

at the earlier stages of identity development are by definition not 

easily found. The methods used to distribute questionnaires needed 

to include special efforts to locate difficult to find early stage 

lesbians as well as a wider range of ethnic, educational, and 

socioeconomic respondents. 

While use of the Openness Questionnaire indicates significant 

correlation between behavioral measures and the more subjective 

measure of the SAM, interaction effects noted in the regression 

analysis suggested the need for careful interpretation of 
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correlations and further indicated the utility of including both 

measures. Demand characteristics, self-report bias, and 

biographical reconstruction may operate for both these instruments. 

However, the pilot study indicated discrepancy between SAM 

identification and actual behavior on the Openness Questionnaire for 

some groups. The possibility of demand characteristics which press 

one to endorse fast and effective attainment of Identity Synthesis 

exists, yet it does seem that actual disclosure would also be 

endorsed if this explanation was operating. Furthermore, only 21 °/o of 

the total pilot sample endorsed Identity Synthesis, theoretically the 

most desirable endorsement. Many respondents spontaneously 

reported skipping of stages, jumping back and forth between stages, 

or overlapping of stages, defying the implied sequence and demand 

characteristics. The Openness Questionnaire, sensitive to actual 

behavior, was therefore retained as a check on the more subjective 

SAM. Unfortunately, a longitudinal study was beyond the scope of 

this project, and the hazards of retrospective data collection with 

the RSAM are acknowledged as a compromise necessary to gain 

information concerning the process of identity formation. 

While variability in the developmental process of homosexual 

identity formation has been alluded to by various researchers 

(Graham, et al., 1985; Ponse, 1978), none has clearly defined the 

various patterns of development. The differences noted by Ponse 

(1978) between "primary," "elective," and "idiosyncratic" lesbians 
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and Graham's, et al. (1985) "self-defining," "practical," and 

"traditional" lesbians are similar to the various paths or patterns of 

development noted in the pilot study. While differences have been 

noted in the process of development previously, none has been tied to 

any model of identity development. There have been no attempts to 

explore antecedent factors that may be contributory; nor have the 

implications of characteristic patterns been considered in light of 

projected developmental tasks, likely speed of resolution, possible 

outcome, or beneficial therapeutic interventions. Further study of 

the groups noted in the pilot study was expected to clarify 

descriptors of each pattern, uncover possible predictive factors, and 

suggest beneficial interventions for specific types of women. 

Coding the speed or rate of development proved difficult and 

the meaning of the resultant "rate" measure is unclear. To assess 

speed, the ages retrospectively reported for each stage were coded 1n 

the following manner. The highest age reported for a particular 

stage was used to determine its code. Codes represented the 

benchmark age of the 5 year age-range that the reported age fit into. 

For example, a reported age of 22 was coded for the 21-25 year age

range and a benchmark age of 23 was used for calculation purposes . 

Two measures of rate were determined. General-rate assumes 

that the developmental process begins at birth and proceeds to 

whatever stage of Cass' model is currently endorsed. Although 

subjects may not endorse certain stages, the general-rate assumes 
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that these stages were somehow traversed and thus does not 

consider the unique path of development. It does, however, assume 

that the socialization processes , present from birth, that influence 

sexual identity development are part of the path and process. 

General-rate = age at current stage 
current stage 

Path-rate uses only the ages and stages specified by subjects as part 

of their developmental process. It utilizes the age of Identity 

Confusion as the starting point of homosexual identity formation and 

recognizes only those stages actually endorsed as relevant to a 

subject's developmental process. 

Path-rate = age of current stage - age at Identity Confusion 

Number of stages endorsed 

Path-rate also gives a measure of mean number of years per 

developmental stage for each subject. Neither method accounts for 

regression to earlier stages. 

General-rate appeared to be more highly correlated with 

variables than path-rate. Those women reporting a faster rate of 

development also indicate more advanced stages of development on 

the SAM (r = .44, p < .001 ), more open behavior generally (r = -.24, p < 

.05), openness with parents (r = -.26, p < .05). General-rate was also 

found to account for more variability in the multiple regression 
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analysis. Further evaluation of developmental speed and the "rate" 

measure would be beneficial. 

Hypotheses 

The current study was designed to further assess the 

relationship between family dynamics, sex-role attitudes, identity 

development and disclosure of a lesbian identity. Further 

investigation of the various paths of development suggested by the 

pilot study was also a goal. Descriptive data relevant to identified 

patterns of development was sought with regard to family dynamics, 

birth-order, cohort , speed of development and developmental course. 

Additionally, information concerning cohort effects, birth-order, and 

sibship was gathered and assessed for possible influence on identity 

development and disclosure. 

The hypotheses of this inquiry were: 

1. Levels of lntergenerational Intimidation on the PAFSQ would be 

related to identity development and disclosure such that higher 

levels of intimidation by the family of origin would be associated 

with earlier stages of lesbian identity formation, slower rates of 

lesbian identity development, less open behavior, and more 

traditional sex-role attitudes. lntergenerational Intimidation was 

also expected to be negatively correlated with Personal Authority 

on the PAFSQ and to have a greater impact on first-borns than 

other birth-order positions. 
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2. Lower levels of intergenerational fusion and thus greater 

individuation would be associated with higher levels of Personal 

Authority (PAFSQ), faster lesbian identity development, later 

stages of identity development on the SAM, and greater openness 

in disclosure behavior. 

3. lntergenerational Intimacy (PAFSQ) would be associated with less 

likelihood of family disclosure; although identity development 

(SAM) and general disclosure would not be affected. 

4. Lesbians with more traditional sex-role attitudes (AWS) would be 

less open and progress through the developmental sequence more 

slowly. Those with more liberal sex-role attitudes would show 

more open disclosing behavior regarding lesbian identity, would be 

more individuated from the family on the PAFSQ, and would 

proceed more quickly through the developmental process. 

5. Lesbians who were older when they became aware of same-sexed 

attractions would have done so at a time when they could be 

expected to be more individuated and thus would proceed through 

developmental stages more rapidly. 

6. Women who were younger when they first recognized same-sexed 

attractions were expected to be at later stages on the SAM, as 

they had had longer to integrate changes; however open disclosure 

was expected to be more highly correlated with level of 

individuation on the PAFSQ then length of time since first 

homosexual awareness. 
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7. Chronologically older lesbians would show cohort effects 

reflecting more traditional sex-role attitudes and would proceed 

through the developmental process at a slower rate, regardless of 

individuation. 

8. Birth-order and sibship constellations were expected to be 

associated with identity disclosure such that: 

A. First-borns, while more concerned about the approval of 

authority figures, would be task oriented and proceed through 

identity development rather quickly once identification was 

made. Independent and more concerned with fact than affect, 

they would be more likely to disclose homosexual identity and 

to skip affectively conflicted stages, moving directly to action 

oriented stages (Tolerance, Acceptance, Pride). Higher levels 

of individuation and personal authority (PAFSQ) were expected 

from first-borns, although they might be more susceptible to 

family intimidation and triangulation. First-borns were 

expected to have the highest rates of disclosure and openness 

of all birth-order positions. 

B. Middle-barns who tend to make the implicit explicit and are 

relationship oriented were expected to recognize homosexual 

attractions at a younger age and proceed through stages more 

evenly as they integrated affective, cognitive, and behavioral 

components. Because boundaries might be more diffuse with 

members of their family of origin, lower levels of individuation 
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were expected and disclosure may be inhibited by an effort to 

maintain harmonious family relationships. 

C. Youngest children were expected to be concerned with family 

unity and harmony, taking care of others at the expense of their 

own disclosure. lntergenerational intimidation, fusion, and 

intimacy were expected to be higher for the last-borns and thus 

disclosure less likely. 

D. Only children were expected to respond much as first-borns. 

Because family expectations rest fully on them, they were 

expected to evidence the highest levels of family fusion and 

triangulation. Disclosure would also be lower and lesbian 

identity development slower. 

9. Patterns of development similar to those found in the pilot study 

were expected to emerge. Each pattern was expected to be 

associated with a specific constellation of characteristics 

including speed of development, relevant stages, sequence of 

stages, likelihood of achieving Identity Synthesis, and congruence 

of identity identification with openness behavior. 



Subjects 

Chapter Three 

Method 

Subjects were self-identified lesbians who responded to 

questionnaires distributed in Berkeley, California; Greeley, Colorado; 

Dallas/Denton, Texas; Atlanta, Georgia; Bloomington, Indiana; 

Cincinnati, Ohio; Madison, Wisconsin; Walhala, Michigan; and Nashua, 

New Hampshire. It was hoped that distribution across the United 

States would increase generalizability of the results. Based on Ort's 

(1987) finding that women utilize different components of the 

lesbian social environment at different developmental stages, a 

wide range of distribution sources was utilized. Six-hundred 

questionnaire packets were distributed at meetings of lesbian/gay 

organizations (support groups and political groups), community 

functions (coffeehouses, women's sporting events and workshops), 

at locations serving lesbians (women's bookstores, lesbian/gay bars, 

and mental health professionals identified as lesbian affirmative by 

the gay community), and through friendship networking (Chapman & 

Brannock, 1987; Moses, 1978; Pense, 1978; Oberstone & Sukoneck, 

1976; O'Carolan, 1982). Use of friendship networking (or a snowball 

sample) is identified by O'Carolan (1982) as a common method of 

generating a sample when working with an elusive population, and it 

is frequently used in gay/lesbian research. Prospective lesbian 

11 8 
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participants were asked to anonymously respond to a packet of 

questionnaires assessing identity development, openness about their 

lifestyle in various situations, family communication, and sex-role 

attitudes. Participation was voluntary and could be discontinued at 

any time. 

Instruments 

All prospective participants received a packet of introductory 

information, instructions, and questionnaires (Appendix A). The 

introductory page explained the nature of the study, emphasizing 

anonymity, informed participants of their right to discontinue at any 

time, provided instructions for participation, and informed 

respondents of the procedure to secure results of the study. A 

signed consent statement on the introductory page, completion of 

the questionnaires and return of the questionnaire packet 

constituted informed consent. A section of general demographic 

information included further questions concerning family 

constellation, personal perceptions and preference for various labels 

{i.e., lesbian, gay, bisexual, feminist), and therapy experience. The 

remaining questionnaires were counterbalanced, with items 

numbered continuously, to avoid order effects. 

Stage Allocation Measure and Retrospective Stage Allocation 

Measure. Cass' (1984b) Stage Allocation Measure (SAM) and a 

retrospective SAM (RSAM) were completed. The SAM consists of 

paragraphs describing Cass' proposed stages of identity development 
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and a pre-stage 1 description of heterosexuality. From the 16 

dimensions hypothesized by Cass as relevant to the identity 

acquisition process, Cass chose those considered central to the 

developmental process at each stage to develop stage descriptors. 

In Cass' (1984b) study of the SAM's validity, she compared SAM self

definition of 178 subjects with predicted and given responses to 

specific aspects of the 16 dimensions relevant to her model. For 

example, possible responses for the dimension of commitment 

include: "I am quite certain I am not homosexual," "I am fairly 

certain I am not a homosexual," "I believe I may be a homosexual," 

and "I am fairly certain I am a homosexual." If the model is a valid 

conception of identity formation, then Stage 1 individuals would be 

predicted to choose the first response; Stage 2 the first or second 

response; Stage 3 the third or fourth response; and Stages 4, 5, and 6 

the fifth response. Cass (1984b) indicates that the SAM has content, 

_concurrent, and construct validity. Although she found some blurring 

between Stages 1 and 2 and between Stages 5 and 6, discriminant 

analysis indicated that six stages can be distinguished and the 

ordering of stages is accurate. Concurrent and content validity is 

also suggested by correlations found in studies by Mack (1986), Ort 

(1987), and Kahn (1988). Mack (1986) found that for 95 subjects the 

SAM correlated r = .66, p < .001 with behavioral outness on the 

Openness Questionnaire. In Crt's study of 72 lesbians the SAM was 

correlated r = .51, p < .001 with the behavioral section of the 
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Openness Questionnaire. Enablers of identity development were 

more highly correlated with each stage of the SAM in a progressive 

fashion, while inhibitors were more powerful at early stages and 

progressively became less correlated as development and stage 

identification progressed. The SAM was correlated r = .50, p < .0001 

with the Openness Questionnaire in the pilot study for this inquiry 

and negatively correlated r = -.29, p < .01 with a measure of 

internalized homophobia (Kahn, 1988). 

The SAM was modified such that stages 5 and 6 included 

reference to political activism supportive of gay rights. This change 

was based on consensus recommendation of 61 lesbians from two 

support groups (Slightly Older Lesbians [33] and Lesbian Support 

Group [28]) that assisted in pretesting of questionnaires for the 

pilot study (Kahn, 1988). The SAM asked respondents to select the 

one paragraph that best described them currently, whereas the RSAM 

requested retrospective notation of the age range at which any other 

descriptions were applicable. 

The Openness Questionnaire. The Openness Questionnaire 

(Graham et al., 1985) assesses how disclosing of lesbian identity 

the subject is in various situations (to the lesbian/gay community, 

mother, father, siblings, employer, co-workers, heterosexual 

friends, and the public). Possible responses to each target include: 

"present as heterosexual"; "present as neither heterosexual nor 

homosexual"; "present as homosexual, but not discuss it"; "present as 
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homosexual, and discuss it"; or "the situation does not apply." Three 

sections of the Openness Questionnaire assess actual behavior 

towards various targets, expectations concerning the effect of being 

open to specific targets, and how important it is to the respondent 

to be open to that target. The Openness Questionnaire was developed 

to assess the relationship between openness in various situations 

and psychological health. It has face and content validity. The 

previously cited correlations between the SAM and Openness 

Questionnaire noted by Mack (1986), Ort (1987), and Kahn (1988) 

suggest concurrent validity. Furthermore, Ort (1987) found that the 

Openness Questionnaire was the best predictor of inhibitors of 

identity development. All scales of the Openness Questionnaire .are 

highly intercorrelated, however only the behavioral aspects of 

openness were critical to this study. Because the pilot study 

indicated the need for a more concise format, only the behavioral 

component of the Openness Questionnaire was utilized in the current 

study. 

Personal Authority jn the Family System Questionnaire. 

Family dynamics were assessed with the Personal Authority in the 

Family System Questionnaire (PAFSQ), developed by Bray et al. 

(1984). The PAFSQ evaluates intergenerational relationships, power 

shifts and individuation from the family of origin by assessing 

relational interactive behavior patterns between the respondent and 

each parent, the subject's significant other, and the subject's 
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children. One-hundred-thirty-two items on a 5-point Likert scale 

assess dimensions of: (1) Fusion/Individuation with Mate, (2) 

lntergenerational Fusion/Individuation, (3) Mate Intimacy, (4) 

lntergenerational Intimacy, (5) Nuclear Family Triangulation, (6) 

lntergenerational Triangulation, (7) lntergenerational Intimidation, 

and (8) Personal Authority. Content, face, concurrent, and construct 

validity were assessed in a series of studies by Bray et al. (1984b). 

Concurrent validity has been established between the PAFSQ and the 

Family Adaptability and Cohesion and Evaluation Scales (FACES-I and 

FACES-II) (Olson, Bell, & Portner, 1978; Olson, Portner, & Bell, 

1982), the Dyadic Adjustment Scale (DAS) (Spanier, 1976), and the 

Symptom Index (Sheely, 1982). Significant correlations were found 

for the Cohesion scale of the FACES as well as for the DAS and the 

Symptom Index. Reliability studies with nonclinical populations 

result in internal consistency coefficients ranging from .82 to .95 

and a mean test-retest reliability of .74 (Bray et al., 1984b). Some 

scales of the PAFSQ are affected by gender and age. Women show 

higher mean levels for the intimacy scales than men. Components of 

the Personal Authority scale appear to shift with age: for those 

under age 25, lntergenerational Intimacy is a component of Personal 

Authority; but for those older than 25, Personal Authority is 

associated with lntergenerational Intimidation (J. Bray, personal 

communication, February 16, 1989). Moderate levels of Personal 

Authority are associated with adequate overall functioning, wh ile 
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either high or low levels are associated with poorer functioning (J. 

Bray, personal communication, February 16, 1989). For those under 

age 25, Personal Authority acts as a suppressor variable, while 

lntergenerational Intimacy acts as a suppressor variable for those 

over 30 years of age (Bray, Harvey, & Williamson, 1987). In the 

interest of precision and brevity, only the subscales assessing 

family of origin interaction were utilized for this study: 

lntergenerational Intimacy, lntergenerational Fusion/Individuation, 

lntergenerational Triangulation, lntergenerational Intimidation, and 

Personal Authority. 

AUjtudes Toward Women Scale. Short Form. Finally, the 

Attitudes Toward Women Scale, Short Form (AWS) (Spence et al., 

1973) was completed. The AWS is a 15 item scale which measures 

beliefs about the appropriate roles of women. Items are responded 

to using a 4-point Likert scale from "strongly agree" to "strongly 

disagree." The short form is correlated .91 with the original 55 

item AWS (Smith & Bradley, 1980; Spence & Helmreich, 1978; 

Spence, Helmreich & Stapp, 1973). Construct validity has been noted 

in that 67.7°/o of variance is explained by a factor described as 

Traditionality - Nontraditionality (Smith & Bradley, 1980; Spence, 

Helmreich, & Stapp, 1973). Criterion validity has been found in 

several studies which indicate significantly higher AWS scores for 

self-proclamied feminists compared to nonfeminists, and higher 

scores after participation in profeminist consciousness raising 
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experiences (Smith & Bradley, 1980). Women who have high AWS 

scores are significantly more inner-directed, less closed-minded, 

more directed toward nontraditional roles, more assertive, and show 

significantly higher self-actualization scores (Smith & Bradley, 

1980). Test-retest correlations are .95, and split-halves are .92 

(Smith & Bradley, 1980). Reliability analysis indicates Cronbach 

alpha scores of .90 for males and .87 for females (Smith & Bradley, 

1980). The AWS was included in this study because of its 

significant correlation with internalized homophobia r = -.69, p < 

.0001 and to further assess the interaction found in the pilot study 

between sex-role attitudes and lntergenerational Intimidation on 

the PAFSQ (Kahn, 1988). 

Procedure 

Lesbian/gay organizations were approached with information 

about the nature and purpose of the study. Announcements were 

made at meetings of these organizations about the study, and lesbian 

volunteers were solicited to anonymously complete paper and pencil 

questionnaires, which required approximately 30-45 minutes of 

time. Willing respondents were asked to enlist their friends in the 

survey and information was provided for further contact. When 

feasible, questionnaires were collected by the same route as 

distributed (i.e., via the friendship network or collected at the end 

of a meeting). When immediate collection was not possible, 

respondents mailed the completed questionnaire to the provided 
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address. The opportunity to receive a follow-up letter with results 

of the study was provided (Appendix II). 

Statistical Analysis 

After data collection, each RSAM was coded for developmental 

pattern using the following criteria: 

Early NA - Respondent indicates that early stages of Cass' model 

(Heterosexuality, Confusion, or Comparison) were never 

applicable to her lesbian identity development, however she 

endorses middle and possibly later stages. 

Early & Middle NA - Respondent indicates that early and some 

middle stages of Cass' model were never applicable to her 

lesbian identity development, however she endorses later 

stages. 

Middle NA - Respondent indicates that one or more middle stages 

of Cass' model (Tolerance, Acceptance, Pride) were never 

applicable, however she endorses some early and later stages. 

Progression - Respondent identifies each stage of Cass' model up 

to current identification as relevant to her developmental 

process. 

Other - Respondent does not clearly fit other categories or did 

not complete the RSAM. 
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Speed of development was evaluated using both general-rate 

and path-rate. For calculation purposes, benchmark ages were used 

to code 5-year age-ranges for each stage. General-rate does not 

consider unique developmental course, but assumes that all stages 

and tasks were somehow traversed. Path-rate considers only those 

stages identified by the respondent as relevant to developmental 

course. 

General-rate = aoe at current staoe 
current stage 

Path-rate = aoe of current stage - age at Identity Confusion 
Number of stages endorsed 

Frequency tables were compiled for all demographic data and 

variables. Data from different geographical locales were compared 

using one-sample chi-square tests and analysis of variance (ANOVA). 

Since no significant differences were found, data were collapsed 

into one national sample. 

Pearson Product Moment Correlations were completed for all 

variables. Regression analysis was completed for the dependent 

variable of openness behavior and the hierarchy included: age, SAM 

identification, each subscale of the PAFSQ, the AWS, developmental 

pattern, general and path rates of development, birth-order, and 

sibship. Because Personal Authority appears to measure somewhat 

different aspects of intergenerational interaction for those under 
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age 25, age was covaried and forced into the hierarchy of the 

multiple regression first (J. Bray, personal communication, February 

16, 1989). Discriminant function analysis of SAM stages was 

completed using age, each subscale of the PAFSQ, the AWS, openness 

(OPN1 ), developmental pattern, path-rate of development, birth

order, and sibship. Discriminant function analysis was also 

completed for developmental patterns using age, stage 

identification, each subscale of the PAFSQ, the AWS, openness 

(OPN1 ), path-rate, general-rate, birth-order, and sibship. 

Finally, chi-square tests and ANOVAs were completed to 

determine whether significant differences existed between groups 

for current stage, pattern of development, birth-order, sibship, or 

age cohort. 



Description of the Sample 

Chapter Four 

Res u Its 

Two-hundred-ninety (48.3°/o) of the 600 distributed 

questionnaires were returned. Approximately half of the completed 

questionnaires were returned via the distribution network, and the 

remainder were mailed directly to the investigator by individual 

respondents. The United States Census Bureau's (1986) division of 

geographic regions was used to define areas of the country, such 

that Colorado and California comprised the Western region; Texas 

and Georgia were defined as the South; Indiana and Ohio as the 

Central region; Wisconsin and Michigan as the North; and New 

Hampshire as the East. Rates of response from different parts of 

the country varied greatly. States in the central part of the United 

States contributed 116 (40.1 o/o) respondents, northern states 69 

(23.8°/o), eastern states 41 (14.1°/o), western states 30 (10.3°/o), and 

southern states 34 (11.7°/o) respondents. Demographic 

characteristics of the different geographic areas were compared 

using chi-square tests of independence and analysis of variance 

(ANOVA), as appropriate. No significant geographical differences 

were found and the data were collapsed into one general sample. 

The final sample included 267 (92°/o) Caucasians, 12 (4.1 °/o) 

Black women, 4 (1.4°/o) Hispanics, 1 (.4°/o) Oriental, and 3 (1.1 °/o) 

women who identified themselves as "other ethnic group." Table 2 
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indicates the age breakdown of the sample. The range of age was 18 

to 82 years, with a mean age of 34.26 Table 3 presents the 

educational attainment of respondants and Table 4 their religious 

affiliation. Table 5 indicates the occupational status of 

respondants. While 63 (21.7°/o) women were students, only 21 (7.2°/o) 

of these claimed it as their primary occupation . 

Table 2 

Age of the Sample 

Age Number 0/o 

Under 20 years 1 .4 

20-29 years 86 31.5 

30-39 years 125 45.8 

40-49 years 48 17.9 

50-59 years 10 3.7 

Over 60 years 1 .4 

X = 34.26 years Median = 34 years 

Labelling oneself as lesbian, gay, or homosexual occurs after 

experiencing same-sex romantic attractions or sexual experience. 

By age 12, 95 (33.8°/o) respondents had had romantic feelings 

towards another woman; 22 (7.9°/o) had had same-sex sexual 

experience; and 7 (2.5°/o) had labelled themselves as lesbian, gay, or 



Grade school 

High school graduate 

Table 3 

Educational Attainment 

Number 

1 

12 

Some college or specialized training 67 

College graduate 

Graduate degree 

Catholic 

·Jewish 

Protestant 

Other 

None 

108 

1 01 

Table 4 

Religious Affiliation 

Number 

35 

16 

47 

63 

11 9 

1 31 

0/o 

.4 

4.2 

23.1 

37.3 

35 .0 

0/o 

12.4 

5.7 

16.7 

23.0 

42.2 



Professional 

Manager, proprietor, 

Table 5 

Occupational Status 

Number 

160 

administrator 37 

Sales, clerical, service worker 23 

Trained or technical worker 34 

Student or intern 21 

132 

o/o 

55.2 

12.8 

7.9 

11 .8 

7.2 

homosexual. By age 18, 200 (71.2°/o) women had felt romantic same

sex feelings, 92 (33o/o) had acted on those feelings, and 59 (21 .1 °/o) 

had labelled themselves. By 25 years of age, 257 (91 .5°/o) of the 

sample had felt romantically towards another woman, 226 (81 °/o) had 

had same-sex sexual experience, and 192 '{68.8) had self-labelled. 

By age 35, 274 (97.5o/o) had felt romantically towards another 

woman, 257 (95.7°/o) had acted on those feelings, and 261 (93.5°/o) had 

labelled themselves. Only 7 (2.5°/o) women identified romantic 

feelings at an age later than 35 years; 12 (4.3°/o) acted sexually with 

another woman at age 35 or later; and 18 (6.5°/o) were 35 or older 

when they identified themselves as gay, lesbian, or homosexual. The 

length of their longest lesbian relationship was less than one year 

for 28 (9.9°/o) of the women, 1-3 years for 107 (37.6°/o), 4-6 years for 

84 (29.6°/o), 7-10 years for 37 (13o/o), and 10 years or more for 28 



(9.9o/o) of the women. The median length of relationship for this 

sample was 4-6 years . 
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Table 6 indicates the label that women preferred to use when 

identifying their sexual preference. Although 21 women considered 

themselves to be bisexual, only 9 identified themselves to others as 

such. A number of women commented that they considered the label 

"homosexual" to be male-identified and objected to its use in a 

survey directed towards lesbian women. One-hundred-forty-one 

(50.4°/o) respondents described themselves as feminist prior to 

Preferred Lable 

Lesbian 

Gay 

Homosexual 

Bisexual 

Heterosexual 

Asexual 

Unsure 

Table 6 

Preferred Identification 

Number 

185 

70 

2 

21 

3 

2 

7 

0/o 

63 .8 

24.1 

.7 

7.2 

1.0 

.7 

2.4 

identifying themselves as lesbian, 80 (28.6°/o) identified as lesbians 

before describing themselves as feminists, and 37 (13.2°/o) identified 



134 

as lesbian but not feminist. Fourteen (5°/o) indicated that they were 

feminist but not lesbian, and 8 (2.9°/o) did not feel either label 

applied to them. One (.4°/o) woman indicated that she had never felt 

discriminated against based on gender. Forty-two (14.9°/o) 

respondents indicated that while they believed in equal rights for 

women, they were not "women's libbers." Considering themselves as 

feminist, but not social activists were 111 (39.4°/o) of the sample, 

and 126 (44. 7°/o) women considered themselves socially active 

feminists. 

Table 7 indicates that 70.7°/o of the respondants had been in 

psychotherapy since their first sexual experience with another 

woman, and 87.4°/o of these had discussed their lesbianism with the 

therapist. Again some women included comments indicating that 

their lesbianism was not the focus of treatment, but was disclosed 

to the therapist. Of those who disclosed their lesbianism in therapy, 

74.4°/o experienced a positive reaction from the therapist, while only 

2.5°/o perceived the therapist's reaction as negative. 

Information concerning family constellation was directed 

primarily toward discerning birth-order and sibship. Of the sample, 

23 (8°/o) were only children, 83 (28.1 °/o) had one sibling, 72 (24.9°/o) 

had two siblings, 60 (20.8°/o) had three siblings, and 51 (17.6) had 

four or more siblings. Table 8 indicates birth-order positions of 

respondants, and Table 9 contains frequencies for all possible 

sibship patterns. Of the sample, 31 (11 .7°/o) knew that one of 



Table 7 

Therapy Experience 

Experience Number 

No therapy experience 85 

Therapy experience 205 

Disclosed lesbianism 180 

Positive reaction 148 

Negative reaction 5 

Unsure 18 

Mixed reactions 28 

*of those who had had therapy experience. 

Position 

Eldest 

Middle 

Youngest 

Only child 

Table 8 

Birth-order 

Number 

1 1 2 

68 

83 

23 

0/o 

29.3 

70.7 

87.4 * 

74.4 

2.5 

9.0 

14.1 

39.5 

24.0 

29.3 

8.0 

135 



Sibship 

Only child 

FF 

FM 

FF 

MF 

MFF 

FFM 

F F -7 

F M -~ 

F Mixed-~ 

M F M -~ 

F F F -~ 

F F Mixed--t 

M F Mixed-~ 

F-7 F 

M-; F 

Mixed-, F 
F = respondent 
F = Female sibling 
M = Male sibling 

Table 9 

Sibship Frequencies 

Frequency 

22 

1 7 

28 

1 5 

20 

20 

1 2 

8 

1 1 

46 

1 0 

8 

1 0 

5 

9 

1 1 

24 

0/o 

8.0 

6.2 

10.1 

5.4 

7.2 

7.2 

4.3 

2.9 

4.0 

16 .7 

3.6 

2.9 

3.6 

1.8 

3.3 

4.0 

8.7 
M1xed = Male and Female siblings 
-7 = Two or more siblings 
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their siblings was gay or lesbian by disclosure. Fourteen (5.3°/o) 

thought that a sibling was gay or lesbian, but had not been told so; 

16 (6°/o) did not know if any siblings were gay/lesbian; and 204 (77°/o) 

did not have a gay or lesbian sibling. Seventy-six (27.1 °/o) indicated 

that their lesbianism was an open topic in the family; 56 (20°/o) that 

they had disclosed their lesbianism, but it was not talked about with 

other family members; 23 (8.2°/o) had told only one parent when both 

parents were alive; 71 (25.3°/o) had not disclosed their lesbianism, 

but felt that their parents knew; and 54 (19.3°/o) indicated that their 

parents were unaware of their daughter's lesbianism. 

Stage of Identity and Openness 

Cass (1979) suggests that identity development is motivated 

by the desire to establish congruence between self-perception and 

environment. Continual shifts of internal self-perception or changes 

of interactional behavior are thus required to achieve a sense of 

congruence. A relationship between a respondent's subjective 

description of identity development and actual behavior would 

therefore be expected. Table 10 indicates the distribution of 

responses on the SAM, which provides a subjective description of 

identity development. 
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Table 10 

SAM Description of Current Stage of Identity Development 

Cass' Stage Respondents 0/o 

Heterosexual 5 1.7 

Identity Confusion 7 2.4 

Identity Comparison 2 .7 

Identity Tolerance 6 2.1 

Identity Acceptance 118 41.4 

Identity Pride 82 28 .1 

Identity Synthesis 66 23.1 

* Four respondents did not respond to the SAM. 

The Openness Questionnaire measures disclosing behavior to 

various targets. Disclosing behavior (OPN1) was expected to be 

correlated with the level of identity development on the SAM. 

Because behavior within the family of origin was of interest in this 

study, OPN 1 was further divided to assess disclosure targeted 

toward parents only (OPN2) and the family as a whole (OPN3). For 

each respondent, z scores were calculated for outness in 

all situations (OPN1) as well as a z score for disclosure to parents 

only (OPN2) and family disclosure (OPN3). OPN1 scores ranged from 

-3.02 to 1.85 with a mean of .000002. Table 11 indicates Pearson 

Product-Moment Correlations for the subsection openness (OPN2 and 
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OPN3) z scores, the total openness (OPN1) z score, and the SAM. Al l 

measures of openness are significantly related to stage of identity 

development. Openness was also significantly related to religious 

affiliation (r = .25, p < .0001 ); clearly labelling oneself as 

lesbian/gay/homosexual (r = -.42, p < .0001); the ages at which one 

identified romantic same-sex feelings (r = -.2, p < .001 ), acted 

sexually with another woman (r = -.15, p < .01), and first considering 

oneself as lesbian (r = -.18, p < .01 ). Women who were less open 

generally were more likely to have discussed their lesbianism in 

therapy, if they had had therapy experience (r = -.23, p < .001); and 

were more likely to view the therapist's reaction as negative ( r = -

.19, p < .01 ). Although the AWS was not significantly correlated 

with the Openness Questionnaire, openness was significantly 

associated with a demographic question concerning feminist 

identification and social activism (r = .40, p < .0001 ). A slight 

correlation (r = -.13, p < .05) was noted between cohort and 

openness, suggesting that younger women feel somewhat freer to be 

overt. Finally, the openness scale was significantly correlated with 

a demographic question regarding how openly the respondent's 

lesbianism was discussed in the family of origin, r ·= .62, p < .0001 

for OPN1, and r = .83, p < .0001 for OPN2. 
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Table 11 

Correlations for Openness and SAM 

OPN1 OPN2 OPN3 SAM 

OPN1 .79**** .84**** .58**** 

OPN2 (Parents) .94**** .44**** 

OPN3 (Family) .44**** 

****p < .0001 

Attitudes Towards Women . the SAM. and Openness 

Traditional or more conservative attitudes regarding women's 

roles were expected to affect both self acceptance of a lesbian 

identity and abi lity to disclose sexual identity to others. The 

traditional values of a homoerotophobic culture were expected to 

reinforce internalized homophobia, increase expectancy of rejection 

by others, and decrease disclosure to others. A more liberal 

feminist ideology which is associated with diminished homophobia 

was expected to be positively correlated with more open behavior 

and later stages of identity development. Scores on the AWS, for 

this sample, ranged from 15-51 with a mean of 23.09 and standard 

deviation of 8.4. AWS scores for this sample were comparable to 

those of the pilot group which indicated a mean of 22.64 and 

standard deviation of 8.51. Pearson Product-Moment Correlations 

indicate that the AWS is positively correlated with the SAM (r = 
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.15, p < .01 ). Unlike the pilot sample, attitude was not significantly 

correlated with disclosure for this sample. 

Family Factors. Identity Development. and Openness 

Since the family provides the earliest context for teaching 

individuals acceptable behavior and imparting cultural attitudes, 

family communication patterns and the family's climate of tolerance 

for difference was expected to show a positive relationship with 

identity development and openness behavior. Families that 

encourage autonomy and development of personal authority would be 

expected to produce individuals who could more easily integrate 

identity changes and be comfortable with expression of their 

difference from others. If, on the other hand, one's family is 

experienced as intimidating and intolerant of difference , coming out 

may be experienced as a more dangerous process and be impeded. 

The PAESQ was used to assess differences in perception of 

family environment. Table 12 indicates means and standard 

deviations of relevant subscales of the PAFSQ for the originally 

normed sample (Bray et al., 1984), the pilot sample (Kahn, 1988), 

and the current sample. There are notable differences between Bray 

et al.'s (1984) norming group and the two lesbian samples. The 

current sample indicates significant differences from Bray et al.'s 

sample on lntergenerational Intimacy ( t = -13.94, df = 796, p < 

.001 ), lntergenerational Fusion/Individuation (t = -8.37, df = 795, p < 

.001 ), lntergenerational Triangulation ( t = 7.3, df = 791, p < .001 ), 



PAFSQScale 

Into. lntimacv 

Into. Fusion/lndv. 

Into. Trianoulation 

Into. Intimidation 

Personal Authority 

Table 12 

Comparisons for the PAFSQ 

Normed Group Pilot Sample 

X SD N x SD 

93 .7 17.3 525 76.9 15.5 

29.5 5.3 525 26.1 5.1 

27.1 11 .7 525 34.4 9.8 

98.6 24.9 525 104 22.8 

42.1 8 .03 364 44 .3 8.5 
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Study Sample 

N X SD N 

75 76.3 1 6.1 284 

76 26.1 6.04 283 

74 32.9 8.6 280 

75 11 5 19.5 284 

75 42.63 6.7 2 79 

and lntergenerational Intimidation ( t = 9.46, df = 796, p < .0001 ). 

Personal Authority is the only PAFSQ subscale that is not 

significantly different from Bray et al.•s norming sample (t = .85, df 

= 630). While gender differences would predict higher levels of 

intimacy for an all female sample compared to the mixed-gender 

norming sample (J. Bray, personal communication, February 16, 

1989), these samples of lesbian women are notable for the opposite 

trend. Significant differences between the pilot and study sample 

on PAFSQ scales are found for lntergenerational Intimidation (t = 

4.12, df = 357) and Personal Authority (t = -1.79, df = 352). The 

pilot group show more familial intimidation and somewhat higher 

levels of Personal Authority compared to the current study group . 
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Significant correlations between scales of the PAFSQ, the 

SAM, AWS, and Openness Questionnaire are presented in Table 13; 

however all suggest rather weak relationships. The AWS was 

negatively correlated to lntergenerational Fusion/Individuation on 

the PAFSQ (r = -.18, p < .01 ), suggesting a slight relationship 

between feminist attitudes and individuation from the family. 

General openness was correlated r = .17, p < .01 with 

Table 13 

Correlations for PAFSQ. SAM. AWS. and Openness 

AWS OPN1 lntm. F/lnd. Trg. lntd. PA 

SAM -. 1 5 .58**** -. 1 1 .02 -. 0 1 .08 .01 

AWS -.09 -. 0 1 -.18** -. 0 7 -. 02 -. 0 4 

OPN1 -. 0 6 -. 0 1 .11 .17 .10 

Intimacy -.27*** - .13* -.18** .22**** 

Fus./lndv. .12* -. 0 1 .10 

Triangulation .19**** .07 

Intimidation -. 0 7 

Per. Authority 

*p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001 ****p < .0001 

lntergenerational Intimidation on the PAFSQ. Openness with parents 

was negatively correlated with lntergenerational Intimacy on the 
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PAFSQ (r = -.13, p < .01) and positively with lntergenerational 

Intimidation (r = .12, p < .05). The stronger correlations found in the 

pilot study between the SAM and lntergenerationally Intimidation (r 

= .41, p < .001 ), general openness and lntergenerational Intimidation 

(r = .45, p < .001 ), and general openness with Personal Authority (r = 

-.34, p < .01) were not evident with this sample. lntercorrelations 

between subscales of the PAFSQ were also weak. Significant 

correlations are found between lntergenerational Intimacy and all 

other PAFSQ scales: lntergenerational Fusion/Individuation (r = -.27, 

p < .0001 ), lntergenerational Triangulation (r = -.13, p < .05), 

lntergenerational Intimidation (r = -.18, p < .01 ), and Personal 

Authority (r = .22, p < .001 ). lntergenerational Triangulation was 

correlated r = .12, p < .05 with lntergenerational 

Fusion/Individuation and r = .19, p < .001 with lntergenerational 

Intimidation. 

Birth-order was correlated with the AWS (r = -.13, p < .05), 

with lntergenerational Triangulation (r = .19, p < .01 ), and with 

lntergenerational Intimidation (r = -.14, p < .01). Therefore, first

borns were slightly more conservative regarding women's roles, less 

likely to be triangulated by their families, but more susceptible to 

intimidation. Chi-square tests completed for birth-order and 

sibship on the dependent variable of identity development (SAM) 

were not significant. Tables 14 and 15 contain results of separate 

one-way ANOVAs for birth-order and sibship completed for each 
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Table 14 

ANOVA Summary for Birth-order 

Variable df rvtS F 
AWS 

Model 3 174 .30 2.63* 
Error 263 66.37 

OPN1 
Model 3 .81 .83 
Error 269 .98 

I ntergenerational Intimacy 
Model 3 186.85 .72 
Error 273 258.83 

I nte rgeneratio nal Fu sio n/1 ndivid uation 
Model 3 8.46 .23 
Error 272 37.01 

I ntergenerational Triangulation 
Model 3 286.12 4.1 ** 
Error 269 69.76 

I ntergenerational Intimidation 
Model 3 214.48 3.49** 
Error 273 348 .42 

Personal Authority 
Model 3 35.21 .79 
Error 268 44.61 

General-rate 
Model 3 3.1 .27 
Error 248 11.3 

Path-rate 
Model 3 32.34 1.12 
Error 174 28.93 

*p < .05 **p < .01 
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Table 15 

ANOVA Summary for Sibship 

Variable df MS F 
AWS 

Model 16 105.39 1.67* 
Error 254 66.37 

OPN1 
Model 16 .60 .61 
Error 255 .99 

I ntergenerational Intimacy 
Model 16 306.76 1.2 
Error 259 255.60 

I ntergeneratio nal Fusion/1 ndividuation 
Mode l 16 26.04 .70 
Error 258 37.12 

I ntergenerational Triangulation 
Model 16 149.73 2.22** 
Error 255 67.43 

I ntergenerational Intimidation 
Model 16 609.87 1.76* 
Error 259 345.87 

Personal Authority 
Model 16 53.61 1.21 
Error 254 44.15 

General-rate 
Model 16 6.88 .60 
Error 234 11.5 

Path-rate 
Model 16 33.46 1.17 
Error 161 28.57 

*p < .05 **p < .01 
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Table 16 

F's for Multiple Comparisons of Birth-order 

Eldest Middle Youngest Only 

Means 24.29 22 .73 22.01 19.26 

AWS 

Eldest 24 .29 1.77 2.71 4.88* 

Middle 22.73 .76 2.77* 

Youngest 22 .01 2.37 

Only 19.26 

Eldest Middle Youngest Only 

Means 30.93 34.24 34.71 34.94 

I ntergeneratio nal Triangulation 

Eldest 30.93 1 .61 1.97 1.70 

Middle 34 .24 .26 .28 

Youngest 34.72 .09 

Only 34.94 

Eldest Middle Youngest Only 

Means 119.12 113 .85 110.46 115.4 7 

I ntergenerational Intimidation 

Eldest 119.12 5.92 1 0 .02* 3.50* 

Middle 113.85 3.49* 1.27 

Youngest 11 0 .46 4 .25* 

Only 115.4 7 

*p < .05 

scale of the PAFSQ, the AWS and the Openness Questionnaire. 

Significant differences between groups were found for both birth-
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order and sibship on the AWS, lntergenerational Triangulation, and 

lntergenerational Intimidation. Scheffe's Test was used to 

determine the means between which significant differences existed. 

Table 16 presents F's significant at the .05 level for birth-order 

multiple comparisons. For attitudes regarding women's roles, only 

children were significantly more liberal than elder and middle 

children. First-borns were significantly more conservative than the 

youngest child. The significant differences in triangulation were 

not detectable using the Scheffe procedure. The eldest was 

significantly less intimidated than all other birth-order positions. 

Only children and middle children were significantly less 

intimidated than the youngest child. Multiple comparisons for 

sibship generally did not reveal significant differences between 

groups detectable with the Scheffe test. Possibly the Scheffe test 

was too conservative to identify differences, or the overall 

significant difference noted on the ANOVA was a cumulative result 

of many small differences not detectable in the multiple 

comparisons. The only comparison to reach significance on the 

multiple comparisons for sibship was a difference for the AWS 

between only children and the eldest female from a sibship of three 

or more females. 

Differences between cohorts on all variables were assessed 

with chi-square tests and ANOVAs. No significant differences were 

found for stage of identity development, attitudes towards women's 
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roles, or any scale of the PAFSQ. Cohorts did show significant 

differences for openness, general-rate, and path-rate. The summary 

of ANOVA results for cohort is presented in Table 17. Scheffe Tests 

of Multiple Comparison were done to determine which groups 

differed significantly at the .05 level, and results are presented in 

Table 18. 

Table 17 

ANOVA Summary for Cohort 

Variable df F 

OPN1 

Model 4 2.28 2.32* 

Error 274 .98 

General-rate 

Model 4 145.45 15.78**** 

Error 254 9.21 

Path-rate 

Model 3 330.12 14.17**** 

Error 178 23.30 

*p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001 ****p < .0001 

Women in the 40's cohort were significantly less open than all 

younger cohort's, and the 30's cohort was significantly less open 

than those in their 20's. The multiple comparisons suggest that 

progressively younger cohorts who live in progressively more liberal 

times move through developmental stages more quickly, regardless 
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Table 18 

F's for Multiple Comparisons of Cohort 

<20 20's 30's 40's >50 
Means .05 .11 -.24 -.68 -.09 

OPN1 

<20 .05 .78 2.23 5.60* .93 
20's 1 1 3 .18* 6.67* 1.54 

30's -.24 2.40* .75 
40's -.68 1.46 

>50 -.09 

<20 20's 30's 40's >50 

Means 3.69 5.27 7.24 9.17 9.1 

General-rate 

<20 3.69 5.30* 8.88* 13.70* 12.02* 

20's 5.27 5.79* 1 0.00* 9.60* 

30's 7.24 3.39* 3.05* 

40's 9.17 .06 

>50 9.1 

<20 20's 30's 40's 

Means 1.73 2.39 4.43 14.5 

Path-rate 

<20 1.73 1.14 3.86* 14.80* 

20's 2.39 3.24* 16.80* 

30's 4.43 9.06* 

40's 14.5 

*p < .05 



1 51 

of which rate measure is utilized. Women in the SO's cohort have a 

significantly slower general-rate of development than women 

younger than 40, but do not differ significantly from the 40's cohort. 

Path-rate is significantly slower for the 30's cohort than the 

younger than 20 cohort. Correlations for cohort indicate a slightly 

significant correlation between cohort and lntergenerational 

Intimidation (r = .12, p < .05), a negative correlation with openness 

(r • -.13, p < .05), significant correlations with general-rate (r = .44, 

p < .0001) and path-rate (r = .34, p < .0001 ). 

Patterns of Identity peye!opment 

Subjects were asked to retrospectively determine the ages at 

which they had experienced stages in the developmental process that 

preceded their currently identified stage. In the pilot study, 

definite patterns or paths of development each associated with a 

constellation of characteristics clearly emerged from the 

retrospective questionnaire. Groups were formed based on the RSAM 

patterns of response which suggested different developmental paths. 

The first pattern of development was defined as the "Early NA" 

group because they did not feel Cass' early stages of 

Heterosexuality, Confusion, and/or Comparison had been relevant to 

their process of lesbian identity development. Cass' "prestage" 

description of heterosexuality was considered a culturally defined 

starting point since women are generally socialized to be 

heterosexual. One-hundred-two (41.3°/o) of the respondents indicated 
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that at no time in their lives did they feel the description of 

heterosexuality was relevant to them in spite of socialization 

processes. The Early NA group was represented by 61 (21.1 °/o) 

women. Forty-nine (80°/o) of these women never identified as 

heterosexual. As a group, they began to question their sexual 

preference at an earlier age than other groups, usually during the 

teens. Thirteen (21.3°/o) did not feel that the stage of Identity 

Confusion was ever relevant for them, and 12 (19.7°/o) never 

experienced Identity Comparison. The majority experienced Identity 

Tolerance during their teens and twenties. They progressed through 

stages relatively quickly and evenly. The Early NA women take the 

longest to traverse the stage of Tolerance (5 years compared to 1-3 

years for other stages). Currently 6 (9.8°/o) identify themselves at 

Identity Tolerance, 20 (32.8°/o) at Identity Acceptance, 18 (29.5°/o) at 

Pride, and 16 (26.2o/o) at Identity Synthesis .. 

The second pattern is represented by 76 (26.3°/o) women and is 

called the "Early & Middle NA" group. Of the 76, 26 (34.2°/o) never 

identified as heterosexual, 31 (40.1 °/o) did not find Confusion 

relevant, 44 (57.9°/o) did not experience Comparison, and 66 (86.8°/o) 

did not indicate Tolerance as relevant at any time in their history. 

The Comparison stage takes the longest to complete for the Early & 

Middle NA women (6 years compared to 1-3 years for other stages). 

After the Comparison stage, speed through stages is relatively 

uniform and speedy. Sixty-nine percent achieved Acceptance or 



Pride by their mid-20's. Twenty-three (30.3°/o) currently identify 

themselves at the stage of Acceptance, 19 (25°/o) at Pride, and 35 

(46°/o) at Synthesis. 
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The third group of 30 (1 0.4°/o) women skipped some of Cass' 

middle stages of development and therefore are known as the "Middle 

NA" group. All of this group experienced stages of Heterosexuality 

and Confusion. Only 1 (3°/o) woman did not endorse the Comparison 

stage. The majority of this group experienced Confusion and 

Comparison in their late teen and mid-20's. Twenty-seven (90°/o) of 

the 30 did not experience the Tolerance stage. The women in this 

group progressed through the Comparison stage rather slowly, but 

then moved relatively quickly through remaining stages. Seven 

(23.3°/o) currently identify at Acceptance, 12 (40°/o) are at Pride, and 

11 (36.7°/o) have achieved Synthesis. 

The final group of 76 (26.3°/o) women progressed through Cass' 

model without skipping any stages and are identified as the 

"Progression" group. The age at which these women begin to 

question their identity is generally older than for other groups. 

Movement through stages tends to be rather uniform. Thirty-eight 

(50°/o) currently are at Acceptance and 20 (26.3°/o) are at Pride. Only 

12 (15.8°/o) of the 76 women in this group indicated they have 

achieved Identity Synthesis. 

The "Other" group was composed of 46 (15.9°/o) respondents. 

This group tended to be women who did not complete the RSAM. It 
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also included several women who completed the RSAM in a manner 

that made it impossible to accurately code. Eight (17.4°/o) of these 

women indicated that they had reached Identity Synthesis on the 

SAM. 

It should be noted that many respondents across all groups 

suggested that various descriptors were valid at different ages, but 

frequently their early years did not fit any descriptor suggested by 

Cass. Therefore many women began identifying Cass' stages 

(including Heterosexuality) as descriptive in their late teens or 20's, 

but do not identify how they thought of themselves before that time. 

Table 19 indicates the distribution of respondents reporting 

various patterns of development and the number per group who 

report achievement of Identity Synthesis. Chi-square tests of 

independence were done to assess differences between groups with 

respect to developmental attainment. While the obtained ~~= 58.24, 

df -= 24, was significant at the .0001 level, this may not be a 

reliable test since cell frequencies at the earlier stages were less 

than 5. To further assess differences between groups, early stages 

of development were collapsed, allowing assessment of those who 

had achieved Synthesis with those who had not achieved Synthesis 

across developmental patterns. The obtained ~= 84.85, df = 4, was 

significant at the .0001 level, indicating significant differences 

between groups with respect to attainment of Identity Synthesis. 



Group 

Early NA 

Early & Middle NA 

Middle NA 

Progression 

Other 

Table 19 

Patterns of Development 

n 0/o 

of the sample 

61 21 .1 

76 26.3 

30 10.4 

76 26.3 

46 15.9 
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n °/o 

achieved Synthesis 

1 6 26.2 
35 46.0 

11 36.7 

12 15.8 

8 17.4 

Differences between groups were further assessed with 

separate one-way ANOVAs for each scale of the PAFSQ, the AWS, the 

Openness Questionnaire, and rate of development. Table 20 presents 

a summary of the results. Groups did not vary significantly on any 

scale of the PAFSQ. There were significant differences between 

groups for the AWS, Openness, and path-rate of development. Table 

21 presents the results of Scheffe multiple comparisons for the 

significant ANOVAs for group. Table 21 indicates that the Other 

group is significantly more conservative than all other groups 

except the Early NA group. The Early NA group is more conservative 

than the Early & Middle NA group. The Progression group is 

significantly less open regarding their lesbianism than the Early & 

Middle NA and the Middle NA groups. The Middle NA group is also 
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Table 20 

ANOVA Summary for Group 

Variable df MS F 

AWS 
Model 4 311.18 4.63*** 

Error 272 67.22 

OPN1 
Model 4 3.5 3.62** 

Error 273 .97 

I ntergenerational Intimacy 

Model 4 544.32 2.13 

Error 278 255.49 

I ntergenerational Fusion/Individuation 

Model 4 34.85 .95 

Error 277 36.63 

I ntergenerational Triangulation 

Model 4 34.37 .46 

Error 274 75.2 

I ntergenerational Intimidation 

Model 4 605.38 1 .61 

Error 278 376.64 

Personal Authority 

Model 4 73.51 1.65 

Error 273 44.62 

General-rate 

Model 3 4.53 .88 

Error 211 5.18 

Path-rate 

Model 3 26.0 4.98** 

Error 173 5.22 

*p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001 
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Table 21 

F's for Multiple Comparisons of Group 

E&M NA Middle NA Progression Other 
Means 20.62 22.19 22.92 27.18 

AWS 

Early NA 23.88 3.32* 1.02 .90 3.16 

E & M NA 20.62 1.25 2.00 6.50* 

Mid. NA 22.19 .54 4.34* 

Pro g. 22.92 3.98* 

Other 27.18 

E&M NA Middle NA Progression Other 

Means .19 .42 -.28 -.05 

OPN1 

Early NA -.05 2.00 3.69* 1.90 .09 

E & M NA .19 1.53 3.36* 1.92 

Mid. NA .42 4.12* 3.29* 

Pro g. -.28 1.85 

Other -.05 

E&M NA Middle NA Progression Other 

Means 3.55 2.17 1.85 

Path-rate 

Early NA 2.77 2.20 1.54 3.07* 

E & M NA 3.55 3.63* 5.48* 

Mid. NA 2.17 .97 

Prog. 1.85 

Other 

Note: Lower scores = more liberal attitudes (AWS) and faster path

rate. 
* p < .05 
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significantly more open than the Early NA women. Finally, the path-

rate measure indicates that the length of time the Progression group 

is in each stage of development is significantly shorter than the 

time the Early NA group and the Early & Middle NA group are in each 

stage. The Middle NA group also have a shorter path-rate than the 

Early & Middle NA group. It should be noted that means for general

rate actually suggest that the Progression group completes the 

developmental process more slowly than other groups, but because 

they endorse more stages as relevant to their process, time per 

stage is relatively shorter. 

Speed of Identity Development 

To assess developmental speed or rate, the ages 

retrospectively reported for each stage were coded in the following 

manner. The highest age reported for a particular stage was used to 

determine its code. Codes represented the benchmark age of the 5 

year age-range that the reported age fit into. For example, a 

reported age of 22 was coded for the 21-25 year age-range and a 

benchmark age of 23 was used for calculation purposes. 

Two measures of rate were determined. General rate assumes 

that the developmental process begins at birth and proceeds to 

whatever stage of Cass' model is currently endorsed. Although 

respondents may not endorse certain stages, the general-rate 

assumes that these stages were somehow traversed and thus does 

not consider the unique path or pattern of development. 



General-path = age at current stage 
current stage 
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Path-rate uses only the ages and stages specified by respondents as 

part of their developmental process. It utilizes the age of Identity 

Confusion as the starting point of homosexual identity formation and 

recognizes only those stages actually endorsed as relevant to a 

subject's developmental process. 

Path-rate = age of current stage - aoe at Identity Confusion 
Number of stages endorsed 

Path-rate also gives a measure of mean number of years per 

developmental stage for each subject. Table 22 indicates Pearson 

Product-Moment Correlations for rates of development with the 

SAM, AWS, and Openness scales. 

General-rate is correlated with more variables included in the 

study than path-rate. Those women reporting more advanced stages 

of development on the SAM also indicate a faster rate of 

development (r = -.35, p < .0001), more open behavior generally (r = -

.30, p < .0001 ), openness with parents (r = -.28 , p < .0001 ), and 

openness with the family of origin (r = -.29 , p < .0001 ). General

rate is correlated with attitudes towards women's roles (r = .19, p < 

.01) and family intimacy on the PAFSQ (r = .15, p < .01 ). 



Path-rate 
SAM 
AWS 

OPN1 

OPN2 (Parents) 
OPN3 (Family) 

PAFSQ 

lntergenerational 

Table 22 

Rate Correlations 

General-rate 

.19** 
-.35**** 

-.17** 

-.30**** 

-.28**** 
-.29**** 

Intimacy .15** 

lntergenerational Fusion/Individuation .04 

lntergenerational Triangulation .02 

lntergenerational Intimidation -.06 

Personal Authority -.05 

Path-rate 

-. 01 
-. 01 
-.1 2 

-. 1 5 * 
-.1 2 

.15* 
-. 01 

.01 

-.18** 
-.18** 

Note: Lower scores on the rate measures indicate a faster rate of 

development. 

*p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001 ****p < .00001 

Stages of Development 
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Table 23 contains Pearson Product-Moment Correlations for 

the benchmark age at each stage of development with the SAM, AWS, 

Openness scales, and scales of the PAFSQ. At all stages, more 

feminist attitudes are significantly associated with younger ages . 

Being younger at specific stages is also correlated with greater 

disclosure. It appears that the younger one is at the stages of 

Confusion, Comparison, Tolerance, and Acceptance, the more likely 
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one is to disclose to parents and other family members. Family 

factors as measured by the PAFSQ do not appear to be very related to 

the age at which various stages are experienced. There is a 

Table 23 

Correlations for Benchmark Age at Each Stage with all Variables 

Hetero. Cont. Como. Toler. Accept Pride Synth. 

AWS -.28*** -.22*** -.18** -. 1 7 * -.18** -.25*** -.21 * 

SMA .02 -. 0 3 -. 0 6 .01 -. 0 6 .19** .37**** 

OPN1 -.06 -. 0 9 -. 1 3 * -. 1 6 * -.2*** .09 . 15 

OPN2 -.09 -. 1 3 * -.18** -.20** -.22*** .07 .07 

OPN3 -.11 -. 1 4 * -.18** -.22** -.23*** .05 .05 

Intimacy .29**** .13* .09 .08 .14* .14 .05 

Fus/lnd. .03 .01 -. 0 3 -.1 .01 .02 .03 

Triang. .09 .1 .08 .07 .01 .1 .04 

lntimid. .06 .03 .06 .1 .07 .09 .15 

Per. Auth. .09 .4 -. 0 2 -. 0 1 -. 0 1 .01 -.06 

*p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001 ****p < .00001 

positive correlation between family intimacy and identification as 

heterosexual until a later age (r = .29, p < .0001 ). 

Table 24 indicates the mean benchmark age for each of 

Cass' stages for the different developmental patterns. Through most 
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of the developmental process, the Early NA group appears to reach 

each stage at a relatively earlier age. However by the Pride stage 

all groups are at approximately the same age, with the Progression 

group trailing slightly. At Synthesis the Early NA group again 

evidences a younger mean age (27.69 years), followed by the Middle 

NA group (32.09 years), the Early & Middle NA group (33 years), and 

the Progression group (34.17 years). 

Table 24 

Mean Age for Stage of Developmental Pattern 

Early Early & Middle Progression 

NA Middle NA NA 

Heterosexual 23.0 21 .08 17.17 17.58 

Confusion 19.3 20.95 21.67 22.05 

Comparison 22.06 21.23 23.0 24.03 

Tolerance 23.96 27.67 29.67 26.43 

Acceptance 28.98 30.3 28.36 30.09 

Pride 30.12 30.56 30.63 31.23 

S_ynthesis 27.69 33.0 32.09 34.17 

Regression Analysis and Discriminant Analysis 

The multiple regression analysis for openness included: age, 

forced into the hierarchy first (J. Bray, personal communication, 

February 16, 1989); SAM identification; subscales of the PAFSQ; the 
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AWS; general and path-rate; developmental pattern; birth-order; and 

sibship. Although age was forced into the regression first, it was 

removed at step 3 of the analysis, because it did not contribute 

significantly to prediction. The resulting multiple regression 

equation for openness was Y'= -3.31 + .58X, with "X" being SAM 

identification. No other variable reached the .05 level of 

significance for inclusion. The multiple R for this equation was .63 

which accounted for approximately 39.8°/o of the variance in 

openness. An F-test revealed F = 107.84, which is significant at the 

.00001 level. 

Discriminant function analysis of SAM stages was completed 

using age, subscales of the PAFSQ, the AWS, openness, 

developmental pattern, path-rate, birth-order, and sibship. The 

model which allows for differentiation between SAM stages was 

tested with Wilks' lambda, which was calculated to be .36, and 

equivalent to an F ratio of 5.0 with 36 and 692 degrees of freedom. 

The probability of obtaining an F this large by chance is less than 

.00001, indicating that the entered variables do discriminate 

between stages of the SAM. Variables that entered the analysis are 

presented in Table 25. Six discriminant equations were obtained; 

however, the first three were found to account for 97.59°/o of the 

total discriminative power of the variables studied. Table 26 

indicates the discriminating power of each function. It appears that 

the first three functions arre most useful and Table 27 presents the 
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Table 25 

Variables in the Discriminant Equation for SAM 

Variables Wilks' lambda r2 

OPN1 .49 .51 

I ntergenerational Intimidation .45 .55 

Age .42 .58 

Personal Authority .40 .60 

Path-rate .38 .62 

AWS .36 .64 

Table 26 

Discriminating Power of the Functions for SAM 

Function Eigenvalue 0/o of Variance Cumulative 0/o 

1 1.30 87.34 87.34 

2 .1 6.6 93.93 

3 .05 3.66 97.59 

4 .02 1.58 99.17 

5 .01 .82 99.99 

6 .0001 .01 1 00°/o 
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Table 27 

Variable Contributions for SAM 

Variable Function 1 Function 2 Function 3 

Age -.38 .13 .12 

AWS -.1 3 -. 31 .35 

lntergenerational Intimidation .35 .29 .88 

Personal Authority .15 .77 - .04 

Path-rate .22 .53 -.02 

OPN1 .90 -.1 8 -. 24 

Table 28 

Group Centroids for SAM 

Stage Function 1 Function 2 Function 3 

Heterosexuality -.28 -.28 -.81 

Confusion -2.49 -.81 .63 

Comparison -3 .23 -1 .44 -1 . 1 5 

Tolerance -2.90 -.17 .19 

Acceptance -.71 .25 -.0008 

Pride .93 .06 -.11 

Synthesis 1.01 -.31 .13 
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variable loadings which contribute to each of these functions. 

Openness contributes the most to Function 1, Personal Authority and 

path-rate to Function 2, and lntergenerational Intimidation to 

Function 3. 

Group centroids for the three functions that contribute most 

strongly to prediction of developmental stages are noted in Table 28. 

Use of the first two functions resulted in 50.57°/o of cases being 

correctly classified. This sample contained to few people at early 

stages for those stages to be clearly defined. For the Tolerance 

stage, 60o/o of cases were correctly classified, with 

misclassification being to earlier stages. Fifty percent of the 

Acceptance stage cases were correctly classified. Acceptance had 

the greatest range of misclassification, with cases identified at 

each of the other stages. The stages of Pride and Synthesis showed 

the most overlap and difficulty in differentiation. For Pride, 47.9°/o 

were correctly classified with 27.1 °/o of the Pride cases 

misclassified as Synthesis. For the Synthesis stage 48.7°/o were 

correctly classified with 28.2°/o incorrectly classified as being at 

Pride. 

A discriminant function analysis was completed for 

developmental pattern using age, subscales of the PAFSQ, the AWS, 

openness, general-rate, path-rate, birth-order, and sibship. The 

model which allows for differentiation between developmental 
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Table 29 

Variables in the Discriminant Equation for Pattern 

Variables Wilks' lambda r2 

Path-rate .76 .24 

SAM .70 .30 

Rate .61 .39 

Sibship .57 .43 

Personal Authority .54 .46 

lnterg . Fusion/ Individuation. .52 .48 

lnterg. Triangulation .50 .50 

lnterg. Intimacy .48 .52 

Birth-order .46 .54 

paths was tested with Wilks' lambda, which was calculated to be 

.46, and equivalent to an F ratio of 3.7 with 36 and 583 degrees of 

freedom. The probability of obtaining an F this large by chance is 

less than .00001, indicating that the entered variables do 

discriminate between developmental patterns. Variables that 

entered the analysis are presented in Table 29. Four discriminant 

equations were obtained; however, the first three were found to 

account for 96.72°/o of the total discriminative power of the 

variables studied. Table 30 indicates the discriminating power of 
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Table 30 

Discriminating Power of the Functions for Pattern 

Function Eigenvalue 0/o of Variance Cumulative 0/o 

1 .60 64.58 64.48 

2 .25 26.70 91.18 

3 .05 5.54 96.72 

4 .03 3.28 1 00°/o 

Table 31 

Variable Contributions for Pattern 

Variable Function 1 Function 2 Function 3 Function 4 

lnterg. Intimacy -.16 .39 -.56 .11 

lnterg. Fusion/lndiv. .30 .11 -.26 .11 

lnterg. Triangulation -.17 .42 -. 01 -.39 

Personal Authority .24 .17 .01 .68 

Path-rate -.95 .17 .14 .18 

Sibship .32 -. 76 .65 -.25 

Birth-order -.40 .1 0 -. 11 .66 

SAM .64 1.01 .75 .07 

General-rate .78 .64 .30 .47 
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Table 32 

Group Centroids for Pattern 

Pattern Function 1 Function 2 Function 3 Function 4 

Early NA -.14 -.51 .22 

Early & Middle NA .07 .50 .26 

Middle NA .29 .75 -.19 

Progression .20 -.30 -.21 

Other -5.55 .36 -.28 

each function. Table 31 presents the variable loadings which 

contribute to each function. The rate measures and stage 

identification contribute the most to Function 1; stage 

-.1 7 

.18 

-.26 

.11 

.05 

identification, sibship, and general-rate to Function 2; stage 

identification, sibship, and lntergenerational Intimacy to Function 3 ; 

and Personal Authority and birth-order to Function 4. Group 

centroids for prediction of developmental pattern are noted in Table 

32. Use of the first two functions resulted in 46.78°/o of cases being 

correctly classified. For the Early NA pattern 48.8°/o of cases were 

correctly classified, with misclassification most often to the 

Progression pattern. Forty-one percent of the Early & Middle NA 

cases were correctly classified. Misclassification of these cases 

was 23.1 °/o to the Early NA pattern and 25.6°/o to the Middle NA 

pattern . For the Middle NA pattern, 63°/o were correctly classified. 
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The Progression pattern indicated 41 °/o correctly classified with the 

greatest misclassification to the Early NA pattern (29.5°/o). The 

Other group was correctly classified 66.7°/o of the time, and all 

misclassification was to the Early & Middle NA pattern. 

The Hypotheses 

The hypotheses of this study were assessed in the following 

manner with the associated results. 

1. It was hypothesized that increased intimidation by the family of 

origin would be associated with earlier stages of lesbian identity 

development, slower rates of development, less open behavior and 

more traditional sex-role attitudes. It was further suggested 

that lntergenerational Intimidation would be negatively 

correlated with Personal Authority on the PAFSQ and impact 

first-borns to a greater degree than other birth-order positions . 

Correlations for lntergenerational Intimidation indicate only 

partial support for this hypothesis. While increased levels of 

intimidation were significantly correlated with slower path

rates of development and less open behavior, these relationships 

were weak (r = -.18, p < .01 and r = .17, p < .01, respectively). 

Correlations between intimidation and earlier stages of identity 

development, general-rate of development, more traditional sex

role attitudes, and lower levels of Personal Authority are in the 

hypothesized direction but nonsignificant. A negative correlation 

between lntergenerational Intimidation and birth-order (r = -.14, 
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p < .01) suggests that first-borns are not in the most intimidated 

position. The ANOVA for birth-order and lntergenerational 

Intimidation was significant, but suggested that intimidation 

was greatest for the youngest child, then middle children, only 

children, and was least for first-borns. 

2. Greater lntergenerational Individuation was hypothesized to 

correlate with greater Personal Authority, faster lesbian identity 

development, later stages of identity development, and more 

openness in disclosure. This hypothesis was not supported. 

Correlations between lntergenerational Fusion/Individuation and 

Personal Authority (r = .09), general-rate and path-rate (r = -.04 

and -.01, respectively), the SAM (r = .02), and openness (r = -.01) 

were non-significant. Although not hypothesized, significant 

correlations suggest that increased individuation was associated 

with more feminist attitudes on the AWS (r = -.18, p < .01 ), with 

less family intimacy (r = -.27, p < .0001 ), and with less family 

triangulation (r = .12, p < .05). Significant differences in levels 

of lntergenerational Triangulation were also found on ANOVAs for 

birth-order and sibship. Triangulation decreased with each 

successive birth-order position, with first-borns being most 

triangulated, then middle positions, then youngest and onlys as 

the least triangulated of all positions. It should also be noted 

that Personal Authority was the fourth variable to enter the 
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discriminant analysis and contributed .53 to Function 2 (which 

explained 6.6°/o of the variance in identity development). 

3. lntergenerational Intimacy was expected to correlate with 

disclosure to family without relationship to general disclosure or 

identity development. While correlations support this hypothesis, 

the relationships are again weak. lntergenerational Intimacy was 

correlated r = .13, p < .05 with disclosure to parents (OPN2). 

Nonsignificant correlations were noted for disclosure to the 

entire family (OPN3), general disclosure (OPN1), and identity 

development (SAM). Increased lntergenerational Intimacy was 

associated with greater family fusion (r = -.27, p < .0001 ); 

increased triangulation (r = -.13, p < .05); greater intimidation (r 

= -.18, p < .01 ); paradoxically, with greater Personal Authority (r 

= .22, p < .001); and with slower rates of identity development 

(general-rate r = .15, p < .01, and path-rate r = .15, p < .05). 

4. It was hypothesized that more feminist sex-role attitudes would 

be correlated with more open disclosure (OPN1 ), a faster rate of 

identity development, and with greater individuation from the 

family (PAFSQ). This hypothesis was partially supported. Women 

who reported more feminist attitudes on the AWS also indicated 

greater individuation from the family (r = -.18, p < .01) and faster 

general-rate development (r = -.17, p < .01 ). Unlike the pilot 

sample, this sample did not show significant correlations 

between disclosure and more liberal attitudes (r = -.09). The 
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ANOVAs for birth-order and cohort suggest the possibility that 

attitudes may interact with openness in a manner that is not 

evident when considering correlations alone. The ANOVAs for 

birth-order indicate that first-borns are significantly the most 

conservative and the least disclosing. Progressively more liberal 

views and progressively more open behavior are found for middle 

children, then youngest children, and finally onlys. The 

significant ANOVAs for cohort indicate that younger cohorts, who 

have lived in progressively more liberal times, proceed through 

identity development faster (regardless of which rate measure is 

used). Openness was greatest for those in the 20's cohort, then 

those under 20, followed by those older than 50, then those in the 

30's, with the 40's cohort be ing the least open. While the AWS 

did enter the discriminant analysis, it was the last variable to 

enter and its contribution to prediction of identity stage was 

minimal. 

5. This hypothesis suggested that women who were older when they 

first became aware of same-sexed attractions, did so at a time 

when they would be more individuated from their families of 

origin and therefore would proceed through developmental stages 

more quickly. Partial support was found for this hypothesis. 

Although a faster path -rate of development was associated with 

being older when same-sexed attractions (Identity Confusion) 

were first noted (r = -.14, p < .0001 ), a slower general-rate was 



174 

associated with age at Identity Confusion (r = .69, p < .0001 ). The 

significant correlation between age at Identity Confusion and 

developmental path (r = -.44, p < .0001) suggests that the older 

one is at Identity Confusion, the more likely one is to follow a 

developmental path that skips some early or middle stages as 

suggested by Cass. Neither age nor rate were significantly 

associated with lntergenerational Fusion/Individuation. 

6. Women who recognized same-sex attractions at a younger age 

were expected to be at later stages of development as they have 

had longer to integrate changes. However, it was hypothesized 

that level of openness or disclosure would be more highly 

correlated to level of individuation on the PAFSQ, then to time 

since first lesbian attraction. While correlations between age at 

Identity Confusion and both developmental attainment (SAM) and 

openness (OPN1) follow the hypothesized direction, they are not 

significant. Neither are there significant correlations between 

age at Confusion and scales of the PAFSQ (lntergenerational 

Fusion/Individuation or Personal Authority). 

7. It was hypothesized that cohort effects would result in older 

lesbians having more conservative sex-role attitudes and thus 

slower rates of development. The data indicated mixed results 

for this hypothesis. No significant differences were found for 

cohort on the AWS. However progressively older cohorts did 

indicate progressively slower rates of development. 



8. Differences in birth-order position were expected to be 

correlated with lesbian identity development. 
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A. First-borns were expected to proceed through developmental 

stages rather quickly since they tend to be task oriented and 

independent (Hoopes & Harper, 1987). In spite of expected 

higher levels of intimidation and triangulation, they were 

hypothesized to be more individuated, have higher levels of 

personal authority, and to evidence the greatest degree of 

openness. ANOVAs for this sample, indicated that first-borns 

do not proceed through stages significantly faster than other 

birth-order positions (although they had the fastest mean 

path-rate of development). While they had significantly higher 

levels of lntergenerational Triangulation, they were 

significantly less intimidated than other birth-order positions. 

First-borns were also significantly more conservative than 

onlys regarding their attitudes towards women's roles. There 

were no significant differences between birth-order positions 

for individuation, personal authority, or openness. 

B. Because middle-barns tend to make the implicit explicit 

(Hoopes & Harper, 1987), it was hypothesized that they would 

have recognized lesbian attractions at a younger age and would 

proceed through stages in a more even fashion. Because 

middle-barns frequently attempt to maintain harmonious 

family relationships (Hoopes & Harper, 1987), they were 
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expected to have lower levels of individuation than first-borns 

and disclosure would be inhibited. Middle-barns were 

significantly more conservative than only children with 

respect to women's roles, and they were significantly less 

intimidated by the family of origin than the youngest child. 

C. Youngest children who tend to care for others at the expense of 

themselves (Hoopes & Harper, 1987) were expected to evidence 

the highest rates of family fusion, intimidation, and intimacy, 

but the lowest rates of disclosure. While the youngest child 

evidenced significantly greater intimidation 

intergenerationally, they were not significantly different from 

other birth-order positions with regard to family fusion, 

intimacy, or disclosure rates. 

D. Only children were hypothesized to carry the burden of family 

expectations and therefore would be the most fused and 

triangulated. Both identity development and disclosure were 

expected to be lowered. Only children were significantly less 

intimidated than first-borns. They also showed significantly 

more liberal sex-role attitudes than eldest and middle 

children. 

9. Patterns of development similar to those noted in the pilot study 

were expected to emerge. These patterns and associated 

characteristics were evident with the current sample. 

Significant differences between the patterns were found for 
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AWS, Openness, path-rate of development, and percentage 

achieving Identity Synthesis. ANOVAs were completed which 

indicated that the group who did not complete the RSAM was also 

significantly more conservative than any other group with 

respect to women's roles. Means suggested that the Early & 

Middle NA group was most liberal, then the Middle NA group, the 

Progression group, and the Early NA group was most conservative. 

The Progression group was significantly more open, followed by 

the Early NA group, the Early & Middle NA group, and finally the 

Middle NA group was least disclosing. Significant differences 

we re also found for the path-rate of development. While the 

Progression group is the slowest when general-rate is 

considered, it is the fastest on path-rate (does not consider time 

identified as heterosexual). The Middle NA group follows in speed 

of path-rate, then the Early NA group, and finally the Early & 

Middle NA group. The chi-square test determined that there are 

significant differences between groups in likelihood of achieving 

Identity Synthesis. Early & Middle NA women were most likely to 

achieve Synthesis, followed by the Middle NA group, then the 

Early NA group, and finally the Progression group. The 

discriminate analysis suggests that stage of identity 

development and rate of development are the best predictors of 

pattern of development. Sibship and PAFSQ scales of 



lntergenerational Intimacy and Personal Authority also 

contributed somewhat to prediction of pattern. 
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Chapter Five 

Discussion 

This study attempted to assess various factors that have been 

suggested as influential in the process of homosexual identity 

development. The notion that coming out is a complex process 

determined by an interaction of internal and external factors was 

supported. Although Cass' model of lesbian identity development 

was used as a framework for conceptualization, the findings of this 

study suggest that, in actuality, lesbian identity development 

follows various patterns rather than one set sequential course. The 

stages of Cass' model that are relevant to the developmental 

process, speed of development, attitudes toward women's roles, 

level of openness in disclosure of lesbianism, and the likelihood of 

achieving Identity Synthesis vary in specific ways for each of the 

four developmental patterns noted in this study. It was 

hypothesized that attitudes and communication patterns established 

in one's family of origin would be related to progression through 

developmental stages and ability to disclose a lesbian lifestyle. 

Feminist attitudes were associated with speed of development for 

this sample, but unlike the pilot sample these liberal views did not 

correlate with increased openness. Furthermore, family factors and 

cohort affects were associated with attitudes toward women in a 

manner that may affect disclosure. Of the family factors measured 
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by the PAFSQ, lntergenerational Intimidation and lntergenerational 

Triangulation were repeatedly correlated identity development, 

speed of development and disclosure. In turn, lntergenerational 

Intimidation and lntergenerational Triangulation differed 

significantly for different birth-order positions and sibships within 

the family. lntergenerational Intimidation and Personal Authority 

were also included in the discriminant analysis as contributing 

variables for the prediction of identity development. 

Cass' Model and Openness 

Cass' model of identity development suggests that during early 

stages of development, feelings of confusion, personal alienation, 

and awareness of social alienation decrease the likelihood that a 

woman would disclose her feelings of lesbianism. As she moves 

toward the stage of Tolerance, contacts with the lesbian community 

increase and serve to validate and normalize lesbianism as a way of 

life. The model suggests that it may be difficult to identify women 

who are at these early stages of identity development because they 

are less likely to attend predominantly lesbian functions or identify 

as lesbians . Though special efforts made to locate women at early 

stages of identity development were successful, these women were 

generally unwilling to complete a survey directed towards lesbians. 

Interestingly, some who identify as heterosexual did complete the 

questionnaire although they were aware that lesbian identity 

development was being investigated. These trends suggest that 
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women who are uncomfortable with emerging same-sex feelings may 

deny those feelings. On the other hand, some heterosexually 

identified women were aware of undercurrents that suggested they 

complete a lesbian identified questionnaire even though direct 

relevance to their experience was not evident. The small number of 

subjects in this sample who were at early stages limited analysis 

but is consistent with the hypothesized behavior of women at these 

early stages. 

Cass suggests that as a woman progresses through the stages 

of identity development, efforts to conceal lesbian identity are 

abandoned and confrontation of established norms increases. High 

correlations between the SAM and Openness Questionnaire support 

Cass' assumptions with regard to behavioral components of 

openness. Identity development was the only variable to contribute 

to openness on the multiple regression analysis, contributing 39.8°/o 

unique variance. Openness was the strongest predictor of identity 

development on the discriminate analysis, contributing 51 °/o unique 

variance. Subjective labelling and openness behavior are relatively 

congruent. These results further support the contention that events 

of disclosure represent an external declaration to an expanding 

audience of an internal process (Cass, 1979; Chapman & Brannock, 

1987; deMonteflores & Schultz, 1978; Hanley-Hackenbruck, 1989; 

Lee, 1977; Mack, 1986; Pense, 1978; Sophie, 1984). 



182 

The pilot study suggested that as established norms regarding 

disclosure of lesbianism were challenged during the later stages of 

Cass' model, there was a parallel challenge of other socially defined 

norms. A feminist ideology was related to openness for the pilot but 

not for this sample. Only a weak relationship could be determined 

between feminist attitude and identity development, and the 

associations between attitude and openness were indirect. For 

example, openness was correlated with a demographic question 

concerning feminist activism but not with the questionnaire 

regarding attitudes toward women's roles. For this sample, 

openness and feminist behaviors showed parallel trends, but open 

behavior (disclosure) did not parallel attitudes (feminism). In the 

pilot study both the AWS and a Homophobia measure were used. 

Perhaps response patterns differed when the stimulus of the 

Homophobia measure was absent. Because means and standard 

deviations were not significantly different between the pilot group 

and study group for the AWS, some other explanation is necessary. 

The study sample contained a higher proportion of women in the 

earlier stages of identity development: 5°/o are at Tolerance or 

earlier stages, which are by definition less open (compared to 2°/o of 

the pilot group). Additionally, 4.6°/o fewer women in the study 

sample were at Identity Pride or Synthesis. Therefore the study 

sample contained women who were at similar levels of liberalism 



regarding feminist attitudes, but who generally were at earlier 

stages of identity development and therefore were less open. 
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It is of interest to note that the less open a respondent was 

generally, the more likely she was to discuss her lesbianism in 

therapy, if she had therapy experience; and the more likely she was 

to experience the therapist's reaction as negative. This finding 

suggests the possibility that women who are generally less open, 

view nondisclosure as problematic and therefore a treatment issue. 

Consistent with previous studies, which found that "closeted" 

homosexuals anticipate discrimination, homophobia, and rejection 

(Graham et al., 1985: Minton & McDonald, 1983-84), these "closeted" 

women perceived negative reaction from their therapist more 

frequently than the total sample of those with therapy experience. 

Possibly these women projected their own negative self-evaluation 

onto the therapist. Fearing negative reaction, it may be difficult for 

women to confront in therapy the very issues that could facilitate 

increased comfort with their developmental process. However, 

disclosure within the therapeutic process may provide necessary 

experience with new behavior. The therapy environment generally 

provides a non-judgmental context, and if the therapist responds 

with acceptance (regardless of client perception), the opportunity 

for cognitive restructuring and subsequent growth is provided. 
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Patterns and Speed of Development 

While Cass has proposed a model of development that is useful 

in conceptualization of the coming out journey, this study found that 

her progression of stages may not be universal. Women reported 

skipping stages, jumping back and forth between stages, overlapping 

of stages, as well as sequential progression through the model. 

Patterns emerged in the pilot and were replicated with the study 

sample that suggest speed of development, relevant stages and even 

the likelihood of achieving Identity Synthesis may be characteristic 

of certain types of women. 

Generally, women who show a fast general-rate of 

development are at higher stages of development and are more open 

in behavior than women who progress through stages more slowly. 

However, four unique patterns of development were noted that each 

evidenced differences in attained developmental stage, ability to 

disclose lesbianism, rate of development, and attitudes towards 

women's roles. Significant differences were noted between the 

patterns of development with respect to the likelihood of attaining 

Synthesis. Women who skipped early and middle stages of 

development were much more likely to attain Synthesis, followed by 

those skipping middle stages, then those skipping early stages. 

While it seems reasonable to expect that skipping stages would 

result in faster development and therefore later stage attainment, 

the overall longer rate of development for those in the Progression 
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group rests solely on their longer identification as heterosexual. 

Once the questioning process begins for Progression women, their 

actual time per stage is relatively shorter and by the Pride stage, 

the mean age for all groups is similar. The Progression group then 

slows down again at the transition point between Pride and 

Synthesis and are least likely to achieve Synthesis. Differences 1n 

openness for different groups also parallel the pattern of 

development. Those skipping middle stages are significantly more 

open and most of the Middle NA group skipped the Tolerance stage 

which is associated with nondisclosure. Those following the 

Progression path are less disclosing, indicating that progressive 

development does not ensure accomplishment of tasks that would 

allow increased disclosure. In fact it may suggest that women 

following the Progression path may have more general difficulty 

with internalized homophobia and openness which necessitates a 

lengthier developmental process to negotiate cognitive 

restructuring. 

If the coming out process involves unlearning homophobic 

attitudes that have been internalized, rather than the unfolding of 

one's natural sexual preference, than lesbian identity formation 

involves a u-turn process. Women are socialized to heterosexist 

attitudes and expectations, but at some point must make a turn

about to unlearn or transform those expectations if they are to 

develop a lesbian identity. Many women in this sample suggested 
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that they did not ever identify as heterosexual, even when they had 

not identified Confusion or any other of Cass' stages. Something 

must have been happening during those years, either at an 

unconscious level or in a manner that does not fit Cass' model. It 

seems likely that for some of these women their natural sexual 

preference was unfolding within the same time-frame as 

heterosexuals, but was suppressed (because of socialized attitudes) 

or left unlabelled (because there were no available models or labels 

evident to them). Many of these women skipped stages suggestive of 

turmoil or distress, moving to Acceptance rapidly once labels and 

models became available. The women who seem to fit Cass' model m 

a more linear fashion are those who followed the Progression 

pattern. These women lived within society's expectations for some 

time before questioning internalized attitudes. Coming out may in 

fact entail coming out of homophobic attitudes rather than the 

unfolding of sexuality. Possibly the reason many lesbians come out 

at chronologically later ages is because they must learn, unlearn , 

and relearn; which takes longer than maintaining initial learning. 

Younger women who have grown up in more liberal times 

appear to proceed through the developmental process at a faster 

rate. Although younger cohorts proceeded faster, there is not a clear 

connection between a respondent's feminist attitudes and her speed 

of lesbian identity development. It may be that a liberal 

environment is more important than the attitudes a respondent 
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holds. The more liberal environment that younger cohorts have 

grown up in might suggest less pressure to conform to socialized 

norms, a greater general understanding of the wide range of 

difference in nature, a greater variety of available models, and/or a 

wider range of support for individual difference. While it may still 

be generally unacceptable in American culture to be lesbian, this 

society is certainly more tolerant of all differences than it was in 

previous years. Therefore more feminist attitudes in older cohorts 

would have facilitated the fight against more repressive 

environmental conditions, and the older women who were "out" in 

this sample did indicate more feminist attitudes. These data 

support Graham et al.'s (1985) assumption that " ... a feminist 

ideology, and a supportive community are pre-conditions for 

experiencing openness as psychologically healthy" (p. 34), but that 

"environmental oppressiveness must be considered" (p. 35). In fact , 

the level of environmental oppressiveness may determine how 

necessary feminist ideology is to the coming out process . 

Family Systems and Openness 

Bray et al.'s (1984) concept of personal authority was utilized 

to determine whether lesbians who were well-differentiated from 

their families of origin would experience less difficulty in the 

coming out process. Bray et al. suggested that someone who is well

differentiated from their family will be able to form her own 

opinions, choose whether or not to express them regardless of social 
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pressure, and maintain boundaries . It would seem that these 

qualities would facilitate openness. On the other hand, women who 

had experienced less tolerance of difference in their family of origin 

might have more difficulty negotiating the incongruence experienced 

during the coming out process. 

Correlations for the PAFSQ noted on the pilot sample were not 

replicated with the current study sample. The relationships which 

were significant for the PAFSQ were very weak. Possibly these 

relationships were diluted by changes in the questionnaire format. 

The possibility exists that lack of counterbalancing in the pilot 

study artificially raised scores or that responses were elicited 

differentially when all subscales were used. Possibly considering 

issues such as intimacy occurs in a relative fashion, such that 

consideration of family of origin, current relationship, and 

relationship to one's own children generates different responses 

than when only one of these realms is considered. It is possible that 

the instrument somehow acted differently, as comparison of means 

and standard deviations suggests that the pilot sample differed 

significantly for lntergenerational Intimidation and Personal 

Authority. It should be noted that the pilot was conducted in a 

relatively conservative city which may have resulted in some 

differences from the national sample. 

Although correlations for scales of the PAFSQ are weak, some 

interesting trends are evident. lntergenerational Intimacy and 
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lntergenerational Intimidation are the family factors most 

frequently associated with aspects of the lesbian developmental 

process for this sample. Higher levels of intimacy with the family 

of origin are related to a longer period of heterosexual 

identification, slower rates of development, and less openness. 

Ort's (1987) assertion that the leading inhibitors of disclosure are 

fears of rejection and protection of others is consistent with these 

results. Feeling intimacy and satisfaction with one's family of 

origin, paradoxically may increase the risks of disclosure, in that 

the possible loss of relationship outweighs the need for openness. 

Additionally, women who are socialized to care for others and who 

are more intimately connected to family of origin, may feel that 

nondisclosure protects family members from negatively sanctioned 

information. 

Bray et al. (1984b) define intimacy as "having voluntary 

closeness with ... " others, yet " ... distinct boundaries to the self" 

(p. 3). They go on to include the components of trust, love-fondness, 

self-disclosure, and commitment in their construct. Paradoxically 

the women who described these components in their family 

relationships also report lower levels of disclosure which \AJOuld be 

contrary to the definition. Their definition also includes the concept 

of personal boundaries which suggests that the ability to decline 

disclosure is also reflective of healthy functioning. Berzon (1979b) 

considers that true intimacy is impossible when one is concealing 
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such a major aspect of oneself. She suggests that a caring close 

family would not abandon a member based on their own difficulty 

accepting that person's gayness. According to Berzon, if 

abandonment is likely, then the discloser's feeling of intimacy was 

an illusion, but if intimacy is genuine, then honest disclosure will 

strengthen the bond by bringing the family into the discloser's life 

in a more genuine way. 

lntergenerational Intimidation was also associated with rate 

of development and disclosure. When rates of family intimidation 

were higher, the rate of identity development was slower and 

disclosure decreased. In this case, family fear and intolerance may 

play a role in the suppression of development. Intimidation was also 

a factor that assisted in prediction of identity stage. Again the 

findings are consistent with the literature. It is not difficu It to 

imagine that women who have experienced their families as 

intimidating might be fearful of the possible rejection attendant to 

disclosure. Lower self-esteem might also result from feeling 

intimidated within the family especially if one perceived himself or 

herself to be different from others in some significant way. Fear of 

rejection and/or lower self-esteem could be expected to slow the 

entire developmental process. 

lntergenerational Fusion/Individuation and Personal Authority 

contributed to identity development indirectly. lntergenerational 

individuation was associated with more liberal attitudes towards 
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women's roles, which for younger cohorts was correlated with 

speedier progression through stages. Personal Authority was 

associated with a faster rate of identity development after the 

questioning process began, and contributed to prediction of stage of 

identity development. Moderate levels of Personal Authority are 

associated with adequate overall functioning, while high or low 

scores suggest lower levels of functioning (J. Bray, personal 

communication, February 16, 1989). This sample did evidence mid

range scores on Personal Authority in spite of differences from the 

general population on other PAFSQ measures. 

The lesbian samples from the pilot study and current study are 

consistently different from the norming sample on all 

intergenerational measures of the PAFSQ. These differences suggest 

that lesbian women perceive their families as significantly less 

intimate, more fused, less triangulated, and more intimidating than 

the general population, however Personal Authority is not 

significantly different. Although it is impossible to determine 

whether this is an effect of perceived difference (conscious or 

unconscious) from other family members, or a real difference in the 

constellation of families, it does suggest that the developmental 

environment is significantly different from the general population. 

While Bray et al.'s (1984b) norming sample was of mixed gender, the 

significant differences noted do not follow the direction that would 

be predicted by an all female sample. The lesbian samples evidenced 
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significantly lower levels of lntergenerational Intimacy, when it 

would be expected that an all female sample would have higher 

levels of intimacy (J. Bray, personal communication, February 16, 

1989). One possibility is that families with a lesbian member are 

affected (consciously or unconsciously) by the struggle of that 

member and withdraw intimacy and/or increase intimidation as a 

defensive protection or in an attempt to change the lesbian member. 

Intimacy might be compromised by a lesbian member's failure to 

disclose to family members creating distance and presumably safety 

from rejection. However it appears that lower intimacy may create 

the distance necessary to disclose, as higher levels of intimacy 

would result in greater loss if rejection came. The greater 

intimidation perceived in lesbian's families of origin is consistent 

with the possible response of families concerned about their role 1n 

socialization. Certainly a common response by parents to the 

disclosure of homosexuality by a child is guilt associated with 

perceived failure in parenting (Berzon, 1979b; Fairchild & Hayward, 

1979; Kiefer Hammersmith, 1987; Sauerman, 1984). Intimidation 

may occur in an attempt to bring children into line with socialized 

norms. It is also noteworthy that significant differences for 

lntergenerational Intimidation were evident based on birth-order. 

First-borns and only children were significantly less intimidated 

than middle and youngest children. Possibly the independence of 

first-borns allows them to resist intimidation in spite of their 
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efforts to please. On the other hand, birth-order theory suggests 

that later-borns are more concerned with harmonious relationships 

within the family, have more diffuse boundaries and may therefore 

be more susceptible to intimidation. These data support such 

conclusions with respect to identification of a negatively 

sanctioned identity. 

Therapeutic Implications 

The results of this study support the notion that lesbian 

identity development involves "a process of becoming aware of one's 

sexual orientation and integrating the view of oneself as homosexual 

into one's self-concept" (Krajeski, 1986, p. 17). The many women in 

this study who indicated that none of Cass' descriptors fit their 

early experience, suggests that a feeling of non-heterosexuality may 

exist even before awareness of social difference . This assumption 

is consistent with Chapman and Brannock's (1987) suggestion that 

homosexual orientation exists prior to any awareness of 

incongruence with the larger heterosexual culture. Coming out may 

therefore be conceptualized as coming out of homophobic learnings 

that have been internalized. Cohen and Stein (1986) cogently point 

out that no parallel process is necessary for heterosexually 

identified people because there is no need to hide heterosexuality in 

this culture. The coming out process involves cognitive 

reorganization that allows reclamation of disowned or devalued 

aspects of self. The therapist's attitudes are of paramount 
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importance if they are to be of any assistance in this process. While 

this study suggests that women who are themselves uncomfortable 

with their lesbianism are more likely to perceive a therapist's 

response as negative, it also suggests that general environmental 

conditions may have more to do with women's ability to be open than 

their personal attitudes. Most therapists are familiar with 

projection as a defense mechanism, and women who are 

uncomfortable with their lesbianism may project this feeling onto 

the therapist. However, heterosexist bias on the part of the 

therapist may be present and interfere with developmental progress. 

Within the therapeutic context, therapists must carefully avoid 

reinforcing the client's own internalized prohibitions against 

homosexual feelings (Cohen & Stein, 1986; deMonteflores, 1986; 

Groves & Ventura, 1983; Hall, 1978). Bias may be blatant or subtle, 

ranging from trying to "cure" homosexuality to concern with the 

cause of lesbianism rather than respect for the client's lifestyle 

choice (Riddle & Sang, 1978). It is the therapist's responsibility to 

be aware of his or her own homophobic attitudes and any bias that 

may interfere with assisting lesbian women to greater self

acceptance. 

The strongest correlates of homophobic attitudes are 

traditional sex-role attitudes (Halpern, 1974; Riddle & Sang, 1978). 

As long as homophobic sexist attitudes exist as pervasive social 

attitudes, they will occur in the therapeutic context for both client 
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and therapist (Cohen & Stein, 1986). Mental health professionals 

who want to work toward preventive mental health care would best 

serve future lesbians by political action that is feminist and 

lesbian/gay affirmative. As Graham, Rawlings, Halpern, & Hermes 

(1984) pointed out, "One cannot separate the purpose of clinical 

interventions from political lesbian/gay affirmative perspective" (p. 

1 ). This study found that progressively younger cohorts, who have 

lived in progressively more liberal times, were able to come out at a 

faster rate and be more open regardless of their own sex-role 

beliefs. To change the environmental or social context for future 

lesbians would be beneficial to their own self-acceptance as well as 

encouraging future mental health professionals to develop more 

feminist, less heterosexist attitudes. 

The utility of Cass' model to conceptualize lesbian identity 

development within the therapy context must carry the caveat that 

it be used as a loose outline. While Cass does not clearly classify 

her process as linear, it is presented as a sequential process with 

the implication that Synthesis is the desirable outcome. Certainly 

this sample suggests that although Cass' model contains stages 

descriptive of their experience, it fails to describe large portions of 

experience and not all women experience all stages. A nonlinear 

progression is more likely due to individual response to political, 

social, and interpersonal factors (Chapman & Brannock, 1987; Cohen 

& Stein, 1986; Coleman, 1982; deMonteflores & Schultz, 1978; 
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Eisner, 1982; Gramick, 1984; Lewis, 1984; McDonald, 1982; Sophie, 

1984, 1986). This study delineates the possibility of identifiable 

patterns of development which might be utilized in treatment. For 

women who never identified early or middle stages of Cass' model as 

relevant, the developmental process might have involved more joyful 

discovery rather than painful confusion and tolerance of a negative 

self-definition. 

The SAM could be used to quickly assess the subjective level 

of identity development and it would provide the therapist with a 

reasonable assessment of the client's ability to disclose generally . 

Conversely, knowledge of the client's level of openness would 

provide an idea of the approximate stage of identity development. 

Use of the RSAM or a careful history to assess relevant stages of 

development would provide a picture of the likely pattern of 

development. Knowledge of the current stage of development and 

developmental pattern might suggest to the therapist whether 

internalized homophobia was interfering with ongoing development, 

if the rate of development was unusually slow, and whether 

Synthesis was the likely outcome. This study also suggests that 

many women do not consider Synthesis the preferable outcome 

because it implies a decrease in activism. It would be beneficial for 

therapists to assess the importance of political activism to their 

client before assuming that further movement is desirable. 
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Awareness of family intimacy and intimidation factors would 

be helpful to consideration of developmental course and disclosure 

to family. While intimacy may be compromised by lack of disclosure 

(Berzon, 1979b), the possibility of rejection is real (Raphael, 1974; 

Sophie, 1982), and women should not be rushed. The results of this 

study indicate that women who are less comfortable with disclosure 

generally may project negative reactions onto others or may have 

received negative response in the past. The therapist must be 

sensitive to the fact that a decision not to disclose or disclosure to 

unreceptive others may reflect internalized homophobia and low 

self-evaluation (Sophie, 1982). However, non-disclosure may also 

reflect the desire to avoid anticipated rejection or fear of family 

intimidation and pressure to conform. The decision not to disclose 

should be based on accurate assessment of the likely response and 

be an active choice rather than a form of denial (Groves & Ventura, 

1983). 

Finally, the current study suggests that birth-order factors 

are related to the lesbian developmental process. Awareness of 

birth-order position will provide the therapist with information 

concerning the likely expectations and/or pressures that impinge on 

the client and interact with the developmental process or inhibit 

disclosure. 
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Limitations of the Study 

This sample was generally well-educated, professional, and 

Caucasian. In an effort to secure a more diverse sample, a variety of 

settings were chosen to distribute questionnaires, but these efforts 

were relatively unsuccessful. The current sample is, however, 

comparable to other voluntary lesbian samples (Eisner, 1982; Elliot, 

1981; Garrison, 1988; Loftin, 1981; Mack, 1986; Ort, 1987; Pense, 

1978; Saghir & Robins, 1973; Sophie, 1984; Spaulding, 1982). It is 

possible that cultural factors related to ethnicity contribute to 

lower levels of disclosure generally and therefore lower response 

rates from these populations . Based on response to the pilot study , 

the questionnaire was shortened by more than half, but respondents 

continued to suggest that it was too long and complex . Possibly the 

length and complexity of the questionnaire limited the sample to 

those of higher education and commitment. There was a wide range 

of response concerning how long the questionnaire took women to 

complete. Some women took 30 minutes to finish, while others took 

over an hour. 

A high percentage of women in this study sample had therapy 

experience. This may have been the result of a networking system 

that included therapists and graduate psychology students to 

distribute questionnaires. However a great many questionnaires 

were distributed via other routes and other explanations seem as 

likely. Possibly lesbian women recognize that the therapy 
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experience can be helpful to them in negotiating the identity 

development process. Many women indicated that they had been in 

treatment for reasons other than issues around their sexual 

preference, but they had discussed their lesbianism. It seems likely 

that since this sample was well-educated and professionally 

employed, the respondents might have a greater awareness of the 

possible benefits of psychological treatment and have the financial 

resources to pursue therapy. A very small percentage of these 

women experienced the therapist's reaction as negative, a positive 

finding given the previous literature suggesting that many 

psychologists still evidence homophobic heterosexist attitudes. 

Although the study sample contained more women than the 

pilot who were at early stages of identity development, it is 

unfortunate that more women were not found who were at these 

earlier stages. Friendship networking and therapist networking 

were the most successful ways to find women at these stages, but 

they are by definition more difficult to identify. Consistent with 

Cass' assumptions, early stage women who were identified often 

were afraid of confidentially problems or felt threatened in some 

way and declined to complete a questionnaire. Unfortunately 

interpretation of the data and generalizability of the results are 

limited by the lack of respondents at early stages. 

Another difficulty was noted with available normed 

questionnaires that lesbian women found offensive or found to have 
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inadequate or limiting response possibilities. On the SAM, many 

women complained that descriptive statements overlapped or more 

than one described them. On the other hand, many women did not 

feel that any descriptor was accurate for them until their late 

teens, 20's, or later. These women did not feel that Heterosexuality 

described them before beginning Cass' developmental course and 

therefore the SAM and RSAM are inadequate to describe many women 

during 20 or more years of their experience. Possibly a stage is 

needed that suggests difference or non-heterosexuality without 

further assumption. Cass' model and thus the SAM should provide for 

a route of change that does not imply confusion and negative affect , 

reflecting the possible joy and discovery experienced by some 

women. There was significant overlap in the stages of Pride and 

Synthesis. Many women felt that commitment and activism were 

necessary to the last stage and suggested that Pride is a higher 

developmental stage than Synthesis. Some women made parallel 

observations regarding feminist attitude, voicing that higher stage 

lesbians are concerned and active in their fight for the rights of all 

women not just lesbian women. The PAFSQ was frequently noted 

to be confusing, limiting or offensive. Specifically, women 

complained that questions that lumped together responses for both 

parents were inadequate to describe their relationships . When 

parents were divorced or lived far away, respondents felt questions 

were unfair. The item that received the most complaints and most 
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vocal objection was a question regarding the opposite-sexed parent 

no longer being the #1 love of the respondent's life. Many woman 

suggested that their opposite-sexed parent was never the #1 love in 

their lives and that this presumption was too "Freudian." Objection 

to specific questions or the general tenor of a questionnaire may 

have further affected response patterns. While questionnaires can 

not be designed to please everyone, it does seem that some 

developmental issues are different for lesbian women or that 

"Freudian" assumptions are particularly offensive to this population 

and should be considered when questionnaires are chosen. 

As with many surveys, demand characteristics and self-report 

bias may have operated. The Openness Questionnaire which 

measures behavioral components of identity development is highly 

correlated with the SAM. It would be useful to compare these 

measures to more objective measures such as the rating of an 

objective observer. The RSAM is also subject to biographical 

reconstruction. It was used in spite of its limitations because a 

longitudinal study was not possible. Again the observations of an 

objective observer who was familiar with the respondent's life 

history would be useful. However it is unlikely that an objective 

observer would have knowledge of the respondent's internal 

experience to adequately judge and discriminate between stages. 

The utility of general-rate and path-rate, which were 

developed for the purposes of this study, remains uncertain. 
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Theoretically, path-rate would seem more suited to consideration of 

lesbian identity development since it begins at the point of 

questioning sexual identity. However, general-rate appears to be a 

stronger measure and suggests that the developmental process 

begins at birth not with Confusion. Chapman and Brannock (1987) 

found that homosexual orientation existed before awareness of an 

incongruence with the larger community and this study suggests 

that many women identify as non-heterosexual before awareness of 

social prescriptions to be heterosexual that result in conflict. 

Future Research 

Future research might address the difficult task of gain ing a 

more representative sample by identifying women at early stages of 

development and including women with a wider range of 

backgrounds. The ideal study would be a longitudinal study which 

could accurately measure attitudes and developmental change as 

they occur. Possibly measures could be taken at five year intervals 

beginning in adolescence. Unfortunately a very large group of women 

would have to participate over a lifetime to gather a diverse enoug h 

sample. 

An objective rating source of women's behavior over time 

would be helpful to supplement the self-labelling of the SAM and the 

Openness Questionnaire. One wonders whether a respondent's friend 

or therapist would rate her at the same developmental stage that 

she rates herself. More diverse questionnaires are necessary to tap 
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the many ways in which women think about their experience that the 

SAM simply did not capture. Certainly open-ended questions would 

allow for such qualitative differences. The current sample suggests 

the need for further assessment and possible modification of the 

SAM stages. Modification of other scales to fit a lesbian population 

is recommended whenever possible so that they are not offensive to 

the population. 

Further study of the observed patterns of development would 

be useful. Additionally, attention should be focused on the factors 

which might predict these various patterns. It would be beneficial 

to determine what affect various patterns had on the outcome of 

identity development. This study does not determine whether 

Identity Synthesis is a desirable outcome; if all paths equally 1nsure 

completion of necessary developmental tasks; or if all stages are 

completed, but women do not identify some stages because they are 

completed simultaneously, unconsciously, or too quickly to identify. 

It was evident that some women go back to previously completed 

stages or skip back and forth, but no information was generated to 

determine under what conditions these changes occurred. Future 

research might assess the precipitant to such unpredicted 

movement. 

Further investigation of the significantly lower levels of 

lntergenerational Intimacy in this sample is warranted to determine 

whether it influences development or is the result of difference 
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from families without a lesbian member. It also appears that 

negative experiences of intimidation may play a role in repressing 

development. The long-term effects of such repression must be 

assessed as they affect identity development, disclosure, and self

esteem. 

This study did not replicate the pilot findings of high 

correlation between attitudes towards women's roles and lower 

levels of identity development. Previous literature has stressed the 

relationship between conservative attitudes and internalized 

homophobia, and such a relationship was found in the pilot. It wou ld 

be helpful to further investigate this relationship with a variety of 

measures. 
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Appendix A 

Dear Participant, 

This survey of identity development, family communication, 

and attitudes is being done to complete dissertation requirements at 

Texas Woman's University. The goal of this study is to better 

understand the development of lesbian identity and the coming out 

process, so that mental health professionals will be aided in the 

provision of services to lesbian populations. 

Your time to complete these questionnaires and support of this 

project is greatly appreciated. Partic ipation is voluntary and you 

may discontinue at any time. Any publication of data will be in 

group form and no identifying information will be associated with 

any individual response. The insure anonymity, do not put any 

identifying information on any forms. Please sign the consent 

form at the bottom of this page if you agree to participate. 

If you have any questions or suggestions please feel free to 

comment on the back of this page or contact Marla Kahn at (513) 

721-8426. Again, thank you. 

Sincerely, 

~~ 
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I hereby provide my consent for use of the enclosed completed 

questionnaires in the study conducted by Marla Kahn. I understand 

that participation is voluntary, may be discontinued at any time , and 

use of data will only be in group form with no identifying of 

individual responses. I also understand that Texas Woman's 

University is in no way liable for any detr imental effects that may 

result from my participation in this study. 

Participant signature 

Date 



Section I 

Please do not write your name anywhere on these surveys or answer 

sheets, to keep all responses anonymous. Use a #2 pencil to answer 

the following questions on the enclosed computer answer sheet. 

Thank you. 

1. Ethnicity: 

2. Student: 

A. Caucasian 

B. Black 

C. Spanish 

D. Oriental 

E. Other 

A. Yes 

B.~ 

3. Occupation: A. Professional (e.g., journalist , nurse) or bus iness 

executive 

B. Manager, administrator, proprietor 

C. Sales, clerical, or other service worker 

D. Trained worker (e.g., electrician, seamstress, or 

technician) 

E. Trainee, intern, student , etc. 

*leave blank if unemployed. 
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4. Religious affiliation: 

A. Catholic 

B. Jewish 

C. Protestant 

D. Other affiliation 

E. No religious affil iation 

5. Your highest educational level: 

A. Grade school graduate 

B. High school graduate 

C. Some college or specia li zed training 

D. College graduate 

E. Graduate degree or higher 

6. Do you consider yourself: 

A. Lesbian 

B. Bisexual 

C. Heterosexual 

D. Unsure 

E. Asexual or None of the above 

7. Age at which you first felt romantically towards another woman : 

A. Under 12 



B. 12-1 8 

C. 19-25 

D. 26-35 

E. Over 35 

8. Age at which you first had a sexual experience with another 

woman: 

A. Under 12 

B. 12-1 8 

C. 19-25 

D. 26-35 

E. Over 35 

9. Age at which you first considered yourself 

gay/lesbian/homosexual: 

A. Under 12 

B. 12-1 8 

c. 19-25 

D. 26-3 5 

E. Over 35 
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10. Previous or current therapy experience since your first sexual 

experience with another woman: 

A. Yes 
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B. No 

11. If you answered "yes" to #1 0, in any of your therapy experiences 

since that encounter, did you discuss your 

gay/lesbian/homosexual identity in therapy: 

A. Yes 

B. No 

12. If you answered "yes" to #1 0, was your therapist's attitude 

toward your gay/lesbian/homosexual lifestyle : 

A. Positive 

B. Negative 

C. I'm not sure 

D. More than one therapist and their responses 

were mixed 

13. Which term do you prefer: 

A. Gay 

B. Lesbian 

C. Homosexual 

D. Bisexual 

E. None of the above 



14. Which of the statements below best describes your view of 

yourself? 

A. I have never been discriminated against as a 

woman. 
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8. I'm not a women's Libber, but I believe in equal 

rights. 

C. I am a feminist but am not a social activist. 

D. I'm a feminist and actively fighting for equal 

rights. 

15. Which of the statements below best describes you? 

A. 1 was feminist before defining myse lf as lesb ian 

8. 1 was lesbian before defining myself as fem inist 

C. I don't define myself as a femin ist , but am 

lesbian 

D. 1 don't define myself as lesbian, and am fem inist 

E. 1 don't define myself as a feminist nor lesbian 

16. What is the length of your longest gay/lesbian/homosexual 

relationship (past or ongoing)? 

A. Less than a year 

8. 1-3 years 

C. 4-6 years 

D. 7-10 years 



E. More than 10 years 

17. Are any of your siblings gay or lesbian? 

A. I am an only child 

B. I do not know 

C. I think so, but have not been told so 

D. Yes, known by disclosure 

E~ 
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18. Are you (If a twin, consider birthorder in light of the time you 

were born relative to your twin): 

A. the oldest child 

B. the middle child 

C. the youngest ch ild 

D. an only child 

19. How many children are in the family you grew up in, counting 

you. 

A. 1 

B. 2 

c. 3 

D. 4 

E. 5 or more 



20. Are your siblings: 

A. all females 

B. all males 

C. mixed male and female 

D. I'm an only child 

21. If you are a middle or youngest child, was your next oldest 

sibling 

A. Male 

B. Female 

22.1f you are the oldest or a middle child, was your next younger 

sibling 

A. Male 

B. Female 

23. Do your parents know your sexual preference? 

A. I have told them and it is an open topic in the 

family 

B. I have told them, but we don't talk about it 

C. I have not told them, but I believe they know 

D. They do not know 
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E. I have told one parent only (and both are living) 
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Section II 

Please read the following seven descriptions and pick the one that 

best fits how you feel about yourself at the current time. Fill in the 

circle indicated for the description you choose. For example, if #(4) 

best fits how you see yourself, you would blacken in "8" on #23 of 

the computer sheet. 

Fill 

circle 

If this description 

fits you 

24A ( 1) You believe you are heterosexual and never question 

this. You rarely, if ever, wonder "Am I a 

homosexual?" You do not believe that 

homosexuality has anything to do with you 

personally. 

248 (2) You are not sure who you are. You are confused 

about what sort of person you are and where your 

life is going. You ask yourself the questions "Who 

am 1?," "Am I a homosexual?," "Am I really a 

heterosexual?" You sometimes feel, think, or act in 

a homosexual way, but would rarely, if ever, tell 

anyone about this. You're fairly sure that 

homosexuality has something to do with you 

personally. 



25A (3) You feel that you probably are a homosexual, 

although you're not definitely sure. You realize 
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that this makes you different from other peop le and 

you feel distant or cut off from them . You may like 

being different or you may dis li ke it and feel very 

alone. You feel you would like to talk to someone 

about "feeling different." You are beginning to 

think that it might help to meet other homosexuals 

but you're not sure whether you really want to or 

not. You don't want to tell anyone about the fact 

that you might be a homosexual , and prefer to put 

on a front of being completely heterosexual. 

258 ( 4) You feel sure you're homosexual and you put up 

with, or tolerate this . You see yourself as a 

homosexual for now but are not sure about the 

future. You are not happy about other people 

knowing about your homosexuali ty and usually take 

care to put across a heterosexual image. You worry 

about other people's react ion to you. You 

sometimes mix socially with homosexuals, or 

would like to do this. You feel a need to meet 

others like yourself. 
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25C. ( 5) You are quite sure you are a homosexual and you 

accept this fairly happily. You are prepared to tell 

a few people about be ing a homosexual (such as 

friends, family members , etc.) but you carefully 

select whom you will tell . You feel that other 

people can be influential in making trouble for 

homosexuals and so you try to adopt an attitude of 

getting on with your life like anyone else, and 

fitting in where you live and work. You can't see 

any point in confronting people with your 

homosexuality if it's going to embarrass all 

concerned. A lot of the time you mix socially with 

homosexuals. 

250 (6) You feel proud to be a homosexual and enjoy liv ing 

as one. You like reading books and magazines, see 

movies and listen to music about homosexuals , 

particularly if they portray them in a good light. 

You are prepared to tell many people about being a 

homosexual and make no attempt to hide this fact. 

You prefer to mix socially with homosexuals. You 

get angry at unfair treatment of homosexuals and 

often openly stand up for homosexuals. You are 
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happy to take a politically active stance in regards 

to homosexuality. You believe it is more important 

to listen to the opinions of homosexuals then 

heterosexuals. 

25E (7) You are prepared to tell anyone that you are a 

homosexual. You are happy about the way you are 

but feel that being a homosexual is not the most 

important part of you. You mix socially with fa irly 

equal numbers of homosexuals and heterosexuals 

and with these you could be open about your 

homosexuality. You still get angry at the way 

homosexuals are treated , but not as much as you 

once did. You are politically active in regards to 

homosexual rights. You believe there are many 

heterosexuals who happily accept homosexuals and 

whose opinions are worth listening to. There are 

some things about a heterosexual way of life that 

seem worthwhile. 

Section liB 

**Please answer directly on this page, not on the 

computer sheet. 
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Current age __ _ 

Year of birth ---

for each of the corresponding descript ions in section II , please 

indicate on this page the age range at which that description was 

relevant for you, if applicable. If a descripti on has never been 

relevant for you, put NA. (you do not use the computerized answer 

sheet for this section) 

( 1) 

(2) 

(3) 

(4) 

(5) 

(6) 

(7) 

Sect ion Ill 

Please use one of the following options to describe how you respond 

in the situations listed below. 

A = Present myself as heterosexual 

B = Present myself as neither heterosexual nor homosexual 



C = Present myself as gay/lesbian/homosexual, but 

we don't discuss it. 

D = Present myself as gay/lesbian/homosexual , and 

we do discuss it. 

E - This situation does not apply to me. 

To the following, I present myself ... 

26. Gay Community 

27. Lesbian Community 

28. Mother 

29. Father 

30. Sisters 

31. Brothers 

32. Employer 

33. Co-workers 
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34. Heterosexual friends in my childhood hometown 

35. Heterosexual friends in my current hometown 

36. Public (restaurants, movies, malls, etc.) 

Section IV 

The following questions ask about your current relationships with 

your parents. Please select the answers which best reflect your 

current relationships with these people. There are no right or wrong 

answers. Place your answers on the computer answer sheet 

provided. Do not mark on the questionnaire. Remember: Give the 

answer that best applies to you. 

If one or both of your parents are deceased , then answer the 

questions about your deceased parent(s) in terms of how you 

remember or imagined your relationship(s) to be. 

Please answer all questions as best you can. Place your answer in 

the appropriate place on the answer sheet. 

For questions 37-42 use the following scales to rate the quality and 

satisfaction with the following relationships: 



A 

excellent 

B 

good 

Quality 

c 
fair 

D 

poor 

Quality of your relationship with: 

37. Your mother 38. Your father 

A 

very 

satisfied 

B 

satisfied 

Satisfaction 

c 
neutral 

Satisfaction of your relationship with: 

D 

dissatisfied 

39. Your mother 40. Your father 
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E 

very poor 

E 

very 

dissatisfied 

How satisfied are you with the frequency of contact (letter , phone , 

in person) which you have with you mothe r and father : 

41. Mother 42. Father 

Use the following scale to answer questio ns 43-44: 



A 

totally 

responsible 

8 

very 

c 
moderatel y 

respons ible 

D 

a little 

24 1 

E 

not at all 

respo nsib le 

43. When one of your parents is hav ing a distress ing prob lem , to 

what extent do you feel personally responsible to prov ide a 

solution to the problem? 

44. When your parents are having a sign ifican problem in the ir 

marriage, to what extent do yo u fee l person ally respons ible to 

provide a solution to the ir prob lem? 

How does your job success and satisfact ion co mpare to yo ur 

parents' job success and satisfaction? 

A 

much less 

8 

less 

45. Mother's financial success 

c 
same 

46. Mother's emotional sat isfaction 

4 7. Father's financial success 

48. Father's emotional satisfaction 

D 

more 

E 

much more 
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Use the following scale to answer quest ions 49 -52 : 

c E A 

all the 

time 

8 

most 

times 

half 

the time 

D 

occasionall y never 

How often do you th ink of yourse lf as yo ur mother or father' s "l itt le 

girl?" 

49. Mother 50. Father 

51. How re luctant are you to do anyth ing that wo uld elic it an 

intense emotional response fro m your parents , such as anger, 

hurt, shock, or embarrassment? 

52. How often do you seek parental approval (for example how yo 

should handle a personal prob lem or make an important decisio , 

etc,)? 

How necessary is it to you to meet yo ur parents' expectations 

concerning your: 

A 

extremely 

important 

8 

very 

important 

c 
moderately 

impo rtant 

D 

a little 

impo rtant 

E 

not 

important 
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Work: 53. Mother 54 . Father 

Marriage: 55. Mother 56 . Fa ther 

Parenting: 57. Mother 58 . Fa th er 

Appearance: 59. Mother 60. Fat her 

Life Style: 61. Mother 62. Fat her 

How often do you feel you must modify your behavior to meet yo ur 

parents' expectations concerning your : 

A 

all the 

time 

Work: 

Marriage: 

Parenting: 

Appearance: 

Life Style: 

8 

most 

times 

63. 

65. 

67. 

69. 

71. 

c 
half the 

time 

Mother 

Mother 

Mother 

64 . 

66. 

68. 

Mother 70 . 

Mother 72 . 

0 

occas ionally 

Fat her 

Fa t er 

Fat her 

Fa her 

Fa her 

E 

never 

Use the following situation and scale to answer questi ons 73-82: 

You invite only one of your parents and not the other parent to 

dinner alone with you even thoug h the other pa rent is interes ed 

and available. 
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0 E A 

extremely 

8 

very 

c 
moderately a little not at all 

How willing would you be to do th is? 

73. Mother invited 74 . Father invited 

How comfortable would you be do ing this? 

75. Mother invited 76 . Fa her inv ited 

How unfair would it be to do th is to your mo her/fa her or the ir 

marriage? 

77. Mother invited 78 . Fa her in vited 

How uncomfortable would you be dining and having in timae 

conversation with the invited pare nt? 

79. Mother invited 80 . Father inv ited 

How guilty would you feel if you did not in vi e the o her pare nt? 

81. Mother not invited 82 . Fa er no inv ited 

Use the following scale to answer items 83-108: 
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A 

strongly 

agree 

8 

agree 

c 
neutral 

D 

disag ree 

E 

strongly 

disagree 

I share my true feelings with my paren ts abo ut the signi ficant 

events in my life. 

83. Mother 84 . Fa ther 

My parents and I are important peop le in each other's lives. 

85. Mother 86. Father 

I get togethe r w ith my parents from time to time for conversat io 

and recreation 

87 . Mother 88 . Father 

1 take my parents' thoughts and fee lings ser ious ly, but do not always 

agree or behave in the same way. 

89. Mother 90 . Fa her 

openly show tenderness toward my pare n s. 

91. Mother 92 . Fa her 

1 am fair in my relationships w ith my paren s. 
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93. Mother 94 . Father 

can trust my parents with things we share. 

95. Mother 96 . Fa ther 

My parents and I have mutual respect for each other. 

97. Mother 98. Father 

I am fond of my parents. 

99. Mother 100 . Fa ther 

1 01 . My parents do things that embarrass me . 

102. My present day problems would be fewer or less seve re if my 

parents had acted or behaved different ly. 

1 03. My parents frequently try to change so e a spec of my 

personality. 

104. I sometimes wonder how much my pa en s rea lly love me. 

1 05. I am usually able to disagree with my parents without los ing 

my temper. 
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106. I often get so emotional with my parents that I cannot th ink 

straight. 

1 07. I usually help my parents understand me by te lli ng them how I 

think, feel, and believe. 

108. My parents say one thing to me and rea ll y mean another. 

Use the following scale to answer questions 109-118. 

A B 

very comfortable 

comfortable 

c 
neutral 

0 E 

uncomfortab le very 

uncomfortab le 

1 09. How comfortable are you having sexua l re lat ions in the pri vacy 

of your own bedroom when yo ur parents are in yo ur home? 

110. How comfortable are you ta lk ing to your mot er and fa her 

about the private and persona l story of growing up in the ir 

family of origin and extended fam il y (i .e. , ta lking about 

perceptions, thoughts , and fee li ng s about the ir re lationsh ips 

with father, mother, sib li ngs , aunts , uncles , etc.) ? 



111. How comfortable are you talk ing to yo ur mother and fa th er 

abut family secrets both real and imag ined , and about 

skeletons in the family closet? 
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112. How comfortable are you ta lking to yo ur fa th er and mother 

about specific mistakes or wrong decisions wh ich he/she made 

in the past and would like to do again, d ifferent ly (e.g ., 

marriage, marriage partner, occupation , etc.)? 

113. How comfortable are you ta lking to yo ur opposite-sex pa rent 

about the fact that that parent is no longer the #1 love in your 

I ife? 

114. How comfortable are you ta lk ing to your same-sexed parent to 

declare openly the ways in which yo u are d ifferent fro m that 

parent in your beliefs, values , attitudes , and behavior? 

115. How comfortable are you ta lking direc ly to yo r fa her and 

mother as peers and equals to say goodbye to hi and her as 

"daddy" and "mommy" and goodbye to yo urse lf as a dependent 

"I itt I e g i r I"? 

116. How comfortable are you ta lking face to face with yo ur fa ther 

and mother to make explicit w ith the m that yo u are no t 
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responsible for his/her surviva l or happ in ess in life, and that 

you are not working to meet goals and achievements in life 

which have been passes on from them (or prior generat ions) to 

you? 

117. How comfortable are you talking to your mother and father 

about his/her sexuality and sexual experience? 

118. How comfortable are you talk ing to yo ur father and mothe r 

about his/her approaching death , as to when , where , how, and 

with what attitude and feelings each of them antic ipates this 

inevitability? 

Please indicate in questions 119-127 whe her yo u have or have not 

discussed that topic with your parents . Mark "A" if you have not 

discussed the topic or "8" if you have discussed the top ic . 

A - have not discussed 

8 = have discussed 

119. Topic in question #11 0 (parent's fa mil y of or igin) . 

120. Topic in question #111 (fam il y sec re s). 

121. Topic in question #112 (parents ' mistakes) . 
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122. Topic in question #113 (no longer #1 ). 

123. Topic in question #114 (d iffer from same-sexed parent). 

124. Topic in question #115 (parents as peers). 

125. Topic in question #116 ( not respons ible fo r them) . 

126. Topic in question #117 (parents' sex uali ty). 

127. Topic in question #118 (parents' dea h). 

Section V 

The statements listed below describe att itudes toward the ro les of 

women in society which different peop le have . There are no right or 

wrong answers, only opinions. You are to express your fee li ng abou 

each statement by indicating whether you (A) Ag ree S rong ly , (B) 

Agree Mildly, (C) Disagree Mildly, or (D) Disagree S ongly. Please 

put your response on the computer answe r sheet provided . 

A 

Agree 

Strongly 

B 

Agree 

Mildly 

c 
Disagree 

Mildly 

D 

Disag ree 

Strong ly 
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128. Swearing and obscenity are more repulsive in the speech of a 

woman than a man. 

129. Under modern economic conditions with women being active 

outside the home, men should share in household tasks such as 

washing dishes and doing the laundry . 

130. It is insulting to women to have the "obey clause remain m the 

marriage service. 

131. A woman should be as free as a man to propose marriage. 

132. Women should worry less about their rights and more about 

becoming good wives and mothers. 

133. Women should assume their rightful place in business and all 

the professions along with men. 

134. A woman should not expect to go to exactly the same places or 

to have quite the same freedom of action as a man. 

135. It is ridiculous for a woman to run a locomotive and for a man 

to darn socks. 
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136. The intellectual leadership of a community should be largely in 

the hands of men. 

137. Women should be given equal opportunity with men for 

apprenticeship in various trades. 

138. Women earning as much as their dates should bear equally the 

expense when they go out together. 

139. Sons in a family should be given more encouragement to go to 

college than daughters. 

140. In general, the father should have greater authority than the 

mother in the bringing up of children . 

141. Economic and social freedom is worth far more to women than 

acceptance of the ideal of femi ni nity wh ich has been set up by 

men. 

142. There are many jobs in which men should be given preference 

over women in being hired or promoted. 



Please return the completed questionnaires and any additiona l 

comments to the person you received it from or mail to Marla Kahn, 

2320 Central Parkway, Cincinnati, OH 45214. 

Thank you for participating in this research project. Signing 

the introductory page consent, completion of the questionnaires, and 

return of all materials to the investigator constitutes your consent 

to participate. No identifying information will be associated with 

your responses and data will be presented in group form only. 

You have the right to know the results of this study and a 

summary of results will be sent to you if you complete the bottom 

section of this page. If you have any questions regarding this study , 

please contact Marla Kahn at (513) 721-8426. 

Thank you for you support. 

If you would like to receive a summary of the results of th is 

study, please complete the foil owing. 

Name __________________________________ ____ 

Address _________________________________ _ 

City, State, Zip ___________ _ 

253 



Appendix II 

Follow-up Letter 

Last summer you participated in a study of lesbian identity 

development. The following is a summary of the results of that 

study. Thank you for your participation and support. 

Cass' model (1979) of homosexual identity development and 

her Stage Allocation Measure (1984) were assessed to determine 

their utility in describing the subjective experience of coming out 

as a lesbian and whether proposed stages could be tied to behavioral 

correlates of the Openness Questionnaire (Graham, Rawlings & 

Girten, 1985). Antecedent patterns of communication in the family, 

ability to disclose difference, birth-order, and sex-role attitudes 

were investigated to determine how they were related to the speed 

or process of lesbian identity development. A pilot study of 81 

lesbians was conducted (Kahn, 1988), and improvements to the 

questionnaire packet were made based on the pilot results. 

Two-hundred-ninety lesbians participated in this national 

study. The sample was 92°/o Caucasian, 4°/o Black, .4°/o Hispanic, and 

.4°/o Oriental. Ages ranged from 18 to 82, with a median age of 34. 

Generally well-educated and professionally employed, this sample is 

not representative of the general population, but is similar to 

voluntary lesbian samples in other studies. Seventy-one percent had 
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had therapy experience since their first lesbian sexual experience 

and of those, 75°/o had experienced a positive reaction from the 

therapist when they disclosed their lesbianism. 

Results suggest that subjective identification of 

developmental stage and theoretical comfort with disclosure on the 

Stage Allocation Measure is congruent with actual disclosure to 

various targets on the Openness Questionnaire. Cass' model suggests 

that during early stages of development, confusion , personal 

alienation, and awareness of social alienation decrease the 

likelihood of disclosure. Movement through the model increases 

contact with the lesbian community, va lidat ing and normali z in g 

lesb ian life. Consistent w ith the model , women at ear ly stages of 

development were diff icu It to identify or chose not to partic ipate 

when they were found. Openness in disclosure was the strongest 

predictor of stage of identity development. 

Four patterns of identity development emerged that were each 

associated with a unique constellation of characteristics. Patterns 

of development were delineated by the number and order ing of 

stages of Cass' model that respondents identified as re levant to 

their developmental process, and indicate that lesbian identity 

development is not a fixed linear path. In spite of socialization 

processes, 41 °/o of the sample never identified as heterosexual. The 

"Early Not Applicable" pattern described 21 °/o of the sample who d id 

not find early stages of Cass' model to be relevant to their 
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developmental process. The "Middle & Early Not Applicable" women 

skipped early and middle stages of Cass' model and constituted 26°/o 

of the sample. "Middle Not Applicable" women skipped one or more 

middle stages of the identity development model and were 

represented by 1 0°/o of the sample. Finally, the "Progression" pattern 

described 26°/o of the women who proceeded through Cass' model in a 

linear fashion and do not skip any stage. Relevant stages, speed of 

development, stage attainment, ability to disclose, and attitudes 

towards women's roles were linked to these various patterns of 

development. Women from the Early & Middle NA group were the 

most likely to achieve Identity Synthes is. Women from the Early NA 

group reach each stage at relatively younger ages than the other 

groups. 

The Personal Authority in the Family System Questionnaire 

(Bray, Williamson, & Malone, 1984) was used to assess antecedent 

patterns of communication in the family of origin that might affect 

disclosure. This sample showed significantly higher levels of 

lntergenerational Intimidation, lntergenerat ional Triangulat ion , 

lntergenerational Fusion, and significant ly lower leve ls of 

lntergenerational Intimacy than the norming population; however, 

their level of Personal Authority did not differ significantly and 

suggested overall healthy functioning. Higher levels of 

lntergenerational Intimidation and lntergenerational Triangulation 

were significantly related to slower lesbian identity development 
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and decreased disclosure. lntergenerational Intimacy also decreased 

the likelihood of disclosure, and it is suggested that the possible 

risk of losing important intimate relationships prevents disclosure. 

Significant differences in family factors and attitudes towards 

women's roles were found for various birth-order positions. First

borns were more triangulated by the fam il y of origin. The youngest 

child was the most intimidated intergenerationally. Only ch ildren 

were significantly more liberal in their attitudes towards women's 

roles. Neither family dynamics or attitudes affected the rate of 

identity development or stage attainment for different birth-order 

positions. 

Cohort differences suggest that younger women who have 

grown up in a more liberal environment proceed through the 

developmental process more quickly regardless of their sex-role 

attitudes. Conversely, more repressive environments requ ire that a 

woman hold more liberal attitudes to overcome pressures to 

conform and to achieve the coming out process. The level of 

environmental oppressiveness may determine how necessary 

feminist ideology is to the coming out process. 

The results of this study suggest that the coming out process 

be conceptualized as a process of unlearning socialized homophob ic 

attitudes. And that general environmental cond it ions (socia ll y and 

within the fami ly) may have more to do with the ability of women to 

negotiate this process than their personal attitudes. Therefore 
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mental health professionals are urged to participate in social and 

political action that is feminist and gay/ lesbian affirmative to 

secure a social context that permits · growth and self-affirmation of 

difference. 
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