Page 14

STAGES OF ADJUSTMENT OF PARENTS OF GAY CHILDREN
Sherri Phillips and Shawn Trivette
Department of Sociology and Political Science

Tennessee Technological University

A research paper in partial fulfillment for the course requirements of SOC 4930 taught by Dr. Jeff Riemer, Spring 2005.

Stages of Adjustment of Parents of Gay Children – Abstract


We studied parents of gays and lesbians and the process they go through in adjusting to their child’s homosexuality.  Using thirty-minute interviews with thirty-two parents of gay and lesbian children and eight gay children, we found that there are stages of adjustment parents go through when their children come out to them.  We also found commonalities among the fears of parents of gay children as well as the positive things they say have happened since their child’s coming out.  Other implications of the research as well as suggestions for future studies are given.
Stages of Adjustment of Parents of Gay Children

In recent years, much research has been done on the coming out process for gays and lesbians (Adkin 1993; Baker 2001).  For many gays and lesbians, coming out can be a difficult process.  Many people have written on their own experiences and insights about coming out (Barnstein 1995; Cantwell 1996; Castiglione 1992; Gottlieb 2000; Heller and Domonkos 1993; Miller 1992; Savin-Williams 2000; Seitchik 1994; Shyer and Shyer 1996; Wakeling and Bradstock 1995; and Walton 1992).

Adjusting to homosexuality can be just as difficult on the parents of a gay or lesbian child as it is on the child itself (Bass and Kaufman 1996; Bergling 2001; Berzon 1996; Borhek 1993; Carter 1996; Holub 1992; and Ryan and Fullerman 1998).  Yet, considerably less research has been done on the adjustment that parents must go through when a child comes out.  Though some factors are very similar, the experience of a parent may still be different than the experience of a child.  What is that experience like?  Are there stages of adjustment that parents of gay children go through upon disclosure from their child?  How do parents react to the news?  Is there a process of acceptance and if so, what is that process like?  “When someone in a family is gay, in a sense the whole family’s in the closet” (Cohen 1989: 51).
Literature Review
Coming out is a common term which indicates an individual’s decision to be openly gay, and the process of coming out is often referred to as a recognized landmark of the gay experience.  Coming out means “leaving the closet” and openly acknowledging a gay identity in at least one of the following venues: family, friends, work associates, neighbors, and/or a public declaration (De Welde and Hubbard 2003: 73).


There has been controversy over the percentage of Americans who are gay and lesbian.  

For many years, based on figures contained in the 1948 Kinsey report the proportion was commonly assumed to be about 10 percent. …Based on the 2000 census figures, the number of gay people in the country is nearly seventeen million. Necessarily, those seventeen million lives began with thirty-four million parents; and they have approximately seventeen million siblings (Barnstein 1995: 212; also PFLAG 2003).

Some of these parents and siblings are unaware that their child, brother, or sister is gay.  According to Barnstein (1995), some either know or suspect but deal with it in silence (213).  Not all parents react to the information that their child is gay in the same manner.   Most parents have hopes and dreams for their children, dreams such as him or her partaking in a traditional wedding or becoming parents themselves (PFLAG 2003).  Parents, of gay and straight children alike, often must realize that the dreams for their child may not be the same dreams the child has.


Other concerns abound as well.  Some parents worry about AIDS while others wonder what friends and relatives will think (Cohen 1989: 37).  Some parents may feel that their child will be unable to have a successful career, a beautiful home, an active social life, and a respected place in the community.  Fortunately, many of these things are still possible for the gay child who wants them.    They begin to grieve the loss of their dreams for this child.  Parents often describe the experience of their child’s coming out as the loss of a loved one (PFLAG 2003).
The Kübler-Ross Model

Parents progress through a series of stages similar to those delineated by Kübler-Ross after the shock of discovering one’s own impending death:  denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance (Savin-Williams 2000: 33; also Herdt and Koff 1999; Kübler-Ross 1969; Saltzberg 2004).

As with the grieving process of the loss of a loved one not everyone experiences these stages in any particular order or in the same manner.  According to Savin-Williams in Mom, Dad, I’m Gay denial is a time for parents to regain their bearings and equilibrium (2000: 37).  Denial can lead to anger.  “Research has documented that relatively few parents display fits of rage and anger, physically or sexually abuse their child, reject their daughter or son, or eject the youth from the home after disclosure” (Savin-Williams 2000: 40).  


Another stage is bargaining.  Parents bargain that if the child renounces this lifestyle then their financial assistance will continue.  This stage essentially delays the feeling of guilt.  Previous research has not addressed the extent of bargaining as a reaction to a child’s disclosure of their sexuality.  Next can be a state of depression.  Savin-Williams states that this could be the anger stage turned inward, or the inability to notice the child’s “condition” and make changes (2000: 42).


The last stage of this process is the acceptance.  Acceptance results from happier images of the child, education, and even support groups.  Acceptance is significant for parents in order for them to move past the guilt, shame, anger, and sadness (Savin-Williams 2000: 46).  Previous research of parents reports high levels of acceptance.  

Following disclosure, over 80% of mothers and 60% of fathers in one study noted improvement in their relationship, over 20 percentage points higher than that reported by youths.  In another sample of parents, 97% stated that they now accept their gay child (Savin-Williams 2000: 48).
Sometimes, though, it’s not enough to simply accept a gay child.  “To be fully part of his life you have to accept his life-style and care about the people he cares about” (Cohen 1989: 47).  It’s that element of comfort with everything about the child being gay that marks true acceptance.


Media, including gay media, leads viewers to believe that parents reject or harm their child after the disclosure.  Newspapers and magazines use the extreme cases to increase sales and TV ratings.  “This is patently untrue and is meant to alarm rather than reflect reality” (Savin-Williams 2000: 221).

Models of Prejudice


Aside from the model presented by Kübler-Ross, a parent’s position on homosexuality in general may impact how they deal with a child coming out.  Jung and Smith (1993) proposed a five-position model for moral beliefs on homosexuality.  They define the first four positions as homophobic (to varying degrees) and the last as nonhomophobic.  In position one, homosexuality is equated with immorality.  Homosexuality is a sign of the brokenness of the world and is considered evil.  Position two relates homosexuality to alcoholism.  In it, homosexuality is akin to a disease that should (or at least could) be cured.  In position three, homosexuality is considered to be a defect, such as blindness.  It is something to be pitied as less than standard.  Position four treats homosexuality as an imperfection, such as color blindness.  It is not something can or should be fixed, but it is also not quite the fullness of heterosexuality.  Finally, position five treats homosexuality (indeed, all sexuality) as simple variation that occurs in life, much like left-handedness.  One orientation is not better or worse than another (Trivette 2001).


Adjusting to the disclosure of a child as gay can be helped with the realization that homosexuality is not a sickness and there is no “cure.”  “Second, we believe that only when a particular trait causes discomfort or prevents the individual from functioning well in society should one think about trying to alter it” (Fairchild and Haywood 1998: 188).  

As more gays emerge publicly, and as education of the general population continues, discrimination and oppression can be expected pretty much to disappear—and with them the external and internal pressures on the gay person to try to “change” (Fairchild and Haywood 1998: 188).


Another way of viewing the matter is by a scale of attitudes.  Eliason (1996) proposes a six-stage scale of attitudes toward homosexuals.  The first, and least homonegative, position is Celebration – recognizing that gay, lesbian, and bisexual people are unique and should be cherished, at least for the contributions they make to society.  The second position is Acceptance – the recognition that all people deserve equal rights based on their humanity, not their individual human characteristics.  Some argue that this position is not a positive category as Celebration is.  Why should we need to accept something like sexual identity?  Was there something wrong to begin with (Trivette 2001)?


The first of the clearly negative categories is Tolerance – the belief that people have the right to lead the life they choose as long as they keep it private.  The fourth overall category is Disapproval, the disdain for all forms of sexual expression that are not heterosexual, which is followed closely by Disgust (the category that comes closest to fitting the psychological definition of a phobia).  Lastly is the category of Hatred, where the person feels threatened by homosexuality, sometimes to the point of acting out in violence (Trivette 2001).

Theory

“Objects, people, situations, and events do not in themselves possess meaning.  Meaning is conferred on these elements by and through human interactions” (Berg 2004).  
These interactions are emphasized by symbolic interactionism.  Symbolic interactionism also highlights how we negotiate definitions define role-taking between people (Gecas 1981; Turner 1976; Berg 2004).
The meaning of a thing for a person grows out of the ways in which other persons act toward the person with regard to the thing.  Their actions operate to define the thing for the person; thus, symbolic interactionism sees meanings as social products formed through activities of people interacting (Blumer 1969: 5).
Blumer, a social interactionist, “suggests that meanings derive from the social process of people or groups of people interacting” (Berg 2004: 9).  If one rewrites his definition with supplementing “thing” with homosexuality, “person” with homosexual, and “their” with society; it would read as follows:  The meaning of homosexuality for a homosexual grows out of the ways in which society acts toward the homosexual with regard to homosexuality.  Society’s actions operate to define homosexuality for the homosexuals; thus, symbolic interactionism sees meanings as social products formed through activities of people interacting.  If a parent reacts to the news that their child is gay or lesbian with society’s interpretation, then there can be a non-acceptance of their lifestyle.  This is not because the definition of homosexuality is appalling to some, but because society’s reaction is ghastly.  

Methodology

This project employed a qualitative method using semi-structured interviews.

Sample


Subjects came from the eastern half of Tennessee, particularly the Knoxville, Crossville, Cookeville, and Nashville areas.  The majority of the sample was from the organization PFLAG (Parents and Friends of Lesbians and Gays).  Thirty-two participants were parents of gay and lesbian children and eight were gay children discussing how their parents dealt with the knowledge of their homosexuality.  The majority of the parents were couples, though a few parents were interviewed without the child’s co-parent.  One mother was herself a lesbian.
Ethics


All ASA and TTU ethical guidelines were followed.  Form A (see Appendix A) was submitted to and approved by the Office of Human Research before the chapters were contacted seeking participants.  Before each interview they were read an implied consent statement (which is shown in Appendix B) guaranteeing confidentiality.
Procedure


Three PFLAG chapters were contacted seeking members to participate in our study.  All interviews were taped and semi-structured.  The original intent was to interview forty parents of gay and lesbian children; however, difficulty was encountered with two chapters in finding available parents.  Using a local gay and lesbian organization, eight participants discussed how their parents handled the knowledge of their homosexuality.
Interview Questions


The interview questions started with exploring the relationships between parent and child.  Next, was the experience of the coming out process and then questions concerning parenting skills and the impact of religious beliefs.   There were questions regarding relationships with other family members and their acceptance.  Last were questions about fears for their children as well as the positive things that have happened since coming out (the questions are found in Appendix B).

Results


The initial response from the first PFLAG chapter contacted resulted in twenty interviews.  The other two chapters resulted in four interviews each.  There was a concern among PFLAG members not knowing the interviewers and their intentions which resulted in less of a turn out than initially anticipated.  This prompted the use of personal contacts on the part of the researchers and a snowball approach to obtain the remaining needed participants.


   Of the parents interviewed, eleven were male and twenty-one were female.  The ages ranged from thirty-seven to eighty-five with a median age of seventy-two.  Nearly all of the parents interviewed had completed at least some college, with several having completed various amounts of graduate work.

Toward a Stage Model of Parental Acceptance

Perhaps the most striking finding in this research is the ability to generalize an initial model parents follow in reaching acceptance of their child’s homosexuality.  The parents interviewed fell into two broad categories.  One category consists of parents that never had a problem accepting their child being gay.  The biggest commonality of these parents is that they had already known other gay people before their child came out.  “The person I care about, the person who will help me if I need help in this town is gay,” affirmed one mother.  “We speak every morning, she has a partner.”  It would appear that, as with reducing general levels of homonegativity (Trivette 2001), prior knowledge of and interaction with gay people greatly increases a parent’s acceptance of a gay child.


The parents that had to work to a level of acceptance tended to have little to know prior experience with homosexuals or homosexuality.  The first stage all parents entered we call the stage of Loss.  All parents went through was at least one of the first four stages that Kübler-Ross presents, most commonly shock (as a subset of denial).  It seems that some parents may never leave this stage.  One of the gay children we talked to indicated that his mother has never moved on from this point.  A mother said, “He came out of the closet we went back in the closet and I mean we stayed in like we were told to.”


Assuming the parent is open to understanding the existence of homosexuality and has a desire to face it as a fact of life, the next stage they enter is the stage of Seeking.  In this stage a parent reached out for information.  It may be books they read, people they talk to, or something else altogether, but the important step is that they are seeking information about homosexuality.  “I have had a desire and a process to get through,” said one mother.  Most commonly they cannot get the bulk of this information from their own child.  “I began talking to two of my sisters and they helped me to understand some things,” said another mother.  “They were very positive and supportive both regarding my son and what I was experiencing.”  It is not because the child is unwilling to help; it simply seems to be that most parents want external information and a child is too close to them to be considered external.


The three most common methods of completing the Seeking stage are through information, connecting with someone whom they trust or who has gone through a similar event, and meeting or interacting with other gay people.  This leads to the third stage, the stage of Acceptance.  Acceptance of a child’s homosexuality may be gradual or sudden.  It may build over time as a parent slowly learns more information or becomes comfortable talking to others about the situation, or there may be a particular event that propels them forward.  In whatever way it happens, this third stage is the stage most gay children hope for from their parents.  It’s the ability to say “he is my child and no matter what I will stand by him.”

However, the process of acceptance does not end here.  The fourth stage many parents enter is the stage of Activism or Service.  This appears to be a soft stage and therefore is not necessarily a permanent position.  After accepting their child as gay, many parents expressed a desire to see societal norms change and became involved in some level of activism.  “I thought it was terrible the way society treated gays and lesbians,” said one mother, when asked if she knew much about homosexuality before her daughter came out.  “But now it’s my main focus and that’s the way I vote.”


Some parents may not have become politically or socially active but still wanted to in some way help others going through a similar process, and so found a way to serve and aid other people.  As one mother said, “I wanted to change the world.”  Sometimes this change involved direct interaction with legislators.  Sometimes this change is as simple as telling their own stories: “I feel strongly that the more we parents speak up, the better it is for our children and for others and for other parents.”  The point remains, though, that some sort of actions seems to be called for.  “Even though I didn’t seem to be getting anywhere, inside I was changing.  I was getting closer to Kim.  It wasn’t me against her anymore.  It was us against the world together” (Cohen 1989: 46).

Fears and Benefits

The second finding among our group of participants is the fears that they have for their gay children.  In the beginning there was an expectation to find the number one fear to be the AIDS epidemic.  Even though there were parents who expressed that fear it was not the number one fear.  The number one fear was the level of acceptance their children would find in society.  One parent stated, “At first I worried about how he would be accepted; if he would have job problems and through the 80's, AIDS.  That was scary and I worried a lot about that, but he has been fine.”  Another parent said to his son, “I guess my only concern is that you have a life of self-respect and dignity.”
Society is generally homophobic and the acceptance level of a gay or lesbian in the work force, schools, and churches is difficult to determine.  The parents wanted to make sure that their children were going to be able to live a successful, fulfilling life in today’s society.  The acceptance level in society is a slow and sometimes painful process not only for individuals but for society as a whole.  When considering the interaction of two men or women together, there are a lot of times a blind eye at the opportunities of love and partnership that can be reached.  Though bound by society’s constraints parents we interviewed put more value in maintaining a relationship with their son or daughter and choose to rethink what society taught them about homosexuality.    

The positive things that have happened to parents of gay children are the ability to be closer, having more understanding and a feeling of openness.  A popular positive response is parents expressing excitement of meeting new people with the same experiences.    PFLAG is a source of meeting other parents who have experienced the same types of things in the acceptance of their children.  “It’s always hard when I remember but I said well son I love you any way that will never change. You can be sure of that.  We will take this one day at a time and we will figure out and we’ll be just fine.” 

“Who he is is more important than my idea of who he might be”

A final significant finding is the connection parents feel for their children.  Many parents said things like “[I’m] glad that she and I have a loving relationship and her partner also,” or, “you’re my son; what your sexual deal is doesn’t make any difference.”  One father related that his son didn’t want to come out for fear he would be thrown out of the house.  “I told him he didn’t know me very well,” concluded the father.  Some parents even went against the teachings of their religion in favor of maintaining a relationship with their child.

It was right in the beginning when the pastor quoted me all those scriptures and I had to learn to accept my son and love him for who he was or else I would lose him forever and I wasn't going to give up my relationship with my son for a “religious belief.”

Many parents said they never wanted to change or fix their child.  A few said that they may wish their child wasn’t gay, but this again goes back to reasons of how society would treat them more than the desire not to have a gay child.  One parent put it this way:

But I realized this was my son and it may never change I can pray that it does but don’t know that it will but that’s ok but we are going on living day to day and being a family and being close loving and supporting one another and we will do what ever we have to do. And if this is going to be a part of his life than I’m going to be a part of it.  Because I’m not going to lose my child which was the whole basis of me being able to accept it was I can either accept it or I can lose him and that wasn’t an option for me.
Many parents were even thankful for their child being gay.  One mother related the story of being asked in a small group what she was most thankful for.  To the surprise of the group, she said she was most thankful for her gay son.  When asked why, she said, “I am most thankful for my gay son because if he hadn’t been gay, I’d probably be as homophobic as the rest of you.”  Another mother said, “He’s such a unique person I don’t think I would go back and have him be born again [as not gay].”

Conclusions

Every parent who is told their child, whom they love, is gay initiates their own coming out process.  PFLAG is designed to support and educate parents and friends of gays and lesbians and for many these parents it has been one of those places, both during their acceptance process and after.  Most parents have hopes and dreams for their children whether they are straight or gay.  For parents of gay children there is a feeling of concern for the children to be accepted in our society for who they are and not who society thinks they should be.  Like the parents, society needs time to reach acceptance of everyone’s sexuality.  These parents are saying that it is time to accept people for the kind of person they are, not for the types of partners they desire.

Future Research
This research project answered some of the questions concerning the coming out process of the parents, but also raised more questions to be answered.  Now that a stage model of acceptance has been proposed it would be useful to study parents who have not reached a stage of acceptance to see if the model holds and further what some of the limitations to reaching a level of acceptance are.  Additionally, religion was only touched briefly in this project and it would be beneficial to consider further its implications (especially for non-accepting parents).


An interesting side study would be of siblings of gays and lesbians.  Are there trends within their acceptance process?  Is there a link between a sibling’s level of acceptance accepting and whether or not the sibling is a parent?
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Appendix A

Appendix B: Interview Guide
My name is (Shawn Trivette/Sherri Phillips) and I am a student at Tennessee Technological University.  As a senior research project, I am doing a study of how parents of gay children adjust to their child’s coming out.  If you agree to be interviewed for this study, I will guarantee that your name will not be used and anything you tell me will be held in confidence.  You can choose not to answer any of the questions I ask, and you can stop the interview at any time.  Feel free to answer the questions openly and fully.  Do you have any questions?  Shall we begin?

1. Describe your relationship with your child before coming out?  What about now?

2. How did you first learn your child was gay?

3. How did you react when you were first told?

4. How old was s/he when you found out?

5. Did you ever suspect when he/she was younger?

6. Did you blame yourself?  Someone/something else?

7. What problems did you experience in accepting your child’s homosexuality?

a. How did you deal with them?

b. Did you ever want to “fix” him/her?

c. (If they had a hard time accepting at first)  Was there a particular time or event that you see as a turning point?

8. How has your child’s coming out affected your relationship with your spouse?

9. Did your religious beliefs impact how you dealt with the news?

10. How has it affected the way you think of yourself as a parent?

a. Did you ever question your parenting skills?

b. Was there a period of noticeable role reversal with you and your child?

11. Whom have you told?

a. What was your reason for telling them?

b. How long did you wait before telling someone else and what affected this?

c. If you kept it a secret for a time, was it your idea or your child’s?

12. How has your child’s coming out affected the relations in your immediate family?

a. If there were other siblings, how did they react?  Were they told first?

b. Who knew first, you or your spouse?  How did that go?

13. What fears do/did you have for yourself and your child related to his/her homosexuality?

14. What are the positive things that have happened to you concerning your child’s coming out?



















