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Health & Wellness

By Alison C. Smith, Ph.D.

The process of learn-
ing about and accepting
one’s sense of identity is
something that we all go
through as part of our
lives. This fact holds true
for the development of
one’s sexual orientation as
well. For some it is just a natural part
of growing up, when boys start having
crushes on girls and vice versa. For
others, it can be a time of confusion.
What does it mean if you find yourself
having a crush on your best friend or
someone in a TV show who happen to
be of the same sex as you? It can be a
challenging proposition.

As difficult as the process can be to
recognize and identify yourself as
being gay or lesbian at a young age, it
can be even more challenging when
this understanding does not come until
later in life. Imagine hav-
ing been married for 10
or 20 years. Your hus-
band or wife is your best
friend, you have two chil-
dren together, and you are
living the “perfect” sub-
urban life. Yet you realize
that there is something
about all of it that doesn’t
feel quite right. You fol-
lowed the path that you
thought was right, doing
all the things you were
supposed to do to make
you feel happy but de-
spite your best efforts,
you do not feel emotionally fulfilled.
Whether it is while you are still mar-
ried or after your marriage’s demise,
the process is the same. You realize
you are feeling attracted to someone
you never expected to be attracted to –
someone of the same sex. Whether it is
your best friend, your colleague, or a
person you just met, the experience can
be very unsettling. Perhaps you have
had these feelings at some point earlier
in your life but tried to ignore them, yet
they have come back up again. Some
people may experience this process as
an “aha” moment in which all of the
pieces of the identity puzzle come to-
gether. Others find it confusing. Either
way, having this realization later in life

puts you in a position to
suddenly ask, “Who am I?”
and, “What is happening to
me?”

Today’s culture is far
more open to people in the
LGBTQ (lesbian, gay, bi-
sexual, transgendered, or
questioning) community.
Gay and lesbian characters

are staples in TV shows and movies.
There are organizations that are fo-
cused on providing support to those
who need it. Although some in the
LGBT community still feel very mar-
ginalized, the modern day reality for
someone who is gay is very different
than it was 30, 20, or even 10 years
ago. Despite this fact, coming out to
yourself, much less to others, can be
scary.

Regardless of whether you start to
recognize that you are gay/lesbian at
the age of 16 or 61, there are certain

stages in the
process of identity
development that
are common. Dr.
Vivienne Cass au-
thored the most
widely accepted
and empirically
supported model of
gay and lesbian
identity develop-
ment. People tend
to experience con-
fusion when they
begin to feel things
that make them
question their own

sexual orientation, sometimes flat out
rejecting the idea that they may be gay
or lesbian. They may struggle with
feelings of shame and embarrassment
as they cope with societal stigma and
perhaps their own negative feelings
about being gay. As time goes on, how-
ever, they start to gain some clarity
about their self-image as gay or les-
bian. They slowly begin to develop a
stronger self-acceptance and begin feel
a sense of relief because they have
been able to identify some previously
unacknowledged emotional and rela-
tional needs. Eventually, they integrate
their understanding of their own sexual
orientation into their overall identity.
When this final step occurs, being gay

or lesbian simply becomes one part of
who they are, like their hair color or
handedness.

Recognizing your true sexual orien-
tation later in life can be both a fright-
ening and liberating experience.
Regardless of whether you are just be-
ginning to question your sexual orien-
tation or have been coming to terms
with being gay or lesbian for some
time, it is essential to remember to
have compassion for yourself.
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