A Phenomenological Study of the Coming Out Experiences of Gay and Lesbian Hmong

A DISSERTATION
SUBMITTED TO THE FACULTY OF THE GRADUATE SCHOOL
OF THE UNIVERSITY OF MINNESOTA
BY

Pahoua K. Yang

IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS
FOR THE DEGREE OF
DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY

Advisor: Michael P. Goh

December 2008



© Pahoua Yang 2008



Acknowledgements

No one does a doctoral degree alone, and for that, | am glad because | desiaanipt

and would not have been able to do this on my own. | am grateful for a space to be able
to express my thanks and gratitude to many of the folks who have touched my life and
who have helped me along the way.

I'd like to begin by acknowledging the eleven people who allowed me to shaef a bri
glimpse of their lives through this study. | find myself in awe of your counageaur
generosity in sharing your stories with me and with our community. | amitspyed
by you and come away from this study greatly changed. | have realized #raaby, |
need to speak upspeciallywhen it feels like | can’t, and inspired by your courage, |
have begun to do that.

| would also like to thank my dissertation committee for your help and support — Dr.
Michael Goh, Dr. John Romano, Dr. Zha Blong Xiong, and Dr. Kay Herting Wahl. |
would like to especially acknowledge Dr. Michael Goh, who has served as mgradvis
these last 6 %2 years and has truly mentored me through many professional andl persona
decisions and many identity crises! | am so thankful for your presence ifemy li

would also like to honor Dr. Tim Dunnigan, who challenged me to look beyond what |
had been told and taught about myself and my people. Tim, you challenged me to be a
better and more responsible person, academic, and clinician.

My parents, Nhia Xou Yang and Khou Lee Yang, and my siblings — Vonn, Yee, Xay,
Tou Vong, Lucy, Peter, May, Eric, Cindy, Amy, Debbie, Gary, Shawn, Ariana, and
Alaura, are such an integral part of my life. My older siblings have taugintuch

about choosing our own paths. My parents and younger siblings have provided
tremendous support in every way imaginable, such as getting the word out about my
study, encouraging me when | felt disappointed and discouraged, and taking Noah on
weekends so that | could write. My mother-in-law, Khoua Song, (who gave up two
years of her life to come take care of us) and my father-in-law, Za Bloag, have

also been tremendous in their support. | am eternally grateful for the two of you. M
parents, who have been tasked with probably the most unthanked and likely frustrating
job of parenting me, have been my supreme supporters my entire life — Mom and Dad, |
love you. As a daughter and a sister, | could not have asked for more support,
understanding, and love from all of my family.

And final acknowledgements to the two most important men in my life — James, my
partner, and Noah, my son. James, who laughs at me and encourages me to do the
same. Your unconditional love, support, and wisdom have been my very best friends
these 15 years, and Noah, the best “product” I've ever created, and who reminds m
what | truly value in life.



Dedication

This dissertation is dedicated to the 11 amazing and brave people who all stepped
forward to share their stories for this study.

| also dedicate this dissertation to my family, especially my parehta,Xou and

Khou Lee Yang, my partner James, and my son Noah. Especially for Noah, | hope that
some day, this world will become one in which you and your peers can love who you
love and know that your relationship is respected, accepted, honored and legal!



iii
Abstract

The issue of sexual orientation remains a taboo one in the Hmong community,
but one that must be addressed, particularly as more Hmong Americans continue to
negotiate multiple identities, including sexual orientation. This study egpkwme of
the internal and external processes involved with the coming out experiencgsaatiga
lesbian Hmong. The aims of this study were to provide space for Hmong lesiians a
gay men to tell their stories, to provide gay and lesbhian Hmong examples of coming out
and to provide clinicians with an understanding of the unique and common issues with
which Hmong lesbians and gay men must contend. Eleven participants, five men and
six women, were interviewed using a structured interview guide. Ten of thaemter
were transcribed and analyzed using a modified CQR method. Nine domains and 34
themes emerged. The domains that emerged were: meaning-making, languagg, comi
out, family, gender role expectations, the role of religion, intra/inter alltur
experiences, life-changing lessons, and hopes. Implications and recomorendati

based on the findings are also made.
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Chapter One
Introduction
The Hmong

Hmong are an ethnic minority group from Asia. Although millions of Hmong
continue to reside in China, Hmong Americans primarily trace their most recent
ancestry to Southeast Asia, Laos in particular. During the Vietnam War, Husoag
one of the groups recruited by the Central Intelligence Agency and workely elithe
American military in Laos (Rairdan & Higgs, 1992). The withdrawal of Acaas
from Southeast Asia in the 1970s prompted mass exodus of Hmong to refugee camps in
Thailand. Many Hmong were eventually allowed to relocate to other coysuiEsas
the United States, Australia, France, and Canada. The largest amount of Hithedg se
in the U.S. The 2000 U.S. Census showed 169,428 Hmong in the U.S. (U.S. Census
Bureau), although professionals with close contact to Hmong communities belgeve thi
to be an underestimate of the actual population (Pfeifer & Lee, n.d.). In the U.S.,
Hmong are largely concentrated in the Midwest and West Coast, with smalltpoula
throughout the South and the East Coast.

Hmong culture is a patriarchal, patrilineal, patrilocal one. As such, Hmeng m
are considered the family heads, men typically have more power than womeial famil
lines are traced through men, and when Hmong men and women marry, they live with
the man’s family. In terms of religion, the traditional Hmong practicbbas referred
to as animism and shamanism in Western literature, but is actually a mete ey
of living that encompasses both as well as how Hmong view health, mental health,

social relationships, and spirituality. Because of the presence of migssonar
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Southeast Asia as well as the large role churches had in sponsoring early Hmong

families to the U.S., many Hmong have now converted to various forms of Ghtystia
although it is uncertain what percentage of Hmong are Christian, what peecentag
continues traditional Hmong practices, and what percentage follow a combination of
both or neither.

The experiences of Hmong in America have varied widely. A brief review of
the current literature on Hmong reveals issues that include the difficafities
socioeconomic adaptation, health and mental health, race relations, gendsyr identi
(such as the changing roles of Hmong women), achievement gaps in Hmong children,
Hmong culture and history, and acculturation (Pfeifer, 2008). In essence, suese is
tell the story of the various challenges that Hmong continue to face incameé
review of Hmong-focused media; however, complement this literature in thakitas
where successes of Hmong Americans are truly highlighted, such as Hmamig#n
political and community figures, Hmong American businesses, Hmong America
academic achievements, Hmong American artists and writers, Hmoagoam
pageant queens and kings, and even a Hmong American national poker champion. As
Hmong become more acculturated in the U.S., new challenges and opportunities
continue to present themselves, including that of negotiating identity as Hmong
Americans and the rights and responsibilities this brings.

Statement of the Problem

Gay men and lesbians have not had a place in Hmong history, culture, or

literature. Currently, there is no direct translation for the words “gayfesbian” in

the Hmong language. This paucity of language means people will have to derive new
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words and meanings when talking about lesbian and gay Hmong. In trying to find a

more neutral way of talking about gay and lesbian Hmong, Yang (2006)nke=s “
the phonetic spelling of “gay” in Hmong. However, the absence of languageveah re
as much about the values of a culture as the presence of language.

In the field of linguistics, language determinism is the idea that whatamd h
we speak helps determines our worldview (Lyons, 1981). If indeed we ascribe to the
theories of language determinism, then this lack of language might indicapeidnao
Hmong in the United States, gay and lesbian Hmong apparently did not exist, or
perhaps that there was no room to be gay or lesbian in traditional Hmong culture. There
exists, however, anecdotal stories about gay and lesbian Hmong. For instanceethere ar
stories of Hmong men and women who never marry, or Hmong women who behave
and dress like men. In addition, Her-Lee (2006) discussed a family’s pageagpéen
Laos with a Hmong woman who “behaved like a man.” In the United States, the 2000
Census tracked 135 same-sex couples in which the head of the household reported was
Hmong (U.S. Census Bureau). Moreover, five individuals, part of the new wave of
Hmong refugees who have resettled in the United States within the past tejchgee
sought support and help from Shades of Yellow, a Minnesota-based social and support
group for Hmong LGBT individuals and their allies (Xiong, 2006).

Some Hmong contend that gay and lesbian Hmong are a product of the freedom
in America. After her daughter committed suicide with her female partitnaag
woman remarked that “To Hmong, we never have that way. It's kind of strange...what
these two girls have is not acceptable” (Ellis, 2002). It is not surprisingdigand

lesbian Hmong seem to be a “new” phenomenon in Hmong culture. Traditional Hmong



social relationships and structure were largely informed by a systefidh there

were prescribed standards and expectations of behavior. Like many esliecti

cultures, traditional Hmong culture emphasized the importance of the groupever t
needs and wants of the individual. Infused in Hmong culture are expectations of how
men and women behave, including courting rituals and the roles of husbands and wives
(Lee, 1988). With such strong social and familial bonds and obligations, gay and
lesbian Hmong in traditional Hmong society in Laos would likely not have had the
safety or freedom to live openly.

Furthermore, even in societies where there is a growing acceptance of LGB
persons, many researchers and clinicians continue to provide caution about coming out,
emphasizing safety first. Vargo (1998) warns of the potential familiahlsaad
financial consequences of coming out. In addition, many researchers of gay,les
bisexual, and transgender adolescent issues advise against coming out uaodittthe y
has established some modicum of financial and housing stability, to guard #yainst
adolescent being ejected from his or her parents’ home. Physical anidaberses,
running away from home, criminal activity, suicide attempts, substance abuse, and poor
school performance are among some of the problems that gay, lesbian, or bisexual
youth encounter when they disclose to family and others (Savin-Williams, 1994).
Therefore, one can imagine that in a society where people had to be interdependent
upon each other in order to survive, such as that of traditional Hmong society, would
not foster support for independence and difference.

Like any culture, however, Hmong culture is not static. Ingrained in the

“traditions” of Hmong are constantly evolving values and redefinitions of what is
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acceptable. Such an example is the betrothal of small children by their pgDects

accepted as part of continuing ties to family and friends, this practice his near
expired, with Hmong parents now deferring to their sons’ and daughters’ choices, as
long as their prospective partners are acceptable to the family (Le@, 19&g&idition,
Lee discusses a significant change in how some Hmong parents now view what
Westerners often call the “bride-price,” but Lee labels a “nurturifig guer to the
direct Hmong translation. Once an important part of Hmong wedding agreements
according to Lee, some parents have halted that practice because of thetioonoiota
“selling” their daughters. These changes, as well as many othbBesagorhmunity
indicate that Hmong culture has continually adapted and changed to accommodate new
thoughts and ideas. In this new millennium, as Hmong Americans continue to redefine
what it means to be Hmong in America, there may be opportunities to at last st a pla
for gay and lesbian Hmong at the “table” of the Hmong community.
Significance of the Problem

In September 2002, a special report entitled “Lost in America” ifrtbeno
Beehighlighted the many young Hmong people whose suicides stunned the Fresno,
California community (Ellis, 2002). Although the Hmong make up only three percent
of the Fresno population, according to the newspaper, the eight Hmong teenagers who
committed suicide between 1998 and 2002 made up nearly half of the city’s teen
suicides in those years. There seemed to be a variety of catalysts belsundittes,
including troubled romances and poor academic performance. For seventeelttyear
Pa Nhia Xiong and 21-year-old Yee Yang (whose death is not included among these

numbers), a romantic relationship that was condemned by their families and their



6
community drove the women to commit suicide by binding their bodies together and

drowning in a local lake (Ellis, 2002).

TheFresno Be€2002) named the above story on Xiong and Yang “Embracing
the Forbidden,” an attempt to capture the feelings of Hmong lesbians and gay men who
are given the message that they do not have a place in their families or caesnunit
Much research has documented the vulnerability of gay and lesbian youth to suicide
(D’Augelli & Hershberger, 1993; Proctor & Groze, 1994). Moreover, in one of the
largest studies of its kind, Remafedi, French, Story, Resnick, and Blum (1998) found
that gay and bisexual identified males were seven times more likely 1o aepacide
attempt than their heterosexual peers. However, Fenaughty and Harre (2003)
determined that factors that can contribute to LGB youth’s resilience idesinclude
positive role models and the support of their parents/caregivers. Although much
research has focused on the psychological problems gay men and lesbians are more
likely to experience due to internal and external homophobic barriers, these & al
large body of research that discusses the relatively trauma-fregegexes of gay and
lesbian individuals who are supported by friends and family in their sexual ooentati
(Gonsiorek and Rudolph, 1991; Hammersmith and Weinberg, 1973; Miranda and
Storms, 1989; Weinberg and Williams, 1974).

Current models of support and resilience regarding LGBT individuals are based
upon extrapolations from research about primarily White populations (Greene, 1994).
A part of understanding how resilience factors into identity developmentlies i
understanding the meanings people derive from being gay or lesbian, including the

complex dynamics that go into the decision to come out and how relationships with
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others are renegotiated after coming out within the context of one’s culbunatunity.

To date, there has yet been an attempt to examine how relevant the cureguatdiier
to Hmong American lesbians and gay men. Because of the potential harmful
consequences and the opportunities to support resilience, further investigation of
Hmong American gay and lesbian identity development is crucial to fostegiregger
understanding of the experiences of gay and lesbian Hmong.
Research Questions

In the present study, the questions to be explored are: Who do gay Hmong men
and women come out to, and what are the processes involved in making the decision to
come out? How do they perceive that coming out changes their familial aald soci
dynamics, supports, and expectations? How do gay and lesbian Hmong renegotiate
these relationships with their family and community? How do gay Hmong men and
women carve out meaningful identities within a homophobic culture, and how do the
significant Hmong people in their lives conceptualize and understand this? What
unique support systems do gay and lesbian Hmong recommend for other Hmong before,
during, and after coming out? The aims of this study are three-fold: to givefepace
Hmong lesbians and gay men to tell their stories, to provide gay and lesbian Hmong
examples of coming out, and to provide clinicians with an understanding of the unique

and common issues with which Hmong lesbians and gay men must contend.



Chapter Two
Literature Review
In their April 2004 issueDetails Magazindeatured an article entitled “Gay or
Asian?” showcasing an Asian male and invoking racial, cultural, and gender tavienta
stereotypes. While this article brought about formal, joint protest from Asian
American, lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgendered (LGBT), and LGBT Asian
American groups, it also highlighted the homophobia and racism that exist withen thes
groups. For instance, there were many discussions in communities and on the internet
highlighting negative stereotypes of gay men, while ignoring the raoismdded in
the article; at the same time, other discussions focused on racism as alignare sa
factor, discounting the homophobia that the article elidifesian Media Watch, 2006).
Unfortunately, for many LGBT people of color, this experience is all too i@mil
Lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgendered people of color often exist as “nsinoritie
within minorities,” accompanied by the challenges of discrimination and oppress
that come with membership in both of these groups. Moreover, there exist additional
challenges of integrating two significant parts of their identity, ede¥hich may be
devalued by the other (Greene, 1994). In addition, Greene asserted that the stressors
created by these challenges can create more vulnerability to patholagy$oand
lesbians of color.
According to Heppner, Kivlighan, and Wampold (1999), research is crucial to
continuing to develop the knowledge upon which the counseling profession is based. In
the past two decades, research in the area of LGBT mental health hasedutipli

psychological literature, but this research is often conducted with White exulddis
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respondents (Chan, 1989; Morales, 1992; Rosario, Schrimshaw, and Hunter, 2004). In

that same vein, multicultural research has often not included LGBT personsrof col
(Greene, 1994). Thus, there continues to remain a paucity of research on the complex
interaction of sexual orientation and ethnic identity development.

For Asian American lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgendered persons, the
exclusion from research is even more pronounced because overall, researcimon Asia
Americans is often lacking in mainstream literature. The Surgeon Gerizfal
report on mental health, culture, and race (U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services) acknowledged the deficiency of research on Asian Americansaiint Pa
Islanders, stating that the diversity within the Asian American/Rdsitinder category
has made research on these populations difficult to conduct. According to Foo (2002),
the representation of Asian Americans are not statistically signifezanigh in
mainstream national studies, and thus do not garner the same visibility as other groups
In addition, a history of perceived “sameness,” to which aggregated data and old
“model minority” stereotypes contribute, can often act to suppress spealfaistinct
issues for many Asian American communities (Foo, 2002).

This chapter will review a general history of LGBT research, identity
development models, the impact of coming out, research on LGBT persons of color,
and research on Asian American LGBT persons. Because of the narrow scope of thi
study, the focus will be primarily on gay and lesbian identity; however, it should be
noted that the experiences of bisexual and transgendered individuals are often ignored
in mainstream LGBT research, and are certainly areas that shouldhse tieveloped.

In order to better understand the experiences of Asian American LGBT persons,
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however, it is important to understand the evolution of mainstream LGBT research,

which continues to serve as the framework for which many LGBT populations have
been understood.
Historical Context of LGBT Research

In 1948, Kinsey stunned the western world with his famous publicdganal
Behavior in the Human Maleln this research-based publication, Kinsey concluded that
37% of American males had had at least one homosexual experience to orgasm. His
data also suggested that many adults are neither exclusively hetetosax
homosexual, but rather fall on a continuum of sexual behavior. In other words, being
attracted to members of the same sex and having sexual experiences wittagheoh w
as uncommon as Americans thought. Although modern estimates vary due to myriad
reasons, including safety and lack of coherence in defining sexual orientatiormiag
to Pruitt (2002), anti-gay groups tend to estimate that between one and threeqfercent
the population is gay whereas gay activists often cite closer to ten pencantbar
based upon Kinsey's work.

In 1957, Hooker compared a group of nonclinical gay men and a group of their
heterosexual peers and found that clinical expert judges could not distinguigiefetw
the projective test protocols of the two groups. In addition, there were no differences
found in their adjustment ratings. According to Gonsiorek (1995), Hooker’s study
provided the first empirical evidence that homosexuality was not an indication of
psychological disturbance. This was a crucial turning point for the study of gay me
and lesbians because it challenged the predominant view of homosexuality as a mental

illness (Gonsiorek). As archaic as that now sounds in mainstream mental melh c
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it should be noted that the American Psychiatric Association continued to use

homosexuality as a diagnostic category until the 1970s, and continued to have a
diagnosis of “ego-dystonic homosexuality” until 1986 (Bayer, 1987).

In the 1970’s, the growing depathologizing of LGBT individuals in this country
allowed researchers to turn attention to other areas of study, such as the pgaiholog
processes of how gays and lesbians develop identity in a heterosexist and difeen hos
society (Gonsiorek & Rudolph, 1991). Much research supports the greater likelihood of
gay and lesbian individuals to experience psychological problems due to internal and
external homophobic barriers; however, there is also a large body of research that
discusses the relatively trauma-free experiences of gay and lestidduals who are
supported by friends and family in their sexual orientation (Gonsiorek and Rudolph,
1991; Hammersmith and Weinberg, 1973; Miranda and Storms, 1989; Weinberg and
Williams, 1974). There are many different models that explain the processesthroug
which a person moves in the formulation of their identity as a gay or lesbian person. De
Cecco and Shively (1984) described three general forms in which this identity
formulation has been explained: biological, psychological, and socio-cultural.

According to De Cecco and Shively (1984), the conceptualization of
homosexuality as a biological phenomenon attempted to mold it into tradition#s belie
about sexual relationships between males and females. Thus, a prevailing thdught ear
on was that an excess of female hormones in a man and male hormones in a woman
would produce homosexual behavior. The socio-cultural perspective saw the
“homosexual identity” as a socially constructed identity in which the gagsbrdn

individual interfaced with prevailing social forces, including interactioi wit
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heterosexual norms. The psychological model, which was heavily based upon Freudian

theory, carried assumptions of parental responsibility for the “failuréieothild to
become heterosexual.

Brown (1995) discussed four different models of lesbian identity development:
biological models, traditional psychodynamic models, feminist psychodynaouiels)
and stage models. Early biological models viewed same-sex attractiorsaeasedr
some kind of mistake or deficit. Current biological models see sexual oenasti
largely biologically determined and fixed. Brown contended that while solmiarnes
and gay activists support this model, thus making the argument that since sexual
orientation is a fixed and biologically determined state, it should not be disceshinat
against, the model does not address the fluidity of development that is often found in
lesbian identity. Traditional psychodynamic models, primarily based on FreudKs wor
refer to the concept of sexual orientation as a psychological phenomenon. Early
psychodynamic models, viewed homosexuality in women as a failure to resole issue
at the oedipal stage of development, leading to the woman identifying with Hnar, fat
and thus a remaining desire to sexually possess the mother at the samedjectiag
her for lacking a penis. Another school of psychoanalytic thought proposed that lesbian
identity develops out of a desire to return to and join with one’s mother. Brown
emphasized that this model is typically pathologizing in nature, and often based upon
women in distress.

Feminist psychodynamic models typically address lesbian identity devedbpm
within the context of women’s sexual identity development, thus normalizing

lesbianism as one of many possibilities for how women develop their sexual identity
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(Brown, 1995). Although less pathologizing than previous models, Brown pointed out

that ironically, these models are based on heterosexist viewpoints within taé over
context of women’s sexual identity development. Stage models of lesbian and gay
identity development have been more recent, and according to Brown, are modeled after
Atkinson, Morten, and Sue’s (1979) ethnic identity development model. These models
often attempt to identify stages in which the gay or lesbian individual leardentify
to him or herself and to others as homosexual, within the context of society and culture.
These stages often include noticing same-sex attraction, working throbglakemt
feelings, finding meaning in and naming those feelings, and then attaching these
meanings to a group identity. While these models continue to normalize the
development of one’s sexual identity, Brown also argued that most of the research done
on stage models continues to be done on gay men, and then extrapolated to lesbian
identity development, ignoring the more fluid development and political issues involved
in lesbian identity development. For instance, Golden (1990) has suggested that some
lesbians see choice, affectional orientation, and political perspectives atampor
essentials of their identity development whereas gay men more often pénegive
sexual orientation as a “given,” and are more focused on sexual behavior and fantasy.
Moreover, Gonsiorek (1988) has described the coming out process for gay men as
“abrupt” while lesbians tend to have a more fluid and ambiguous experience, likely due
to how men and women are socialized in this culture.
Models of Coming Out
It has been theorized that for many gays and lesbians, the “coming out” process

a term clinicians coined in the 1970s to describe the developmental process of coming
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to terms with one’s homosexuality (Gonsiorek, 1995), is one of the most pivotal and

significant processes in identity development, often representing a ghidtcore of

the individual’'s sexual identity. This complex process can bring with it a dhgfia
positive and negative feelings for the individual, including fear, relief, anxiegp d
emotional distress, and a sense of being true to oneself. In most Westaturdétand
gay and lesbian identity development models, the process of coming out implies self
acceptance, accepting same gender desire as an aspect of one’s idernilgx com
psychological and social processes, renegotiating of one’s entireydeailihg others,
and seeking affirmation (Ben-Ari, 1995; Galatzer-Levy & Cohler, 2002; McDonald,
1982; Morriss & Rothblum, 1999) .

In many stage models, which represent much of the recent school of thought and
research on the development of gay and lesbian identity, the assumption is that coming
out denotes the achievement of a “higher” level of development. Additionally, coming
out is often associated in literature with the integration of one’s sexualydamd the
connection of one’s private and public lives (Coleman, 1982; Cormier, & Boyd, 2000;
Galatzer-Levy & Cohler, 2002; Vargo, 1998; Whitman, Morriss & Rothblum, 1999).
Ward and Winstanley (2005) also suggest that in addition to this is a “renegotiation” of
one’s identity once the choice is made to come out to others.

Cass’s (1979) model of homosexual identity was one of the earliest stage models
of identity. According to Cass, gay individuals go through six stages, which are non
age specific: identity awareness, where the person is aware of beargrdifidentity
comparison, where the person believes they might be gay, but tries to act asef they’

not; identity tolerance, where the person realizes they are gay; icertéptance,
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where the person begins exploration into the gay community; identity pride, \where t

person becomes an active participant of the gay community; and synthesis, where the
person fully accepts who they and others are.

Similarly, Coleman (1982) described five stages: pre-coming out, caraing
exploration, first relationships, and identity integration. In the pre-comingtage, the
person feels different but may not be conscious of having an attraction to others of the
same sex. Inthe coming out stage, the person has admitted to him or herdedfythat
have these feelings. Exploration involves experimentation with one’s sexuiatyide
including developing interpersonal skills to meet others who share their sexual
orientation. During the first relationships stage, the person learns how to have a
relationship with someone of the same sex. In the final stage, identity irdagthé
person brings together their public and private selves in order to integrate their new
identity as a gay person.

Troiden (1989) proposed that people go through stages at certain and specific
ages. For instance, the sensitization stage begins before puberty, whesdhe per
experiences same-sex attraction but does not understand what these feelmffg me
them. This is followed by the identity confusion stage during adolescence, when the
person begins to realize they might be gay. In the identity assumption stage
(adulthood), the person comes out as gay. Finally, in the commitment stage, the person
adopts a lifestyle that integrates their sexual orientation.

More recently, D’Augelli (1994) has proposed a model that involves six
processes, rather than the traditional stages, in order to attempt to preseat a

interactive and less linear expression of lesbian, gay, and bisexual identitypdeet.
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Exiting heterosexual identity is the recognition that an individual is not heterals

and includes coming out to others. Developing a personal lesbian/gay/bisexugt identi
status involves a personal sense of what it means to be a lesbian, gay, or bisexual
person, as well as challenging one’s own internalized homophobia. In the process of
developing a lesbian/gay/bisexual social identity, the person creates a sighpork

of people who know about their sexual orientation and support and accept them. The
fourth process, becoming a lesbian/gay/bisexual offspring, involves coming out to
parents, and redefining the impact of this on their relationship with their parents. |
developing a lesbian/gay/bisexual intimacy status, the person learns howm @ be i
romantic relationship with a person of the same sex, which can involve many complex
re-learnings of what it means to be in a relationship. Finally, in entering a
lesbian/gay/bisexual community, the person makes the decision to what degree the
commit to social and political action. Some persons never enter into this process due to
a variety of reasons, including lack of interest or safety, while others riskleng.
Similarly, Reynolds and Hanjorgiris (2000) argue for a more continuous and evolving
process, citing the rigidity of stage models.

Cox and Gallois (1996) propose that rather than continue to focus on the
individual psychologizing of lesbian and gay identity development, there be aczensc
effort to move towards a social identity perspective. For instance, the acohtead
that many of the current theories often address LGBT identity developntbottvi
attending to the strong forces of the impact of society. Thus, they propose usahg soci
identity theory to look at gay and lesbian identity, which allows the examinatitwe of

how this process occurs within an individual, accounting for great intra-group yariety



17
while also exploring the effect that society has on these processes in additon t

these processes in return affect much broader social structures. Actor@mgand
Gallois, using the social identity lens also allows the inclusion of understanding how
person’s multiple identities (e.g., race, gender, religion, socioeconomic statnagt
with their sexual orientation identity.

To test the linearity of the coming out process, McDonald (1982) surveyed 199
men who self-identified as “gay” or “homosexual.” McDonald’s purpose was to
explore the developmental progression of milestone events in the coming out process of
gay menThis study is a replication of an earlier study conducted by Kooden, Moren,
Riddle, Rogers, Sang, and Strassinger (1979), who surveyed gay psychologists.
McDonald expanded his population to include a more diverse and nonclinician sample
by distributing survey packets to a variety of sources, including social ctabs) s
baths, friendship network systems, Gay Liberation discussion groups, andray hietili
of rural gay men supplied by a Gays for Equality group at the Universityanitdba.
Overall, a known 600 packets were mailed or delivered in person to prospective
participants, although the number of packets distributed in steam baths and social clubs
were not counted. These packets included a 22-page questionnaire that contained
demographic information and questions asking the degree to which respondents
participated in gay and “conventional” communities, age-related “milgstone
experiences in coming out, self-disclosure to significant others, anéidipat
discrimination, and a 50-item measure of positive-negative attitude stateabents

male homosexuality.
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Two hundred and thirty questionnaires were returned and of those, 199 were

deemed “usable” for the study. The age of respondents ranged from 18 to 71 years,
with a mean age of 31 years. The majority of respondents was middle-classsi@auc
had completed some post-secondary education. In addition, they were in primarily
managerial and administrative occupations. Seventy eight percent indimatediad

of religious affiliation (e.g., Catholic, Protestant, other denomination) while 22%
reported no religious affiliation. The majority of respondents also grew up in am urba
setting. Sixty percent of respondents reported being single, 5% were in hatatose
marriages, 10% were divorced, widowed, or separated, and 25% of participanits were
committed same-sex relationships.

Respondents reported an awareness of sexual feelings for members of the
opposite sex at an average age of 13 years. Their first sexual experience and
understanding of the word “homosexual” occurred an average of two yearsvitter
self-labeling (gay or homosexual) occurring at an average age of 19 yesysonRents
had their first affectional/sexual relationship with another male avérage age of 21
years. Disclosure of their sexual orientation to a significant heterdgeensan took
place at an average age of 23 years, with 10% of the sample indicatiiathegt
disclosed their sexual orientation to anyone other than a known gay person. At an
average age of 24 years, respondents reported having acquired a positive idemgty, whe
they were “glad” to be gay. Fifteen percent of respondents indicatedithegt view
themselves as possessing a positive gay identity, and indeed, had more negative
attitudes toward male homosexuality=(-3.88,p < .001), participated less in gay

culture ¢ = 2.85,p <.005), disclosed less to others their sexual orientationg.45,p
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<.001), and felt guilty, anxious, and ashamed about being g&yl4,p <.001). The

results of this study support linearity to the evolution of one’s sexual identity
suggesting that the coming out process occurs in a somewhat orderly sequence of
events, progressing from an awareness of same-sex attractions to hoirosexvar

to self-labeling, self-disclosure, and eventually a positive gay idenfitjs study also
revealed that a minority of gay men do not reach positive gay identity and seem to
suffer more negative feelings about themselves and others. In addition, McDonald
compared his findings to previous studies conducted by Kooden, Morin, Riddle,
Rogers, Sang, and Strassinger (1979), Dank (1971), and Troiden (1979). Although
some of the data were not transferable between the four studies and thei@weere s
minor differences in the ages people arrived at their “milestones,” tlaitineith

which people did this remained constant. For example, people do not achieve a positive
gay identity without first being aware of same sex attraction.

McDonald’s study continues to be germane in that it provides empirical support
for stage theorists in gay male identity development, as well as thespasipact of
coming out and integrating a positive gay identity with one’s entire self. Vowe
there are some limitations with his methodology and findings. By not keepakgofra
the total number of packets distributed, it is not known from where this sample came,
and the biases that potentially exist in who chose to fill out and return such an extensive
and personal survey. Although McDonald also tried to diversify his sample, he still
ended up with one that is unigendered, similar in race, education level, vocation, and
likely socioeconomic status. McDonald also makes no mention of whether these

surveys were confidential or anonymous. Given the more conservative socsabtime
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when these surveys were administered, safety might have also playechanteot i

chose to answer this survey, if indeed the surveys were not anonymous. In addition to
possibly systematically excluding populations of gay men who may have hadrdiffere
life experiences, this study also left out the experiences and procegsgsaaimen

entirely, including the more fluidity with which it has been proposed that lesbian
identity develops (Brown, 1995; Golden, 1990; Gonsiorek, 1995).

Another limitation with McDonald’s study is how he chose to report his
findings, and the lack of their display, with exception of a charting of his findings
compared with the other three aforementioned studies. In his results, McDonald ofte
reported averages, although from his discussion, it can be seen that at times, these
ranges were fairly varied. For instance, he reported an average of 6.4 yesvgeen
when a respondent became aware of same-sex desires and when they selfdabeled a
“homosexual.” The actual range of years was from one to 33. With such adgg ran
more accurate information might have included not only the average of such years, but
also the most frequent number of years (the mode). This is also true of other
information presented, such as the range of one to 28 years for time between
understanding the word “homosexual” and self-labeling, and the range of one to 37
years of time between first sexual experience and self-labelingllyialthough
McDonald reported that in cohort analyses, 20-year-old respondents differed
significantly from 30 and 40-year-olds in regard to understanding the word
“homosexual,” self-labeling, and initial involvement in same-sex relationship, lse doe
not indicate how. He leaves readers presuming that the 20-year-old respondesas arr

at these milestones earlier than their older peers by later postuletinbdse
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differences could be due to “sociohistorical conditions” existing for the eiffer

cohorts.
Complex Dynamics of Coming Out

In addition to the psychological processes of identity development and coming
out, there are very real environmental concerns gay and lesbian persons mdst,cons
including the positive and negative impacts of what coming out means. Troiden (1979)
and Miller (1979) found that the majority of men who came out to others reported better
physical and emotional health, despite the challenges and turmoil they emeduris
previously discussed, McDonald (1982) discovered that achieving a positive gay self-
image was linked to an individual’s ability to disclose to significant others vene w
not gay. In addition, discrepancies between one’s private and public selves can lead t
shame, lowered self-regard and esteem, and diminished morale; although coming out,
which included accepting one’s sexual orientation, telling others, and seeking
affirmation, contributed to the fostering of a more coherent self (Gala&xgr&
Cohler, 2002).

While coming out can be a desirable and positive part of identity development
for gays and lesbians, its impact can often bring a variety of chadlemge
consequences. It is for this reason that many researchers and clineapogide
strong caution about coming out. For instance, Schope (2004) found that while closeted
men often had a greater fear of negative evaluation and a higher externalflocus
control, they also experienced less discrimination than their openly gay pMeego
(1998) warns of the potential familial, social, and financial consequences of coming out,

and many researchers of gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender adolssesnasn
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against coming out until the person has established some modicum of financial and

housing stability, to guard against the adolescent being ejected from his ordmts’pa
home. Physical and verbal abuse, running away from home, criminal activitgdesuici
attempts, substance abuse, and poor school performance are among some of the
problems that gay, lesbian, or bisexual youth encounter when they disclose to family
and others (Savin-Williams, 1994). Moreover, chronic and long-term oppression and
discrimination that many gays and lesbians face has been associatedavidtyeof
psychological distress that includes low self-esteem, social isolatioomelthkess,
demoralization, guilt, and suicide (Diaz, Ayala, Bein, Henne, & Marin, 2001).

Furthermore, Ward and Winstanley (2005) discuss the coming out process as a
repetitive one in which the person is out at different levels in different centixdeed,
they found in their sample of how people disclose their sexual orientation in the work
place that people often have to be fairly purposeful in their decision to come out, and to
whom, and that even when colleagues appear supportive, there are multifaceted iss
that arise, such as when new colleagues are introduced, and when office dynamic
change, thus forcing the gay or lesbian employee to continually evdieatdisclosure
decisions.

Similarly, Whitman, Cormier, and Boyd (2000) found that for their lesbian
sample, coming out was strongly connected to identity management. Whitman et al.
explored how women at different stages of lesbian identity development makertecisi
about disclosing their identities. The management of their identities involved how
women came out or stayed hidden about their sexual orientation, and how they made

decisions to disclose or conceal. Through the snowball technique, they found 25
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participants who self-identified as lesbian. The authors used Cass’s (19§2) Sta

Allocation Measure (SAM) to select women at each of the six stages miotthel: 1)
identity confusion; 2) identity comparison; 3) identity tolerance; 4) identitg@tance;

5) identity pride; 6) identity synthesis. This model is also further detdtilidn a
beginning of this paper. The breakdown of participants at each stage was: age at st
1, two at stage 2, two at stage 3, eight at stage 4, five at stage 5, and seven at stage 6.
The women in this study ranged in age from 19 to 47 years old, with 47% being
European American, 12% African American, and 4% Asian American. Eighty-four
percent of the participants were from the Northeast United States2@Bteavere from

the Mid-Atlantic region. Forty-four percent were college students, 36% piiaks

and the remaining 20% were service or technical workers. Eighty-folenpédrad

been or were currently engaged in therapy.

Participants were interviewed by the primary investigator, using etsteal
interview. They were also asked to keep a personal journal for one month, recording
their thoughts, feelings, and behaviors in response to four specific questiodsiggar
keeping their lesbian identities known to and hidden from others in their daily
interactions. In addition to the interviews and journals, an independent rater who coded
the journals and interviews separately and the primary investigator’s |jewereaalso
utilized to formulate the results.

The results of this study were organized around the three themes the main
guestions of this study addressed: identity management strategidsaridest Cass’s
six stages of identity development, decision-making strategies ofesittigix stages

of identity development, and decision-making processes across lesbian identity
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development. Five sub-categories were derived from the data: direct actitedlimgt

others), indirect active out (introducing to partner/making statement abauwnpattier
comments/actions made that lets others know they are lesbian without actviaity s
s0), passive out (being out through others’ assumptions or by others doing for them),
hiding techniques (using mechanisms that actively or passively concealed sexua
orientation such as avoiding topic, hiding objects, lying) and changes in identity
development connote the changes the person went through during that stage.

In the identity management theme, all of the participants had come out directly
to others by disclosing their lesbian identity or sexual confusion. All of themidad a
used indirect means of coming out, such as dropping clues and discussing involvement
with a same-sex partner, and the participant in stage 1 had employed passiye hidi
techniques while participants in the other stages employed both active and passive
hiding techniques. Overall, the higher the stage that the participant was in, the more
indirect outs the woman used to indicate her sexual orientation. Women at the higher
stages also tended to not use active hiding techniques as often as women at lowe
stages.

Because of their similarities, the decision-making strategies acdgses
themes were combined in the reporting of results. Across all of the stages, the
importance of participants’ relationships with others was crucial to whigtégichoose
to come out to them or not. This included feeling cared for and valued by those to
whom they choose to come out to, as well as wanting to form a closer relatiortkhip w
others. Thus, this involved complex assessments of safety and trust. Certainly, many

fears, such as having a child taken away, or rejection of loved ones, were also
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considered in the decision to disclose. For women in stages 5 and 6, the decision to

come out was much more related to the need to be congruent with their interngkfeeli
as well as a sense of pride. Unique to stage 6 was also a need to educate others and
confront homophobia.

The most salient contribution of this study is the focus of the complex identity
management lesbian women must engage in, both based on their own internal self as
well as the intricate ways they must use to assess the their environmexking the
decision to come out. In other words, women at varying stages of lesbian identity
development used many similar and differing methods for assessing thearmnditd
potential responses and safety around them before making the decision to come out to
others, therefore, along with identity development comes the complex and eaborat
tasks of identity management. Like many qualitative studies, however, iticsiiditd
generalize the findings in this study due to several methodologicattioms. First, the
use of the snowball method, in which participants identify other participants, can bias
the sample pool by the nature of who people know. This is more pronounced when
looking at the demographics of who is represented in this study: mainly educated and
professional women, the majority of whom had engaged in interpersonal therapy at
greater rates than the general public. One could make the argument thatahepast
unique characteristics about this type of participant. Additionally, th# samaple,
specifically in the first three stages, makes it difficult to genexatiza larger group.
Furthermore, the authors utilized only those participants who could be categorized
according to Cass’s stage model, leaving out important information about people who

may not fit into this model. At the very most, what these results can do is to present the
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processes of these specific individuals as well as serve as a launclhhier fesearch.

The authors also do not mention what their procedure for recording answers and coding
involved, such as whether the interviews were transcribed, or whether noteskesgre ta

If indeed results were based upon notes rather than transcription, there may lagso be t
affect of human error on what was noted. Finally, by not disaggregating their
participants, culture may have also confounded the results. For example, because of
cultural respect and taboos about the discussion of sex, Asian Americans nssy be le
open to family and others within their cultural groups about their sexual orientation
(Chan, 1995).

In addition to the psychosocial effects of coming out, gay and lesbian
individuals must also deal with how loved ones, specifically family members, will
respond. As previously mentioned, D’Augelli (1994) has incorporated this process into
his model of lesbian, gay, and bisexual identity development by including a stage on
becoming a lesbian, gay, or bisexual offspring. According to Vargo (1998), one of the
first persons a gay individual may choose to come out to is often someone else who is
gay, with the assumption being that the other person will be more understanding. The
first straight person that a gay person tells is often a close friend. Awctdkerfriend
or trusted sibling often follows, and finally parents. Vargo acknowledges tleaitpar
can be one of the first people told, but more often, they are among the last, as the
dynamics involved in telling one’s parents, particularly if the child exgects
homophobic reaction, are so diverse.

Moreover, Savin-Williams (1998) found that mothers and fathers are often told

differently, with more people disclosing to mothers first, believing that motihaud
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be more supportive, or at least less abusive. Savin-Williams points out thatalityct

mothers, when initially told, were more likely to be verbally abusive than fatrers;
however, after the initial telling, Rotheram-Borus, Rosario, and Kooopman (1991)
found that gay and bisexual males found more support from their mothers than their
fathers. According to Demo and Allen (1996), there is very little known about the
impact of disclosure to extended family; however, there has become an “dtcepte
belief that parents’ discovery of their child’s sexual orientation often keestsme kind

of family crisis (Plummer, 1989; Troiden, 1989). Coming out to parents is not only
often associated with intense fear, but there is an irreversibility of Hulosdure that
often motivates that fear (Ben-Ari, 1995).

Ben-Ari (1995) studied how the dynamics prior and after a child coming out is
related to the post-discovery experiences of parents and their gay children. Tw
different participant groups, gay and lesbian adults and parents of gay and lesbia
individuals, were recruited via the snowball method. The adults in the sample were not
necessarily the children of those in the parent sample and vice-versa-twhiggy
and lesbian young adults and 27 parents who had a gay or lesbian child were
interviewed using demographic information, open-ended questions that focused on the
description of their experience and that of their child or parents’ regardinggoni.
Both participant groups were also given a Parental Reaction Scale, whidredpbe
reactions of shock, denial, shame, guilt, anger, rejection, acknowledgement, and
acceptance, and the intensity of these reactions across four specifisgaimse

In summary, while both parents, gay men, and lesbians shared similar beliefs

that the most common motive for people to come out to their parents was honesty, they
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differed in their beliefs about the fears associated with coming out. Fangest

parents often felt that their child’s fear was that of confronting their sexieatation,

while gay and lesbian participants stated that their greatest fear wgsdjected by

their parents. Ben-Ari identified fear of rejection, from gay and lesbialitsadad the
naming of fear of rejection by parents, as a possible predictor of negatiaenidy
post-coming out. The motive of not hiding and not living a lie was found to be a good
predictor of positive post-discovery family dynamics. Similar to Saviriditis

(1998), Ben-Ari also found that, based upon the Parental Reaction Scale, mothers were
generally more accepting than fathers when their children discloseddRaal

orientation.

Ben-Ari’'s work was one of the more extensive attempts at examininty fami
dynamics pre and post disclosure of a child’s sexual orientation, unfortunatelg, due t
practicality, the researcher could not obtain both participant groups from the same
families. It would have been interesting to match the experiences ahdgdgsbian
participants and their parents, rather than extrapolating from differeitieiaand
dynamics. Ben-Ari also does not discuss the cultural and ethnic demographgs of hi
participant groups, and indeed, does not address the impact of culture on family
dynamics. In addition, as is cautionary with snowball techniques of obtaining
participants, this study, like the ones before it, carry a potential bias in sgmpli
because of the nature of this technique. The procedure used to comprise Ben-Ari's
findings is also missing, and thus readers must assume that Ben-Ari usetsthoe
of qualitative analysis in order to produce them. Finally, interviewees fosttldy

often had to reconstruct experiences that occurred often many years ago, dneséaus
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results relied upon the impression of these memories, which may have been skewed by

a number of different experiences that occurred in between.
Gay and Lesbian Racial/Ethnic Minorities

In the above research, general gay and lesbian identity models and theoimpact
coming out have been reviewed. As previously mentioned, much of the research
utilized to create models of identity development, coming out, and the impact of coming
out have largely been based on Euro-American populations, thus leaving out the
contributions, challenges, and resilience of many ethnically and raciadigsdigay and
lesbian groups. In this next section, the multiple identities of ethnic and racialtyninor
gays and lesbians will be explored. The voices of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and
transgendered people of color have often been ignored from both the histories of people
of color as well as mainstream LGBT history (Harper, Jernewall,& Z@04). In
recent years, more research has surfaced on the multiple identities BiapeGple of
color often must manage. While there are undoubtedly many similarities yrada
lesbian people of color share with other gay and lesbian persons as individualsiraised i
a largely heterosexist society; there are also unique challenges irateingfiple
minority” (Akerlund & Cheung, 2000; Harper et al.).

According to Akerlund and Chueng (2000), although gay and lesbian people of
color share the “common dilemma” of conflicting sexual and cultural idesititne
variety in social attachment and personal responses to multiple identiietsgaéfups
and individuals differently and illicit diverse responses. Akerlund and Cheung
performed a content analysis of 22 journal articles that included Africam,/Asid

Latino American gay and lesbian participants. Five common themes wereiédiegusif
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variables that affect the identity development of gay and lesbian Asiana@fand

Latino Americans: discrimination, oppression, choosing between cultures, rejection,
and social support. Discrimination and oppression was found to occur within multiple
communities for gays and lesbians of color, including within their own ethnic
communities for their sexual orientation and within in the mainstream gay arahlesbi
community for being an ethnic minority. Rejection from both communities \werelf
to often leave many gay and lesbian persons of color with limited support, few
resources, and lack of role models to assist them in negotiating identity dewvailopme

In addition, Akerlund and Cheung also found some similarities between the
three groups. In their analysis, they found similarities between AfaicdriLatino
Americans regarding the impacts of socioeconomic status, sexual behavior, and
religion. Because of the disproportionately higher rates of poverty in Africhn a
Latino American communities, gays and lesbians in these communities oftenestrugg
with access to resources. In addition, both groups share similar sexual behavior
preferences. Finally, religion, often Catholicism in Latino communities erté$ant
forms of Christianity in African American ones, played large roles imsigaand the
reinforcement of homophobia.

Similarities were also found between Latino and Asian Americansdiagar
family values, roles, expectations, and gender roles. The emphasis on striyng fam
relationships can act as a support for these communities, but because fanbigrsnem
are so interconnected, there may be strong pressures to conform to expectations or not

to embarrass family members. In addition, particularly for Asian Amesicbeing gay
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or lesbian was viewed as a rejection of traditional gender roles and obligdtidhs

study, no similarities were found between African and Asian Americans.

Unigue issues were also identified for each of the three groups. For African
Americans, gender roles tended to be more flexible, allowing for somenicdena
homosexual behavior, as long as it did not interfere with family. Conflicts with
mainstream White culture in regard to expressed masculine behaviory foegavere
also noted. For Latino Americans, the unique issue of bilingualism was found.
Because of the lack of language to respectfully discuss one’s sexualtameras well
as the many emotions and affective meanings attached to English words, bilingua
Latino Americans struggled with self expression both in English and Spanish. [Finally
for Asian Americans, religion, socioeconomic status, sexual behavior, and education
were unique variables. According to Akerlund and Cheung (2000), Eastern religions
are different from Catholic and Christian-based religions in that they donibtae
overtly address homosexuality. Therefore the religious shaming of thealsex
orientation did not seem as salient for Asian Americans in the same waylLasirfior
and African Americans. In addition, their sexual behaviors were less simitzat of
the other two groups. Finally, Asian American gays and lesbians wer@aigbto be
different in that they tended to be more educated and have a higher socioeconomic
status than their African and Latino American peers.

Akerlund and Cheung (2000) have provided tremendous information on the
differences and similarities between Asian, African, and Latino Araergay men and
lesbians, based upon extensive review of existing research. Content analyses can be

vastly helpful in compressing large amounts of information into smaller and more
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concise parts. This process can also be helpful in identifying common and unique

themes, as Akerlund and Chueng have done. A challenge that content analyses face,
however, is that the most topics mentioned may not necessarily be the mosiocresial
(Stemler, 2001). Moreover, while the authors discussed the keywords used in their
literature search, they did not provide evidence regarding how articles \esmteddor
their analysis. According to Krippendorff (1980), six concepts must be addliasse
content analyses: which data are analyzed, how data were defined, the population from
which they were drawn, the context under which they were analyzed, the boundaries of
the analysis, and the target of the inferences. Although Akerlund and Cheung discuss
their methodology, they failed to define their data or provide contextual infeamati
which would help clarify the impact of their analysis. In addition to these chadlenge
Akerlund and Cheung also appear to assume that the issues highlighted arg differe
than those of White gay men and lesbians in this society. Akerlund and Cheung may
have strengthened this argument that these are issues unique to communitas af col
that these issues impact communities of color differently, had they alsediiilihite
gays and lesbians as a comparison group rather than relied upon the assumption of
difference.

In another comparison study, Parks, Hughes, and Mathews (2004) examined the
differences between African American, Latina, and White lesbigyasding lesbian
identity milestones (e.g., first wondering, deciding, disclosure) and levelstity
disclosure. Through a variety of recruitment strategies, includingfayeadt newspaper
advertisements, 448 respondents (130 African American, 81 Latina, 210 White, 27

other) were interviewed by a trained, female interviewer using a moddrsin of the
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National Study of Health and Life Experiences of Women instrument. In addition,

guestions about relationships, sexual identity development, and sexual identity
disclosure were also included. Data analysis focused on two sets of comparisons:
African American and Latina women and lesbians of color (African Ameacal

Latina) and White lesbians. The 27 interviews that represented the “othgGroage
which included Asian American, Native American, and multi/bi-racial respondents,
were excluded due to the small numbers represented. A series of one-wayriagtiva
analyses of variance (MANOVA) were performed on three sets of dependefiiesiri
associated with identity development: identity milestones, elapsed timedretw
milestones, and identity disclosure. Individual independent variables were alsalente
Age was also used as a covariance in three multivariate analyses oicowari
(MANCOVA).

The respondents were fairly diverse in terms of age, with a median age of 38
years, and a range between 18 and 83 years. The sample contained mostly well-
educated and older women; however, household income varied. Lesbians of color
differed from White lesbians on all of the key demographic characteiisticat White
lesbians tended to be older, more educated, of a higher economic status, and were more
likely in a committed relationship with a same-sex partner. Lesbians of ooltne
other hand, were more likely to report that they were religious (with Africarridame
women indicating more religiosity than Latina women), and to be a parent or have a
child living at home with them.

Regarding age of sexual milestones, lesbians of color were more tikedy¢

experienced sexual milestones one to three years earlier than theip@érde
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MANOVA results of the combined milestone dependent variables indicated a

significant effect of race/ethnicity, with Wilks’s F (6, 808) = 3.24, p< .01. Although
women of color reported all identity milestones at an earlier age, differbet@een
groups in ages of first deciding and first disclosing were not significartaintrolling
for first age of wondering whether they might be lesbian. There waaraisteraction
effect between race and current age in that for both lesbians of color and Whiredgesbi
the younger a person was, the more recent the experience of wondering abdut sexua
orientation. For White lesbians, this was much more pronounced.

MANOVA results revealed no significant differences across rathai@groups
in elapsed time in between milestones, Wilks’s F (4, 804) = 2.35, p = .052.
MANCOVA of race/ethnicity, with current age, on the elapsed time revealed a
significant effect of current age on time elapsed between milestonés, 3\A(2, 404)
=1906, p <.001. After controlling for age, elapsed time between identity milestones
was significantly affected by race/ethnicity, Wilks’'s F (4, 808) = 2.61, p < 195. |
controlling for current age, respondents of color took longer to decide they weemles
after first wondering about sexual identity than did White respondents. Finally, the
combined identity disclosure dependent variable was significantly edfégt race,
Wilks’s F (4, 830) = 3.75, p < .01. Older women of color were more likely than
younger women of color to have disclosed their sexual identity to family member
whereas older White women were less likely than younger White women to have
disclosed to family members.

Based on these results, Parks, Hughes, and Mathews (2004) hypothesized that

the social/historical changes in lesbian, gay, and bisexual visibility havessa
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influence on the disclosure of lesbians of color as opposed to White lesbians. In

addition, the authors postulated that while more visibility has empowered White
women, cultural expectations regarding sexual orientation within certain atiohic
racial communities may have changed very little. Moreover, becausenesbieolor
may have more pulls to rely on their family for support against other forms of
discrimination, they may have been less affected by shifts in general giscbharse.
There are many strengths to the Parks et al. study — namely, the divenset
of women involved in regard to age, race/ethnicity, education, and income. This can
help minimize the potential for sampling bias; however, it should be noted that only
English-speaking, self-identified lesbian women from Chicago participatéis
study, thus limiting how generalizable these results may be. In additiotg thee
extra work that participants had to do the work of contacting the researchers iagd sett
up interviews, there might still exist unique characteristics about this gralitheir
commitment to being a part of this study. Indeed, this might account for the highe
level of education found among this group as well as a different conceptualization of
being out. Moreover, the modified instrument the authors used is one that is was
created to measure risk factors related to alcohol use, and thus did not contaith detaile
information on identity development, thus making it potentially difficult to compare
these results with other studies on lesbian identity development. Also, because
interviews were conducted by different people, there might exist some confounding
factors associated with different interviewers.
Like Parks et al. (2004), Fisher’'s (2003) ethnography explored a group that

rarely has voice in mainstream LGBT research — gay and lesbian Russiggrants.
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As a complete participant, in which a member is a full-fledged member of the group

prior to the research (Heppner, Kivlighan, & Wampold, 1999), Fisher utilized her own
involvement in a gay and lesbian organization of Russian immigrants to dissect the
intersecting identities of being Russian and gay, being a gay Russian, andrigeambe
immigrant in this society. Fisher described the group’s creativity in Mgitithout

being visible, such as using word of mouth and anonymous flyers to inform other gay
and lesbian Russian immigrants of the group’s existence, and the homophobic responses
of older and more conservative Russians who outraged over the “crazy” and
“disgusting” people “who must not be our own” (p. 176). Fisher depicted the
heightened awareness of the group regarding safety, such as the disobmitirtg
oneself to other Russian immigrants, even if they too, were gay, and the consant se
of being on-guard if a new arrival came to a meeting. She also illustratechamtoig
experience centered on her partner’s birthday party, at which older Rugsiang
heterosexual Russians and Americans, and gay, lesbian, and bisexual Russians and
Americans were present together, and the different levels of identitygeraeat and
concealment present.

In addition, Fisher (2003) pointed out that in Western discourse, being in the
closet continues to be seen as a representation of LGBT oppression; however, for
people who must manage multiple identities that include cultural and sexualtmienta
being in and out of the closet becomes part of “tactical maneuvering” for survival.
According to the author, no matter how immersed in the mainstream culture,
immigrants’ lives continue to be framed by a multi-layered text of histody

experience. Although most of the people in her group lived apart from their families,
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they still could not escape being truly “outside” of the Russian immigrant cortyn

Fisher concluded that the “closet” is highly contextualized, and in the Russian
immigrant community, it is a tactic for survival, as well as one that allowepl@&o
move seamlessly from the seen to the unseen, as well as be “out” withguibeaad
out. For Fisher, the closet is not a place of oppression, but rather of power in that
people can choose to move fluidly between visibility and invisibility.

An ethnography presented such as Fisher’s allows for the reader to engage with
the researcher, as well as experience her shift in paradigms. Whaitcisl gyt
interesting about Fisher’s study is that it not only addresses the issuesgoa logiy or
lesbian person of color, but also the acculturation issues that come with being part of a
immigrant community. While Fisher comes to some conclusions about her expgerience
and observations of her organization, it is unclear how she arrives at this shift.rin othe
words, the empirical bases for which the social sciences typically ssarelj for some
proof, some theme, for Fisher to base her conclusions upon, and that they do not exist in
this type of study can be frustrating, particularly since a solid ethplegia possible in
psychology. In addition to the style in how Fisher presented her study, while
ethnographies can be rich sources of learning, there is always a challeinge for t
observer to remain objective, and not become over-involved in the experience. As a
complete participant, Fisher was able to present ideas and understand subtle nuances
that an outsider may not have considered; however, she might have also missed
information that a more objective observer might have been able to examine.

Moreover, as this ethnography was solely Fisher’s subjective experiesas, thi
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unashamedly a completely biased viewpoint, thus the meaning and generalizati

people typically strive to achieve from qualitative data cannot be applied.

This next set of articles address the role of race and culture in gay, |estadan,
bisexual youth. LGBT youth are often among the most vulnerable of populations in this
society (Vargo, 1998). This is often because of the dependence adolescents often have
on their families for financial and emotional support. Rosario, Schrimshaw, and Hunter
(2004) studied ethnic/racial differences in the coming out process of lesbiaanday,
bisexual youths. The researchers recruited male and female youths ages yais,21
from community-based organizations that provide services for lesbian, gay, and
bisexual youths. A sample of 164 youths (49% female, 37% Latino, 35% Black, 22%
White, mean age = 18.3 years) were interviewed at baseline. Because lohttezlr
numbers, the Asian population was excluded, leaving a final sample of 156 youths who
were followed for a period of 1 year, with a 2-3 hour structured interview conducted by
a trained interviewer at baseline, at 6 months, and at 12 months. Included in the
interviews were the Sexual Risk Behavior Assessment-Youth (SERBAS-YJien28
checklist that assessed for involvement in gay-related activities, aiedodrsion of
the Nungesser Homosexual Attitudes Inventory (Nungesser, 1983). Youths were als
asked about their self-disclosure to others regarding their sexual orientatiegl| as
their certainty about, comfort with, and self-acceptance of their sexudligrviews
were monitored for consistency and quality as well as audiotaped for accuracy.
Retention rates for six months were 92% and for 12 months, 90%.

In this population, no significant demographic differences were found among

Black, Latino, and White participants. Significant difference were, howeverd oot
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education in that the White participants tended to be more educated than either their

Black or Latino peers. In addition, Black youths significarply (05) reported more
socially desirable responses than did White youths while Latino youths did not
significantly differ from White for Black youths. Using a series of mutiate
analyses of variance, the authors found no differences between the thredhaial/e
groups and their developmental milestones. Black, Latino, and White youths seemed t
reach out to the lesbian, gay, and bisexual community at similar ages, indibating
sexual identity formation is not significantly affected by culture.

Significant differences were found on several aspects of identity intagrati
Black youths were involved in fewer gay-related social activities &libasand 6
months fs = -.27, -.32 respectively), endorsed less positive attitudes toward
homosexuality at the baseline assessnfent-(24), were less comfortable with others
knowing about their sexual orientation at all three times of assesgfaent.@2, -.38, -
.38), and had disclosed to fewer people at baseline and at six months than had their
White peersfs = -.38, -.31). Similar to Black youths, Latino youths had disclosed to
fewer individuals at baseline and six montbs € -.37, -.32) than had their White peers.
Latino youths were more comfortable with others knowing about their sexual
orientation gs = .25, .22, .25) and more involved in gay-related activities at the six
month assessmert € .20) than were Black youths. In examining racial/ethnic
differences regarding changes in the coming out process, Black youths wére nea
seven times more likely to become more certain about their sexual identitynoeer
than White youthsp(< .05) and also had a greater increase in positive attitudes toward

homosexualityf = .18,p < .05).
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While Rosario et al. (2004) found that the differences in racial/ethnic adolescent

gay identity development can be complex, there are several limitatioresrtettidy.
First, their sample size was not large enough to give a medium effearsizierefore
lacked statistical power. Consequently, while there were statistitadetites among
their participant groups, this might not translate into “real world” meanmgdadiition,
by recruiting from youths who were being served by an LGB-focused cortymuni
organization, the authors might have tapped into a sample that may not be
representative of all LGB youth, purely because of potential biases in who seeks
services at such an organization. In addition, all of these youth also selfiedieai
gay, lesbian, or bisexual, thus indicating that there is a certain level of tdnefpr
might already have had with their sexual orientation. Furthermore, agytariission
from this study is how participants identified with their ethnic/racial comtiesnias
this, too, would presumably have an effect on how their cultural upbringing affects thei
sexual identity.

Similar to Rosario et al., Newman and Muzzonigro (1993) did not find
differences between ethnic/racial groups in their sample. The aukaonined the
effects of traditional family values on the coming out process of gay adotesales
and found that race alone had no systematic effect on how coming out was experienced
by the adolescent. Rather, the presence of traditional family valumsed for
differences in this experience. In other words, youths who grew up in familiek
emphasized marriage, children, and religion, and in which a second language was
spoken had a much different experience from youth whose families did not endorse

these same values. In addition, there was a greater amount of perceived disapgrova
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rejection from more traditional families as well as the perception thmlida that

endorsed strong traditional values were less accepting of same-setoattBhus, this
study brings up the question of whether we are correctly measuring the trapsaat
culture when we only measure race, but rather, perhaps we have to look at other
indications of culture, including history, context, religion, and acculturation. In
addition, Consolacion, Russell, and Sue (2004) concluded that multiple minority
statuses and identities do not automatically indicate risk. In their study, @ompd
mental health was not consistently demonstrated among same-seraifadhs
across racial/ethnic groups.
Gay and Lesbian Asian and Asian Americans

While the Newman and Muzzonigro (1993) study found no differences in race,
many of the descriptors they used to describe their definition of “traditiomalliéa —
the emphasis of marriage, children, religion, presence of a second language # could a
be used to describe many Asian American communities. According to Chan (1995),
Asian American gays and lesbians may experience some uniquely diffeterft
challenges because of how Asian cultures tend to view family, sex, maemabe
children. Mao, McCormick, and Van de Ven (2002) also theorized that the tendency
for Asian cultures to be collectively oriented can cause a lot of internalsdi$tregay
Asians who may be seen as dodging their family duties and betrayinguities and
identities. Indeed, Morris and Rothblum (1999) found that except for a correlation
between sexual orientation and sexual experience, Asian American lesbians, a
compared to their White, Latina, and African American peers, had the ledsénaim

intercorrelations between years out, disclosure of sexual orientation, anghaaohn in
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the lesbian community, meaning the least integration of lesbian identity. troaddi

Asian Americans were unusual in this sample in that they reported finsg) lsibling

an average of two years before telling either parent, whereas the miced pattern for

the other ethnic/racial groups was to tell the parents first. Likewisegrd (1997)

found that sisters were most often the choice to whom disclosure was made forea sampl
of gay South Asian men in the United Kingdom.

Morris and Rothblum’s findings reinforced Chan’s (1989) earlier study
regarding disclosure to siblings and parents. Chan surveyed 19 women and 16 men
between the ages of 21 and 36 years regarding their sexual and ethnic identity
development. Sixty four-page questionnaires consisting of 35 items (five demographi
the rest regarding gay/lesbian identity, Asian American identity, contynuni
involvement, and family) were distributed at Asian American gay/lesbian agjams.
Thirty-five surveys were returned. Of the respondents, 90% were of ChinesenKorea
or Japanese backgrounds and 10% of Indian, Bangladesh, or Filipino ancestries. Over
90% of respondents had a college background and all were currently living orsthe Ea
Coast. The majority of respondents were first or second-generation Asiaic&me
with eight being third, fourth, or fifth.

The findings from Chan’s study are reported in raw scores. They showed that
most respondents indicated they did not attend social or political activities isidre A
American community. Rather, they attended similar events in the lesbian-gay
community. In choice of community, although the majority of respondents indicated
more comfort in the lesbian-gay community (20), the majority also indicated a

preference for being considered an Asian American lesbian or gay man (20¢. thehil
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majority of respondents had disclosed their sexual orientation to a family mvihe

only 9 had to their parents. All but one respondent indicated that they had disclosed to
friends. The majority of respondents indicated that it is more difficult to come out t
other Asian Americans (27), and yet did not feel accepted or acknowledged in the
mainstream lesbian-gay community (30). Women (17) more often than men (3)
experienced discrimination for being Asian, while male respondents (12) imdicate

more discrimination due to being gay. Both male (12) and female (17) respondents
indicated discrimination for being both gay and Asian.

Chan’s study illustrated the struggles many gay and lesbian Asian Amgric
sometimes feel about not quite belonging in Asian American or lesbian-gay
communities, and certainly illuminated the differences in disclosure to paotmds
family members, and friends; however, there remain some limitations to hgr stud
First, her sample size is fairly small and non-diverse. In addition, having beémeolbt
via two specifically lesbian-gay Asian American organized events, thelisg pool
might have biased by the nature of who attends those events, and how they see
themselves ethnically, and as a gay or lesbhian person. Finally, genegidinsitof
survey designs are often the lack of detail and flexibility for follow-up chggr
answers. While this study provided good exploratory information on how gay and
lesbian Asian American identity development, a more detailed investigatiheane
might have provided more information as well as contextualized many of these
findings.

Mao, McCormick, and Van de Ven (2002) also examined aspects of the ethnic

divide and how gay Asian men deal with being a double minority in Australia,
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specifically, the extent to which a collectivist orientation (as is mostnAsilltures) is

related to gay Asian men’s experiences in their lives and attachmentgaythe
community. Three focus groups were conducted by the first author with a total of 19
participants. The majority of participants were recruited through a gayAen’s
network. About half of the participants were of Chinese ancestry, while the ofher ha
was comprised of South-East or East Asian ancestry. Participants’ aged feom

early 20s to late 40s, 18 self-identified as “gay” and one participant Ktilinieertain of

his sexual orientation at the time of the interview. Some of the participantateutlic
they had not come out to others, particularly their families. Themes thajeshfesm

this study included: gay Asian men valued their Asian culture, but didn’t fesptect

in their ethnic communities nor did they feel accepted in mainstream Ausigala
communities, and discussed openly the cultural clashes they had experienced due to
their collectivist orientation. Another theme was the struggle of deciding losbsor

not to family and the frustration that many Asian cultures don't allow for individua
expression and personal freedom. In addition, some participants felt pressured to adopt
Caucasian gay stereotypes and indicated they needed more positive gapl&sian r
models.

The themes that emerged from this study support what other researchers have
found about the “double minority” status of being a person of color in a White-
dominant society as well as a gay or lesbian person in a heterosexist isoitiat there
are challenges that exist to how a person manages both identities whictenan of
conflict. Because focus groups rely on the interaction of people as they discuss a

common experience (Heppner, Kivlighan, & Wampold, 1999), the dynamics of such a
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sensitive topic being discussed among strangers might have impacted theatisouss

both negative and positive ways, such as inhibiting some participants while possibly
reinforcing others. In addition, due to the sometimes strong desire to conforntl, as we
as how they are set up, focus groups do not always allow all of the voices of participants
to be heard. Because of how participants were recruited, there is also theoraskiof
the sampling procedure. This might have also been increased because being part of a
focus group brings with it a lack of privacy and confidentiality that individual
interviews or surveys can guarantee. Thus, people who might be more likely to be
public about their views on gay and ethnic identity development might systaltyatic
look different and have different challenges from those who would not partigipate
such a group.

Masequesmay (2003) employed an ethnographic approach to study the intricate
ways participants of O-Moi, a support group for Vietnamese lesbians, bisexmainy
and female-to-male transgendered persons, managed and clashed with multiple
identities, and how this affected people individually as well as the structure of the
organization. As a participant-observer, Masequesmay utilized as the basis for he
analyses a mixture of interviews of different members of O-Moi (32 ovetaide t
years of participant-observation of O-Moi, and observations from planning meetings
organization emails/listserv discussions, and social gatherings. Aagerethod of
deciphering re-occurring themes was used to analyze this data.

Findings that emerged from Masequesmay’s work included the strong need for
support from other “queer” Vietnamese women as the most cited reason for why

women attended O-Moi. In addition, as Masequesmay’s group continued to work
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through their identities as lesbian, bisexual, or transgendered Vietnamess, the

multiple layers of identity with which the women struggled began to surface
organizationally. For instance, the group was comprised of both women who only
spoke English, women who spoke both Viethamese and English, and women who only
spoke Vietnamese. Masequesmay described how non-English speakers and non-
Vietnamese speakers felt invalidated when the conversation shifted to exctude
the other, not as a purposeful act, but rather, a reflection of acculturation and
assimilation. Dynamics were also impacted as bisexual and transgendered im
the group struggled to be heard and for validation among the primarily lesbian
members. In addition, Masequesmay discussed the role of class and its impact on
access to and participation in the organization. For instance, working clasa wome
were less likely to be able to attend meetings and social gatherings dowk tana
other financial responsibilities. Moreover, the organization struggled for idastittye
women in the group struggled to define their mission — for some, joining O-Moi was
purely a social act, for some, it was to seek support, and for others, it wade¢o crea
political change. The pulls of all of these different reasons created ortiamat aifts
as well as immobilized the organization. Masequesmay discussed thentliigezed
challenges her organization faced as “identity work,” in that identity &exleand
recreated through everyday action, at many different levels.

As previously mentioned, studies such as Masequesmay'’s allow readers to
experience the richness of the phenomenon being explored and the meanings it had for
the people involved, most specifically, the participant-observer author. On the other

hand, because conclusions are based on the subjective experience of the researcher,
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observations may be skewed. In addition, Masequesmay is unclear about the method of

analysis, referencing only that she made them based on the data as dle st
studies are typically difficult to generalize, therefore, these firgdamng limited to the
experience of the author of the group, and may not necessarily reflect all of the
dynamics present for other Viethamese lesbian, bisexual, or transgendered. wom

This final study attempted to describe the characteristics of lesbigrarghy
bisexual Asians. Kimmel and Yi (2004) sampled four different countries (United
States, China, Korea, Japan) through 19 different sources, including two Web sites, a
lesbian, gay, and bisexual film festival, and members of gay social and pglitioas.
The administered questionnaire contained 36 items that focused on demographic
information, extent of being open about sexual orientation, same-sex lover
relationships, number of sexual partners, practice of safe sex and reasons for not
practicing it, knowledge of someone with HIV/AIDS, having been tested for
HIV/AIDS, number of gay and lesbian friends, and participation in lesbian, gay, o
bisexual social and political organizations. The questionnaire was trarastetdoack-
translated by people fluent in Japanese, Korean, and Chinese. A total of 338 individual
guestionnaires were completed and returned, 78 by women and 260 by men. A final
314 were included in the analysis and contained 53% Korean, 29% Japanese, 15%
Chinese and 3% Other respondents. Of these, 25% were American, either born in the
U.S., or immigrated.

Analyses of variance revealed that American respondents were more open about
their sexual orientation, had come out to more people, had more lesbian and gay friends,

knew more people with HIV/AIDS, and reported a higher frequency of sex per@éar
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all the groups, the Korean respondents were least open about their sexual orientation,

most secretive, conservative, and most isolated. Chinese gay and bisexual men were
more open about their sexual orientation than the authors expected. Lesbian and
bisexual Asian women overall were more open in general than were gayxuabise

men in regard to the number of people who knew about their sexual orientation. Of
significance is the importance the role of family played as a supponrsydiar

instance, gay and lesbian Asians were more likely to have come out to thagdaimil
they knew of someone or had themselves been diagnosed with HIV/AIDS.

This study was an ambitious attempt to characterize and compare a diverse
group of gay, lesbian, and bisexual Asian and Asian Americans. There are some
limitations to this study, however. The different sampling methods utilizeatin e
country might have drawn from a different population than other gay, lesbian, and
bisexual persons in that country, and indeed, the authors admit a bias towards young,
urban, middle class respondents. In addition, because of the different ways in which the
sample pool was obtained in each country, it is difficult to make the argument that
results from each nationality can be compared with each other, as other rf@ayors
have confounded these findings. In addition, the unequal samples from each country
may also not be comparable. For example, again, the Chinese sample only comprised
10 of the total subject set. It is difficult to make the argument that this samelean
represent all gay Chinese men. Furthermore, respondents were recruitedroribat
Asian countries, which are not necessarily representative of all Asianiesuatrd

therefore, this study cannot be generalized to all lesbian, gay, and bisexual Asia
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Gay and Lesbian Hmong

A review of specific Hmong literature reveals that as of this date, ¢ixe&®s no
published study, including theses, on LGBT Hmong, thus, a review of literature at this
time is not possible. The information cited in the previous chapter comes from internet
and newspaper sources. Current existing Hmong literature largely revaues a
issues related to war and refugee experiences, acculturation, educatiten,ayeh
familial relationships, and a large number of health-related issues, suchralg tbfe
traditional healing and concerns like the growing rates of diabetes andliseade. In
his paper reviewing trends in research on Hmong, Pfeifer (2005) includes as futur
directions increased research that originate from Hmong authors, in-depigrdphic
studies, and work that examines the complex and diverse social, political, and cultural
differences within the Hmong community. Therefore, it is hoped that this study wil
contribute to these future trends by providing information about a subgroup in the
Hmong community that very little is known, and less has been written, about.

Summary

The studies presented in this chapter span a wide array of issues related to
identity development for lesbian and gay persons. Models of gay and lesbian identity
development were reviewed, as were some empirical studies that supportathiy lofe
identity development. There are also different proposals that have been made that
lesbian and gay identity may develop differently, with lesbian identity asmgrof a
more fluid development. Furthermore, more recent voices have been included in
lesbian and gay research to include the diverse experiences of diffareotratial

groups, and the acknowledgement that being a “double” or “multiple minority” in this
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society brings with it different challenges. Research is also expatodaagture the

voices of Asian Americans, who have often been left out of many traditional
race/ethnicity studies. However, research in the area of Asian Amegagyaand

lesbian identity development is limited, as can be demonstrated by the studies
presented. Extensive search of PsychINFO, the Social Sciences Index, and other
databases revealed few empirical studies. In addition, the existingclepeavides

little continuity in building a coherent theoretical model for identity devekagmm

Asian American gays and lesbians. For example, Consolacion, Russell, and Sue’s
(2004) study found that same-sex attracted Asian American youth indicaleddhe
amount of distress when compared with African, Latino, and White American youth,
contradicting much of the current literature on LGBT Asian Americans.

Included in the recommendations made by the Surgeon General (U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services, 2001) in regard to culture and mental healt
is to continue to expand the science base regarding mental health issues in t@samuni
of color to better understand the factors that protect from and perpetuate mental
illnesses for these populations. Another major aspect of this vision is to include
research on communities of color and evidence-based practices and theories;,however
this cannot be implemented when entire populations continue to be systematically
excluded from social sciences research. Research can serve to both builtlycultura
competent best-practices and theories as well as to identify sandaunique
challenges for different populations. In this current society, reseanabfteam have a
profound impact on myriad issues, including how populations are understood and

served, how policy is made, and how funding is distributed, which makes intentional
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inclusivity an even more crucial endeavor. The Surgeon General’s resmort al

highlights the importance of investigations that focus on specific Asian Aameaind
Pacific Islander groups. Additionally, Consolacion, Russell, and Sue (2004)
recommend that service providers focus on issues relevant to specific racigdraad e
groups in order to address what issues pose risk for those populations.

Asian Americans have long been faced with both the opportunity and the curse
of being labeled the “model minority” in this society. To an extent, this has enable
Asian Americans some flexibility in terms of visibility. On the other hanliast
allowed invisibility to flourish as a form of oppression. While Asian Americaag m
have been successful in some realms, to continue to ignore their experiences is to
perpetuate the oppression of Asian American voices and contributions. Sound research
on the identity processes of gay and lesbian Asian Americans not only beagfisd)
lesbian Asian Americans, it contributes to identity development researchl.overal
Future research directions would be well served to include the resilience dadgdsa
Asian American gay and lesbian persons share with other gay and lesbian comsmunitie
as well as the unique cultural and familial dynamics that contribute to identity
development and management. Being able to identify the diverse issues fac specif
Asian American populations may also provide more accurate and succinct
representations for models of identity development.

Moreover, the lack of literature on the specific experiences of Hmongagadys
lesbians makes it difficult to compare and contrast those experiences with the know
experiences of other populations. For instance, there are some unique aspects of the

cultures represented in the literature review that make it difficwompletely
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generalize these findings to gay and lesbian Hmong. One can theoriz¢habsadial

and familial pressures upon gay and lesbian Hmong regarding roles and exp&ctat
however, there are also the influential elements of not only what it means to be,Hmong
but to be Hmong in America, and the effects of acculturation on identity development
and coming out. While we can make some inferences to how gay and lesbian Hmong
experience coming out, and what it might mean to them, a logical step in tharngesa

to examine the experiences of LGBT Hmong in order to better identify the
commonalities shared with others in the LGBT community as well as the ne&gpief

the impact of Hmong culture in transition.
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Chapter Three

Methods

Participants

Eleven individuals were interviewed. After consultation with the thesis agvisor
the researcher decided not to include the results from one interview bdeause t
participant did not fit within the parameters of this study in that the participchmiot
identify as gay or lesbian. Ten individuals, five men and five women, who self-
identified as gay or lesbian and as Hmong or Hmong American participated in thi
study. All participants had come out to at least one family member. Partgchpzard
about the study through various advertisements via the internet, support groups,
meetings, and personal contacts. They either contacted the researcher or ga
permission to a third party to have the researcher contact them regardicigaiam in
the study. Participants’ ages ranged from 20 years old to 31 years oldhewviedian
age being 24.5 years. Five of the participants were born and raised in the Unésd Stat
and five were foreign-born. Of participants who had been born outside of the U.S., the
range of migration to the U.S. was 16 to 29 years, with the median years being 22.8
years. Two participants migrated at age five, one at age three, @ee2atamnd one at
age 1. All participants are from the Midwest. Four identified spirituall@tasstian,
three identified as practicing Hmong traditional beliefs, one identifienrdbimation of
practicing both Hmong and Christian beliefs, and two identified no specifituspiri
beliefs. In addition, participants had been out a median of 5.1 years and of the ten, five

were currently partnered at the time of interview.
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Design

This study is a phenomenology study that employed a qualitative approach to
research. Phenomenological researchers attempt to describe and understand huma
experience, highlighting participants’ spoken words rather than interpretady
researchers. A qualitative design was employed because of there wedsisioegl
research on the experiences of gay and lesbian Hmong. According to Sue (1999), there
is a need for more qualitative ethnic minority studies in order to understand canstruct
and phenomena from different cultural perspectives. Qualitative analysisllalss
researchers to understand the data without imposing pre-existing expeaattbes
topic of study. Moreover, qualitative methods are preferred in studies that are
exploratory in nature and when the essence of individual experiences is saiigt, (P
2002).
Procedures

Participants were solicited via the internet, support groups, meetings, and
personal contacts with those involved in Hmong LGBT communities. In order to
promote safety, the researcher distributed the information to contact perdons a
prospective participants and asked them to initiate contact regarding padicipahe
study. Three participants gave permission to a third party to pass along theiamne
information to the researcher. During the initial contact, the researctoetuogd
herself, the study, and answered any questions that the prospective parti@pants
Prospective participants were also offered the opportunity to review coosastdnd

guestions ahead of time before agreeing to participate or commencintgtivesiv.
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Participants were interviewed one time for interviews that ranged froh2@0-

minutes. Although the interviews were conducted in English, there were times whe
participants expressed themselves in Hmong. Interviews were audio-taped a
destroyed after transcription. In addition, the interviewer allowed for penticself-
censorship, as part of the voluntary nature of this study. During two of the intgrview
participants retracted specific parts of stories that they relayadsethey felt the
information was too identifiable. Agreement was made between the researdher
participants about taking these parts out of the data analysis. In addition, inatmrsult
with the faculty advisor of this thesis, it was deemed that eliminating theldhhot
affect the integrity of the data collection or analysis process.

Participants were offered the option of reviewing and validating thesdréoed
interviews. The initial offer for review and validation was made at thedirttee
interview. It was explained thdtring this process, participants could review the
transcriptions of their interviews for accuracy. In addition, participantshend
researcher could also agree on which elements, if any, of the interview tedisgui
broaden so that the participant could not be easily identified. All participantatiedi
that they were interested in reviewing and validating their interviews diwhted the
best way to be reached, such as via telephone or email. After their intervieas we
transcribed, the researcher attempted to contact all of the participanyssiOnl
responded and only five asked to review their transcribed interviews. No onel offere
any changes. lItis not possible to be precise about why this response rate;was low
however, because of the continuous informed consent during the process of

interviewing, participants may have felt that they already validathtarviews.
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Some participants indicated lack of time to review their transcripts andrrist

researcher to parse out the necessary themes. In addition, because the intemgews
so emotion-filled, it is possible that some participants may not have wantdsio r
those emotions.

Transcriptions of the interviews were coded so that the researcher could send the
appropriate transcription to the right participant for review, but yet not réweal
identity of the participant. The tracking system to the code was destroyed once
transcript was considered validated. One participant videotaped his intesvpant af
a documentary he was making on his life. This did not change the questions that were
asked, and the researcher was not visible on camera. This change in protocol was
approved by the Institutional Review Board.
Clinical impressions of participants

Some participants, and in particular the female participants, tendedatyiniti
broach the interviews more carefully and in a reserved manner. The fenmaipaatis
were also more likely to express concern about confidentiality. All of tiieipants
seemed to relax during the interview and appeared engaged in the processs,At time
the interviews were filled with a range and expression of emotions, from r@oise
and laughter to sadness and tears. Sadness and tears were expressedjtmytyhef ma
participants most often when discussing issues related to their parents, such as
recounting coming out to them, fears of rejection, fears of hurting or disapygpointi

parents, high parental expectations, and recognitions of parental acceptamseand |
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Instrument

Guiding questions, contained in Appendix B, were developed for the interview.
These questions were designed to obtain some basic demographic information as well
as a rich description of the internal and external processes involved witlippatst
experiences of coming out. In addition, feedback from two individuals involved in
LGBT and Hmong LGBT communities was solicited and incorporated regarding the
appropriateness and respectfulness of the questions.

Data Analysis

In order to analyze the data, the ten audiotaped interviews were transcribed
verbatim, five by the primary researcher and five by a professionatiiagrs The
primary researcher, who is bilingual in Hmong and English, transcribed all of the
spoken Hmong in the interviews. In addition, after consultation with Hmong elders, she
translated these concepts from Hmong into English. The translation is not enverbat
translation, but rather conceptual translation because consultants suggested that
translating for meaning, rather than verbatim, would make more sense.

Analysis of the data was based on inductive analysis (Patton, 2002) as well as a
modified Consensual Qualitative Research (CQR) approach described bytihcCa
Veach, Bartels, and LeRoy (2001). Inductive analysis (Patton, 2002) begins with
specific observations and develops toward general patterns. Data analysitedasfsi
organizing the smallest units of data (concepts) into meaningful and progressively
broader themes, categories, and domains. This analysis also observed thegahciple
CQR (Hill, Thompson, & Williams, 1997), which emphasizes a team approach and a

consensual process. According to CQR, all members of the research team have equa
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voice in determining how to code and interpret the data. So that the perspective of one

researcher does not dominate, the CQR method provides checks and balances to ensure
that the experiences of respondents are accurately represented.

In the present study, the research analysis team consisted of the principal
investigator and a counseling psychologist with expertise in multicultgressn
counseling, qualitative research, and Hmong culture. Both team membergodred
with the Hmong community through direct service, clinical consultation, and
membership in committees that focus on promoting Hmong mental health. The team
worked through a consensus process to develop the domains and themes reflected in the
results. This entailed a process of both working separately and consensualbyr ito or
come to agreement about domains and themes. The researchers independengly analy
the transcripts first through paragraph to paragraph analysis in searcicadvaespts
that were represented by quotes from the respondents. A total of 47 concepts were
generated from 296 pages of data from the 10 interviews. In the next stage ofanalysi
Patton (2002) emphasized the identification of important themes and patterns in the
data. Discussion and dialogue between the two researchers resulted in 34 thegnes bei
identified under nine domains. To resolve any discrepancies, the two researchers

worked together until consensus was achieved regarding how the data wsfiedlas
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Chapter 4

Results

Introduction

In this chapter, the domains and themes derived from the qualitative interviews
will be presented. A total of nine domains and 34 themes emerged. The domains
represent key ideas participants presented about their coming out experiera@sg
making, language, coming out, family, gender, the role of religion, intratateenral
experiences, life-changing lessons, and hopes. Within each domain, severakiteemes
presented. Subsequently, selected quotes from the respondents are citeddata™raw
illustrate both the domain and theme. Variations within samples are labeled in
accordance to suggestions made by Hill, Thompson and Williams (1997) in that
concepts that apply to all participants are denoted as general, concepts that aaiply t
or more participants (> 5) are denoted as typical, and concepts that appéythaies
half of the participants (< 5) are denoted as variant. In addition, in this gaersral
concepts will also be discussed as applying to “participants” or “all geatits” to
indicate the unanimity of themes. Hill et al. recommend dropping ideas that@apply t
only one or two cases; however, in an attempt to capture unique perspectives, some of
those cases will be included and signified as such. In traditional qualitaiiliess
results are often presented by the most common themes first, taperingnofieto
variant themes; however, these results are presented in a more intuitbsenégtion
of participants’ experiences, such as beginning with meaning making, coming out, and
ending with lessons learned and hopes. A summary of domains and themes is available

in Appendix D.
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DOMAIN 1: Meaning Making

Participants discuss what being gay or lesbian means to them, their chadiengss

and lesbian Hmong, and finding identity.

Theme 1: Being gay or lesbian means having a physical or emotional attraction to
someone of the same seln general, participants talked about the “simple” main
difference between them and heterosexuals — that they are attcaatetiwant to

engage in relationships with someone of the same gender. Comments like the following
were common amongst all participants:

“Being gay, it means: being attracted and/or wanting or longing-stafftise
that, to be with someone of the same gender.”

“Most people feel that it means like you're sexually attracted to otberen,
but for me, it's more than just the sex part. It's who | want to be with, fedl mos
comfortable with, could spend my life with. That kind of thing.”

Theme 2: Being gay or lesbian means being mysdifwas also typical for
participants to say being gay or lesbian is another dimension of who they are.

“To be a lesbian, | guess, is to like other women, be attracted to them, want to
spend the rest of your life with another woman, but really for me, it's just like
being me, the real person that | am and not having to fake it.”

“...atfirst, | thought it was a certain style or a certain lifestyla fad to live or

be or a certain way to be gay and | found out sooner than later that, um, it really
doesn’t matter or phase you any more after you come past that coming out part.
It doesn’t really...it's like my friends say, “We don’t even see the gayvpaen

we talk about you or see you. We see you as [Participant] first.” So, |, guess
um...it's kind of hard for me to say that being gay means something to me. It's
just...that’s just a part of who | am. That'’s just a small minute piece of the
whole picture...”

“I've balanced everything perfectly where what a gay man is to me is being a
good person, just being truly who you are, letting people see that.”

Theme 3: Being Hmong and gay holds tremendous ambiguity and barriers.

Participants discussed the messages they received that being Hmony isngdrgag
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and impossible. Others talked about trying to negotiate understanding both about the

racism and homophobia that they’'ve faced. Several participants talked about being on
their own and not having access to other Hmong who could serve as mentors or
supports.

“To be Hmong in America, it's much harder for us...and...being gay added to
that, it's...you know, much, much, much harder because not only are we not
accepted in the United States, you know? It's harditisrKaspeople,

American people, to be gay and it took them, like, so long for them to be finally
kind of be accepted into the community and for us to come out saying, “Hey,
we’re Hmong and gay,” knowing our Hmong tradition and how strict it is, |
think it will never be...they will never accept us, the Hmong community. So...I
don’t know...I just think it's much harder for us.”

“It means you’re part of something you really don’t know a whole lot about yet
and no one’s gonna take you by the hand, so you just have to do it. Just jump in
and start swimming, you know? And don’t drown. Like, a girlfriend of mine —
her aunt is lesbian, so her aunt could say, “do this” or “come out like this,” but
that's not how it is for us. Your aunt’s probably gonna just bitch slap you or
something if you told her you were a lesbian. There’s not taking you by the
hand and helping you out.”

“I think it means that you have additional barriers. It's hard for people to even
think about this concept. | mean for Hmong people to think about this concept.
So, layer of them, and then layer for the rest of the GLBT community. We still
face a lot of racism, and that's even in the GLBT community. You would think
that someone oppressed would know what it's like to be and be more
understanding, but that’s not true at all. That has been my experience. Some of
the biggest racists | know are GLBT people, and that’s just really sad. But
guess that might be like expecting Hmong people to be more understanding, and
they’re not.”

“I would say that the hardest part of being a lesbian and being a Hmong is that
you have people who come at you on all sides. The Hmong people don't get
why you’re gay, and th®lis Kas(American) people don’t get the culture stuff.

Even in my group, they tried to understand, but one of my friends, he finally just
said, “You people are too complicated.” I'm really sad about that. Being gay
and Hmong should be a rich experience, but because of that, we also have more
challenges.”
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Theme 4: Participants struggle with coming to terms with their sexuaéntation.

All participants discussed dealing with homophobia, both experienced and intetnalize
by trying a variety of different ways to shed their attraction to otherseafame

gender. In addition, all of the female participants discussed having dateshdnerost
male participants have dated women.

“Yeah, yeah. | actually decided to go to church because | was going through
phase where | don’t want to be gay, and felt like | was the only Hmong person
out there that was gay so, | guess, like, going to church would stop me from
being gay, | guess, at that time.”

“...like a year after | came out, my mom, actually, wanted me to marry [a
woman]. I'm so close to my mom that | wanted to make my mom happy and |
actually agreed and | told my mom that, “You know what? I'll try my best to be
straight.”

“And, yeah, | slept with a lot of girls. My friends, honestly—excuse my
English—but | was a whore. Never had any feelings. It was just over bragging
rights. “Oh yeah, | got this one.” It was just trying to be cool in front of the guys
so that hopefully no one knows that once in a while | do something stupid or
laugh femmy or something a girl would do, so that hopefully no one catches it,
you know?”

“| see all these older guys who are getting the hot girls because thagpge
bangers, so...what better off to do than to go be a gang banger, and if you're a
gang banger, you can’t be gay. So, why not? Why not do that and it hides the
fact of who you truly are and if anyone starts shit with you, whoever found out,
you’d have your guys go and beat him up. You know? So, overall | worked out a
scheme where | covered myself, made sure | covered myself. It workemt out f
me. Which was bad at the time, it was selfish, but it worked at the time.”
Theme 5: Participants received varying messages about how to be a gay person in
U.S. society.This included encouragement to be themselves, learning about American
(specifically U.S.) gay culture and being pressured to fit certaiecttgres. All
participants discussed the cultural experiences they had in figuringeougay

identity. Typically, partners, friends, and mentors who had been out longer were



63
significant resources. A variant number of participants cited resourc¢esdinaed

subcultures of the LGBT community or popular culture and the media.

“I was living with some gay guys and these guys actually taughtimoed was

for who | should be. They are more or less also my guardian angels, guiding me
through this the whole time... You know, who are you? Who do you want to be?
Just because you are gay does not mean you have to act a certain way or
live...don'’t fall into the stereotype...live your life, be who you are...”

“...the GLBT community is really it's own culture and it's something that you
really have to be introduced to. And when | was first introduced...because | was
raised in the ghetto...and so | was so used to being ghetto and then you go here
to this—you know, in the ghetto part that | grew up in, you had to be real tough,
which helped a lot, | think, with coming out—but in the gay community—and of
course | don't like to pigeon-hole things and say it's one specific thing—but you
get a lot of...a lot of...what we call “Nancys” or “Marys” and those are the

really kind of queenie or really bitchy kind of gay guys and when [ firsecam

out, those were the first guys that | really met. Yeah. | was scared ko gielat

| was like, “Oh my god! If this is how the gay community is, | don’t want
anything of it.”

“I would say that meeting other people through [group] was really good for me.
Even they weren’'t Hmong, you would say that | learned how to be a lesbian
from them. One of our group leaders, she always said being a lesbian doesn’t
give you license to be a screw up and start sleeping with everyone around you.
You still gotta be the best person you can be, but you just like women. For me,
it was also really important that one of them was also a pastor, and she really
taught me a lot that God still loves me, and who | am is not a sin. | mean, 1 still

fight against that all the time because it's so ingrained in me that I'mmarsi
but now | have another voice to fight that message.”

DOMAIN 2: Language

In general, participants expressed difficulty with finding the right Hmanguage to
express who they are and to come out to their families. It was typicahtiiatgants
tried to find the right Hmong word, but often resorted to the word “gay” in English,
which they believe is well-understood by even limited-English speaking Hmong.
Theme 6: Participants are not familiar with non-derogatory Hmong language to

describe themselvesdviost participants either don’t know what Hmong language to use
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or resort to descriptors and direct translations of English terms. In additiboippats

shared the variety of different phrases they have heard, such as phrasesthairety
descriptive but differ in the nuance in which it is used to a phrase that one participant
admitted she didn’t fully comprehend.

“I personally just say,poj nom” which means “queen” or | just sagws nyiam
txiv neej which means, “he likes boys.”

“Um...tus ntawd tsis ncajyou know, “he’s not straight.” Um...that one | hear a
lot. Yeah, it's something kind of like young people have developed because
basically they take the English definition of it, like, “He’s not straight,” ey t
translate it into Hmong, but mostly young kids.”

This participant poses the question of what it means that there is no word for him in
Hmong:

“I've only heard kathoy, opoj niam nyiam poj niam... txiv neej nyiam txiv neej

xwhb, which means a girl like a girl or a guy like a guy. | think sometim@soit

having a word for gay) makes me feel kind of like, do | belong?”
Theme 7: Participants typically mentioned the word “kathoy” but did not fully
understand what that means, only that people have used it to refer to people who are
gay. Participants had a mixed understanding of the word and its origins, but almost all
mention it when asked about language issues. While the Thai word “kathoy” primarily
refers to men who dress as women, and not necessarily denote their sexualasrjentati
participants often talked about how Hmong, due to not having a word of their own, have
borrowed that word to refer to LGBT folks in general. In addition, participaets $0
struggle themselves with this word, its origins, and what it denotes.

“There’s a Thai word that Hmong people use as a Hmong word and what that

word iskathoy which they basically they translate it into, | guess, a transsexual

or someone who has had their sex changed.”

“There is a word that is used by Hmong people but it's not actually Hmong. |
think it’s like Laotian or Thai or Vietnamese or something. That wokdtisoy
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but to my understanding from asking people that word is used more for the cross
dresser or a man wanting to be a woman. So, | guess like my mom said, “there’s
not really a word for what you are.”

DOMAIN 3: Coming Out

Although this entire study is focused on the theme of coming out, to honor the rich
accounts that participants shared, this domain discusses the mechanics of coming out,
such as what participants think about, what they say, and how they do it.

Theme 8: Participants talk about feeling “different” from others. Most dissesd

knowing from an early age that they were either gay or differeRarticipants all
discussed a feeling of “differentness” that eventually evolved into an undengtaridi

their sexual orientation.

“I've kind of always known that | liked boys, | just never knew what to call it.
From when | was little, I've always been attracted to boys and girls. A&md th
while growing up, I've always been attracted to both sexes. But, it wagsalwa
like this: the story that | give everyone is, let's say | was in kindengand

then let’s use, um...well, | forget the names...I could be coloring with a girl
right? Like a little girl...l could be coloring with her in her coloring book and
I'm like, “Oh, she’s really cute,” and then | can look to my best friend in
kindergarten and think, “But he’s cute too.”

“I've always known | was different from the time | was little. Becaluse

remember being in third grade...| had a teacher and he was so cute. And |
thought he was the cutest teacher in the entire world and on some level | always
knew that that...and | never told anybody, even at that age, because on some
level | felt that it wasn’t something that you could say to anybody.”

“I think for me, it started in junior high, when all of us were changing. | kept
noticing that I noticed the girls much more, and was like, “Hello, baby!” |
mean, | kept this all to myself and actually just kinda thought that | was curious
about how other girls were developing because | was curious about myself. |
was a little wrong. It was the beginning. The beginning of my lesbian ways.
(laughs).”

“I'll say that | never really thought about it too much. | mean, | had boyfriends
but in high school, | started to think, this isn’'t me, but you know, | didn’t really
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know why | kept feeling that way. And then | started noticing that I liked girls

in a way that my other friends, they didn't like girls, and | totally would get what

the guys were saying about girls, like, wow, check out [name], she’s heally

and secretly, | would agree with them, but | would never say anything. That was

when | thought, okay, something'’s totally up.”
Theme 9: Participants often evaluated safety before coming out, and often came ou
to women first. It was typical for participants to engage in a lot of internal evaluation
regarding who and how they would come out. In general, there was a resounding
perspective that women would be more understanding was often expressed. With the
exception of one participant who came out to her entire family at once, everyoae ca
out to a female friend or relative first; however, the female relatagoften not
participants’ mothers but rather a sister, cousin, or aunt.

“I came out to girls first because | guess with me back then, the whole Hmong

guys had a big ego. They had the whole pride thing. That’s just my own

personal opinion, but that’'s how | felt, so | guess | came out to girls firatibec

| was comfortable with that. And | was more comfortable | came out to my

straight guy friends. And they’ve been accepting of it, so that's a good thing.”

“I came out to my sisters first, then my brothers. A year later, Ilffioame out

to my parents, but they pretty much already knew it because there are n® secret

in my family. | think they were just waiting, hoping it wasn't true.”

“I know that the females would be more accepting, yeah...because girls have a

tendency to accept the gays more. | don’t know why. | don’t know how, but a lot

of females have a tendency to accept the gays more...but it hasn’t been

scientifically proven or anything...but it’s like a vibe that you kind of get to.”
Theme 10: Participants come out because they want to be more honest and
authentic. It was typical for participants to cite wanting to be able to be open about
who they are, and wanting others to see them authentically. A variant number of

participants were influenced by no longer wanting to hide their partners.

“I wanted to better myself. | was tired of pretty much just being on the down-
low, being like, “What happens if somebody finds out?” You know? | was just
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tired of creeping around—there you go!'—creeping around. So, | was just like,
“Oh my goodness....”

“One day, | was looking at my kids, and realized, if | don’t, I'm always gtong

be ashamed of who | am, and they’re going to be ashamed of who | am and who
they are. This is me, and | wanted them to know that it's okay to be who you
are.”

“And then it happened one day—I had my first experience. And | can’t say with
who or what or when or why but it happened and it was like—at that moment—
“Yeah, | am all gay. There is no more lying to myself. | am gay.” Idat,eyou
know?”

“I just knew that | had to tell people. Part of it was, my girlfriend, sheyprett
much said she was sick of being in the closet with me, and | wanted to show her
that | was serious about us, so | decided to just do it. We're still together, and
I’'m glad. |think if I didn’t do it, | would've lost her. | mean, it's been really
hard, but you know, she was right. It would’ve been harder on us as a couple if
she had to keep living in the closet with me.”
Theme 11: Participants often yearned for resources and suppohey talked about
their processes in preparing to come out. It was typical for participantk &itait
how having access to supports and resources could have helped; however, they also
admitted that not having these did not stop them from coming out. This often meant
that they felt more alone, but also allowed for some creativity in how they camiout
response to questions about change, participants often responded with their own
realizations that by coming out, their entire lives would be changed, partidaléudyv
others saw and related to them.
“I didn’t know I'd need a support group; | think it would have helped if | knew
about all the resources, it would help a lot, but there were no resources, so | had
to resource myself.”
“I think it would help a lot if | actually talked to people about what would
happen if | come out before | come out so | would know what's coming my way
instead of just coming out and knowing nothing about what’s going to

happen...but you never know what'’s going to happen when you come out, you
know?”



68

“I really thought a lot about that. As you can imagine, | was divorced. People
already were saying all these bad things about me. |thought, can | put my
family through this? It took me years to even realize | am a lesbian.alBg re
could I do this? | knew I could survive, but | wasn’t sure about my family. 1
knew that they already carried the stigma of me being divorced. And my kids. |
was really worried about them, especially since they still have wsitatith my

ex. His parents, his whole family already call me a shej, cab(prostitute),

you know, every kind of name in the book. If they didn’t see him or his family,
| wouldn’t worry as much as protecting them, but because they do, | worried a
lot about how that would affect them. | still worry, but not as much...I think |
knew that a lot would change, but I've also been through so much that | knew |
could ride it out. | was most afraid was what my family would think, my kids,
and then worried about protecting them all.”

“I think just to talk to other people so that I didn’t feel so alone. | mean, | knew
that there were other GLBT Hmong people out there, you know? | heard about
SOY and stuff, but it seemed like it was all the gay boys, and | didn't really
know where to find the Hmong girls. That woulda been good just to know their
experiences.”

Theme 12: Participants were afraid of rejection, primarily from their families, and

especially their parentsAll participants expressed the fear of being rejected from their

families and what that would mean to them. This ranged from the fear of being

physically kicked out of their homes to emotional distance, disapproval, and

disappointment.

“I was more worried at the time about how my parents were going to take it
especially because you know how in Hmong commukdylub qge(literally

“your egg,” meaning “your reputation”) means everything. You know, like ever
since you were little, the only thing you hear XaV¥ txog koj lub ge, xav txog

koj lub gg” (akin to “Think of your reputation, think of your reputation”) and |
knew that something like this was going to embarrass my dad. My dad is pretty
respected in my clan, which is why I'm out to most of my family members and |
said something to him once but I'm not out to my clan at all, mostly because I'm
scared about what my being gay will do to his reputation.”

“This is my biggest fear is when my family finds out—no one will want me.
Who'’s going to want someone like me? Someone who has a bad rep now
because he’s a gang banger and he’s doing drugs and on top of that, he broke
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into someone...his own aunt’s and uncle’s house to steal stuff to deal more
drugs and on top of that he’s gay?”

“I was the most afraid of my parents. | didn’t want them to think | was failing
them, or that | was doing this to be a bad person. My whole life, I've tried to be
what they want, and | was really afraid that this would change how they feel
about me.”

This participant discussed his realization that his greatest fear ithas ivmself:

“...how my family and my friends would react, those were my number one
priorities right there. But here’s the thing: after | knew that they wouddpc

me, like, you know, just not my parents or my brother...but I figured, “How
would my cousins think of...about me? How would they think about me? Would
they still treat me the same way? Would my friends treat me the sayfle wa
Would they think differently?” Yeah, but after | had known that, you know, a lot
of people are actually really more comfortable about it than | am and tiee iss
wasn’t just with them, the issue was within. Yeah, the issue was within: Am |
ready to tell them? | mean, they all knew. (Laughs.) They all knew because,
come on, I'm very flamboyant. They all knew; the only thing was that they were
waiting for me to tell them because it’s like a “don’t ask, don't tell” policg a

it's out of respect.”

Theme 13: Participants discussed the mechanics of how they came out, which
ranged from difficult conversations to very public mediumgariant participants, in
particular male participants, talked about coming out initially as bisexual.

“So, when you first come out...when gay guys first come out they usually come
out as bi because it leaves that door partially open for you to go back if you
don’t like it. You know what | mean? So, it's half-way there. This side would be
straight, this side would be gay. Bi would be right in the middle, the bridge that
crosses it, so you can change your mind anytime you want... So...l came out as
bi and then a couple months after that it was like, “Are you still bi?” And I'm

like, “No, I'm gay as hell.” (Laughs.)”

“The first one | came out to...had to be my girl friend at that time because | told
her that, “I think I'm gay. I'm gay and we’ve been together for...” when |

moved up her she was still living in [state] and | told her that I think I'm gay and
that | think...um...we never had sex and so | said, “Hey, | think we’ve never
had sex and I’'m not comfortable with you sexually at that level becauselgexual
I’'m not attracted to girls.” So, I told her that, “You know, it's a year now, why
are we not having sex, you know?”
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“I think | said something like, “Hey, you guys, guess what? You know my
friend [Name]? Well, she’s really my lesbian lover, and so, guess I'm a
lesbian.” They laughed. It was pretty funny, but then | wasn’t laughings| w
kinda stupid. | started crying, like totally bawling my eyes out. They have
never seen me cry. That was when they realized, something’'s up. After |
calmed down, | told them, yep, | think I'm kinda gay. They were fine, then
everyone freaked out when my sister [name] said, “So who’s gonna tell Mom
and Dad?” A few months after that, | told my brothers. | pretty much just said,
“Hey guys, | think I'm a lesbian. All the sisters know.” My older brother
[name], he just said, “Are you sure?” | said yes, and that was that.”

Two participants talked about coming out in fairly public mediums. The following
participant discussed trying to come out and prepare his mother for the publicity:

“I chose my mom first because, | guess, my dad and | were never teally c
never really had that bond, | guess, so | felt more close to my mom and so |
came out to her. And the start of the conversation was really, really difficult
Well, 1 don’t live with them, so it was just weird for me to all of a sudden come
visit them, you know, out of the blue. It was an awkward feeling for me. | mean,
they were doing their own thing. | told my mom, “You know, | have [something
coming out in a public medium]”...and she was like, “Oh, what'’s in [it]?” And |
was like, “Oh, it's about me coming out gay,” you know? And she then asked,
‘Why are you doing this?"””

Theme 14: Participants felt liberated about coming out even if it was a bad

experience.Words such as “happy,” “relieved,” “healthier,” “free,” and “myselféng

often used to expressed how it felt to come out.

“Relieved. Really relieved. Like, let’s see...like Times Square had beed lift
off of my shoulders. There you go. And Times Square is huge. (Laughs.) So, it
felt really good, knowing that regardless | was still accepted.”

“It's been a rough ride, but yeah....all worth it.”

“No matter what happens, or what has happened, I'm so glad | came out. | feel
healthier. Relieved. Open. Honest. [Partner] and I can live openly now with
my family. 1 know I hurt a lot of people, and | never wanted to. It wasn’t my
intention, and I'm sorry that they’re hurt, but | have to live my life too, and for
me, it has been worth it. | wasn’t going to keep suffering in silence just to be a
good Hmong girl.”
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Theme 15: Participants encourage others who are thinking about coming out to

know themselves well and to seek supports before doingMigparticipants especially
encouraged having sources of physical and emotional safety and often cautioned others
to prepare for the emotional toll of coming out.

“If they’re going to come out: the first question | would probably ask is, are you
ready? Second questions | would probably ask is, have you weighed your pros
and cons? | mean, the pros and cons have a lot to do with it, but “are you
ready?”...Mentally, will you be able to handle it? Emotionally, are yangtr
enough? ...because there’s going to be some people who accept you but there’s
going to be some people who reject you and on top of that, ...there’s a real
difference from being in the closet where nobody knows to being out of the
closet where everyone knows.”

“If they’re young, they should really wait until they're, like | said, finiatg

stable enough...before they come out. | think it's easier if they think about
what’s going to happen to you if you told your family that you are gay or GLBT
before you come out. Be prepared. Really be prepared of what's coming your
way because sometimes what you don’t expect will hit you hard, so...Prepare
mentally and prepared for both parties—understand that your parents don’t have
the knowledge about GLBT issues and understand where they’re coming from
and don't just expect them to understand you because they're not going to
understand you.”

“Definitely make sure you're gay, because this is not anything to jokd.abou
And you can’t take it back. Also make sure that you have lots of support. Like
me, | knew that if no one else supported me, I'd have my sisters, and that’s all
that mattered.”

“I would say do a lot of therapy. Find a good counselor to help you really work
on your issues first before you come out. Before | went to a counselor, | used to
make fun of them and people who go to them. Now, | realize, | would’ve died
without my counselors. Literally. When | first got divorced, | was so suicidal
Then when | started with the whole being attracted to women, | really was
suicidal. My counselors — | wish that they could’ve known how much they
meant to me.”

DOMAIN 4: Family
The presence of family in participants’ lives was threaded throughoustbggs.

Families seemed to play numerous and contradicting roles in supporting padiepant



72
well as inducing external and internal shame about sexual orientation. oaddit

some families also responded by being accepting, others by rejectthtypically by
doing some combination of both.

Theme 16: Families become closer, and in a variant of cases, become more
protective of participantsVariant participants discussed how the openness fostered a
better understanding. Other participants talked about how their family’stance and
love humbled them.

“Usually, it's my friends and my family that are very protective of hieave
a...four-foot-nine...aunt that got really mad because somebody actually had a
problem with me being gay and we were eating out and she actually stood up on
a chair—and she’s not even up to my shoulders—and she was ready to fight
somebody. He was like two times bigger than me.”

“Some of them (relationships) have actually gotten better. | becamelyaetual
lot more close to some people who were a little bit more distant back then before
| came out.”

“It's more awkward now, but you know what? It made me realize how much my
family loves me enough to still include me, even though I know that they don’t
understand. And my mom, she just told me straight up, “I don’t understand you,
but you’re my child and as long as you're happy, I'm happy.” That meant the
world to me. It really did. It was the first time | realized how much my mom
loves me, to be able to say that, you know? (crying).”

“So, we started talking again and | went over and stayed with my friend and my
other family and I finally came out to them and they saw me and they were like,
“Oh my god, what did you do to yourself?” | still had marks from all my
addictions. And | said, “This is what...this is what your [I've been] going
through. I'm gay and | can’t deal with it and this is how | dealt with it.” And

they started crying and | called all three families togethdromitmy mom and

dad and | sat everyone down and told them my whole everything...my life
story...why I've lied to them, why I've stole from them, how I've used them and
how bad | feel and how | want to pay them back. | felt like they [finally]
understood where | was coming from.”

Theme 17: Families respond with, “We always knew,” and often surprised

participants with their acceptanceParticipants were often most surprised by family
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members who indicated that they had guessed the participant’s sexuaitiomertnd

by their acceptance of it.

“I think it was, “Oh my gosh, | knew! | was just waiting for you to tell me!”
Yeah, | think it was that. The girls were...a lot of the girls were like thdot.a

of the guys were like “Dude, we already knew. We already knew, we were just
waiting for you to tell us.” Let’s see...there was a surprise becausetisvha
it?—how accepting my cousins and my friends were.”

“So, | was sleeping in her room and we were just talking and laughing and
talking and laughing and | was like, “Hey, you know, | have something to tell
you.” And she goes, “Okay.” And | was like, “I'm gay.” And by this time |

knew | wasn’t bisexual, | was gay. And | was like, “I'm gay,” and shesgo
“Yeah, we knew.” And so that was the reaction. She was like, ‘Yeah, we knew.
We were just waiting for you to tell us.”

“Like | said, my sisters supported me, and so did my brothers. They didn’t
really say much. | think they were all just worried about my parents and the
relatives. For them, it wasn't that big a deal. It really wasn’t. Thatised
me.”

Theme 18: Families respond by rejecting or distancing from participar@@ncerns
ranged from worries about the reputation of the family to how participants wofilld ful
their familial obligations to have children. On participant talked about his parents
inability to relate to his partner in a manner that made sense culturallyrto the
Throughout participants’ stories, the concern that seemed to surface dgpkate
families, and parents in particular, is how participants will be able to nadrizave
children and families of their own.
“When they found out, it was really hard. My mom didn’t talk to me for a while
and she would like...well, me, my mom and my dad were really close and when
that happened, she pretended that she didn’t know me and | pretended | didn’t
know her and we were living in the same household and we just walked past
each other like we were ghosts...”
“...and it's hard because of the fact that I'm the oldest too and they say that, “If
you're like that, people are going to look down on you and the family’s name

and reputation and your brothers are never going to get married and no one’s
going to marry your sisters” and, | guess, they blamed...well, they thinlsthis i
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going to happen because of me and so they actually blame everything on me
because I'm gay.”

“Some concerns was that she said, “Maybe you're just thinking like that because
you have friends who are, you know...who are gay. Maybe you're just curious
and you just want to test it out. What about your reputation? ...in the future,
what if you all of sudden don’t have that attractiveness to guys and you find a
Hmong girl and, you know, they bring that up—what are you going to say?” A
lot of it came down to family and building a family. My response was, “It
doesn’t matter if | end up with a guy or a girl to me, as long as I'm happyl And
do plan adopting if | don’t have kids of my own blood, you know.” And even if
| don’t have kids I'm content with it—that’s what | said to her. She still just
said, “That’s what you think now but you knolwm hnub koj xav txog ces lig
dhau(some day when you think about it, it'll be too late),” you know? It came
all back to family.”

This participant addressed his parent’s concerns with what his partnershipetitbra
man would mean for them:

“...they don't really know who'’s supposed to go to whose parents to have the
wedding, if we’re both guys. Who's supposed to payntji€bride price) — the
money — you know?...and then there’s the thing about who they (parents) will
live with...they’re supposed to live with me and my wife, but if | have a

husband, what if his parents want to live with us too? | told them, we’ll all live
together. They're not sure how to be around my husband. Do they treat him

like he’'s my wife, or like I'm his wife? You knovhaum lawv txib ko{when

they ask you to perform chores), are they gonna ask me to do the dishes or him?
For them, this is what makes them say that I'm not supposed to be with a man,
because it messes with how things are supposed to be.”

Of the ten participants, only one participant was asked to leave her parents’ home. She
discusses the ongoing distance with her family:

“I went over to my family’s house, and my dad, he just said to my mom, “tell
that creature to go away.” My mom, she just said, “do you have a place to
live?” and when | said yes, she didn’t say anything anymore. It's been three
years, but it hurts, but it hurts less now. Now, I'm just really, really sad that we
can't have a relationship. [Partner’s] family has been great... helsststiéme

their sister in law, and I'm around their families all the time. We also have our
friends, gay, lesbian, bi, straight. All these people love me. | wish m{yfami
could see this, but you know, it’s really their loss too. | never really thought tha
my parents could be capable of completely throwing one of their kids out, but |
guess now | know that anything’s possible. When people are scared, or don’t
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understand, they’re going to do anything, including kicking their own child
out...”

Theme 19: Family members seem to respond differently, based on their gender, with
men often having more perceived negative respond&gh the exception of one,
participants seemed to have more supportive or neutral responses from feaiaksrel
(sisters, cousins, younger aunts); however, mothers seemed to spend a greatndeal of i
trying to “reason” with participant while fathers often responded with carrusi

silence.

“...my dad didn’t understand it at all. | think he doesn’t want to understand. You
know, my dad, he’s very smart. My dad is incredibly intelligent. When he first
came to this country he learned English in like four months. My dad, he’s really
quick. And | think it’s just that my dad doesn’t think it's a possibility and he
doesn’t accept it as a possibility, you know? It's not like he doesn’'t understand,
it's just that he doesn’t think it's a possibility.”

“I tried talking to...well, before | came out, | talked to the guys [at famil
functions] but now | just go there and sometimes I sit with my cousin girls and
we just sit and chat and sometimes | go and talk to my aunts...my distant aunts
and then | shake the guys hands and it’s just easier to talk to the girls.

“He hasn’t spoken or acknowledged me in three years. Can you imagine that?
Three years. My mom told me that he says he wished | was dead, so that when
people ask about me, he could just tell them I'm dead, but with me being alive
and a lesbian, | guess it's inconvenient to him (crying).”

“My sister was...great. She was perfect...(crying). You know, sometimes they
say women can be bitches, but she was exactly what | was hoping for. She
helped me come out to all of our other family members, and they were in shock.
My older brother, of course, had a cow and did this whole thing where he
accused me of trying to shame the family. Everyone else was just quiet. My
mom cried a lot and kept sayindsuv tsis to taub koj li ob. Koj tsis xav ua neeg
zoo los ca® (I don't understand you. Don’t you want to be a good person?)”
Then my sisters started crying, but it wasn’t to support her. | think they were
just sad about the whole thing. My dad, though. He never said anything. |
think that was the reaction that hurt me the most. He never said anything. Just
sat there. That hurt.”
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One participant talked about a response he got from a sister who he perceived to be

maore open:

“...I'thought it was going to be quite liberating because my sister | always
thought was really cool. Like, she would come home from college and she’d
always talk about, “Oh, | hate men and I'm going to be with lesbians now.” Or
she always talked about gay guys that she knew. So, | thought she was going to
be totally cool. The first thing she says to me, “If you're gay, I'm senging

[back home]. I'm sending you back [back home].” And that was the first thing
she said to me when | got off the plane.”

Theme 20: There seems to be a generational difference in who is accepting amd wh
is not. For most, it seems like acceptance involves a combination of acculturation and
maturity. In addition, participants also talked about how the parents of their fardds
family members are often concerned that participants may have the tabitifjuence

the sexual orientation of others.

“I honestly feel that the ones that are not of my generation or are older, they
think I'm going to snap out of that phase and all of a sudden get married to a girl
or someone that they want. Someone of the opposite sex and start a family...”

“...in my experience so far—which kind of surprised me—is most of my people
that I've come out to has been really cool with it. They've just been really cool
with it. One girl was really excited because her favorite show wasawdl

Grace and so she has always...So, she always wanted a Will to her Grace and |
was like, “Well...” That was interesting. So, that part of it actually suedrine.
...Ithink that a lot of the younger Hmong kids, especially, that's where | get th
most kind of harassment from. Yeah, high school and middle school.”

“I'm a topic, a subject in our town a lot and, um...the funny thing is, all the
older peoples know about it and they’re kind of iffy around me but it’s like all
the younger kids, they’re like...they come and high-five and give me hugs, you
know, “what’s going on?” And their parents...I've asked my friends and, you
know, they'll be like, “Yeah, my mom and dad are like, “You know, has he
attempted to make any moves on you? Is he trying to turn you?” You know,
stuff like that. | laugh about that. We laugh. And I'm like, “Yeah, let's go make
out.” We just laugh it off because deep down inside | know who my friend is
already and how they perceive me and they won’t even let that faze them.”
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“My aunts and uncles, they tell my cousins not to hang out with me because
they're really afraid that I'm gonna make them gay or something, iefigeny
girl cousins. But we still hang. The cousins, except for the old ones, they’re all
still cool with me. One of my cousins even introduced me to her coworker,
who'’s a cute little lesbian, but we didn’t really click. See, they’re wataobirig
for me.”

Theme 21: Family members eventually learn to accept participants, idiclg their
partners It was the typical experience for these participants that after soraaatist
some family members, although not all, eventually reconciled with partisipdiis
seemed like a unique process for all participants; however, what seeoradarc

thread was that parents either overcame their initial rejection in ordexintam
relationships with their children, or they came to appreciate the positive egigigir
children gained by being more open about themselves and the qualities their partners
brought to their lives.

Yeah, they met [partner]. He came around a few times. [partner] and | have been
to their place a few times. They actually really like [partner] a lot.fabtiethat

he’s a little bit older ... so they like him. Well, now they like him, but when we
first started dating—they didn’t like any of the guys | dated becau$e datt

that ... it was really new to them and they didn’t understand it, so | had to for

the past four years, four and a half years, | had to really preach to them to get
them to understand, like bring up the subject as much as possible so they would
get used to the gay subject. So, every time I'm around them | go, “Hey, mom. |
met this guy. Hey, dad. | met this guy.” You know, | would tell them that all the
time because me and my mom are really close, and my dad.

“Now things with my brother are fine. It took us maybe a good three to four
years, but finally, he and his wife are okay towards me now. This is sad, but |
really think it had to do with when [girlfriend] and | got together, and then they
saw that we were like any other couple. [Partner] makes a ton of money. She’s
a [profession]. 1think once he saw that our lives were stable, then it was okay.

| don’t know what he expected. But now, we get along. He and his wife started
to invite us to stuff again, and they’re good to her. We don’t get invited to
extended family stuff, but that's okay. We wouldn’t go anyway, and I think that
even though he’s accepted it, he still gets embarrassed and doesn’t want to have
to explain, so that’s fine.”
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Variant participants also talked about how having a different understanding or

explanation for why their child is gay helped parents become more accepting. F
instance, the first participant talks about herbal medicine that his mother took that
changed his gender, from girl to boy, thus explaining his sexual orientation. Bimel sec
participant talks about his mother’s struggles to find reasons for why he is gay.

“...when my mom had me, um, apparently people were talking about how | was
supposed to be a girl, and so, kuv niam haus haus tshyand you know, the
tshuajthat’s supposed to make the kid a boy....this is something that you're
supposed to drink that to make sure you get akoy.niam haus haus tshuaj

and when | came out, | was a boy.”

“...my mom’s famous answer is, well, when | was like four, we were living in
[city], and | got hit by a car and it had mentally damaged me. (Laughs.) That
was her response for the longest time: is the car! When my mom was first
starting to deal with it, she was blaming it on things, “Oh, it was because of
this....” Or the famous one was: when we were growing up as kids, my mom
and my uncle would be like, “Oh, you're going to marrying my daughter, you
better be very good. A high education....” and stuff like that. And that was one
of my mom’s things, was, “it was because they messed with his head ... and
that’'s why he turned gay...... [but now] they truly do understand where I'm at
and they see me as a better person and anybody else in the world, it doesn’t
matter as long as my mom and dad and immediate family see me as who | am
and not for what the word or the piece of me that should stay behind closed
doors anyways, and they’re comfortable with it. | bring my partner around all
the time. Hugs and kisses from mom and dad. You know, they’re very
comfortable.”

Unique in that she was the only participant with children, this respondent discussed
their reaction to her sexual orientation and to her partner:

“My kids get along great with [Partner]. She actually has more patieitice

them. Next year, my daughter’s going to college, and she wants to be a
[profession] too, and so those two are always talking. My other daughter is
funny. She sometimes says she wants to be a lesbian because it seems easier
without “stupid boys.” I laugh at her, because she’s so boy-crazy. My son, he’s
a little quieter. He doesn’t say much. I'm sure he gets a load of crap from his
dad about our life. [Partner] made a good point though. She said that it has to
be hard for him to be in a house full of women. So, | worry about him, but |
also try to expose him to his cousins and my brothers as much as possible.
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When he was little, he always said, “Mom, | don’t care if you're a lesbian,” but
as he gets older, he gets quieter.”

Theme 22: Participants make conscious efforts about who they decide not.toRet
most participants, this involves not telling extended family members, althougheda
participants, this includes nuclear family members as well, and usuakygaind
brothers. Most participants expressed their beliefs that even though they have not
formally come out to all of their relatives, because of the nature of gossipongd
communities, their relatives likely know.

“...my brothers...Oh my god. They are actually the only people that I'm not out
to in my family. All my sisters know. | mentioned it to my dad once. My
brothers are the ones that I'm kind of scared of. I'm really close to them. And
my brothers are kind of protective of me because of that but at the same time |
know that they're really uncomfortable with the subject. Like, again, edpeci
with nowadays with gay people having so much media exposure, you know, |
kind of gauge where they are and see what their reaction is and stuff and some
of the things that they say and some of the things that they do, I still know that
they're kind of uncomfortable with that situation. So, | haven’t come out to them
yet.”

“...not told my parents...l would do anything, you know, to try to keep
anything... me telling them would break their hearts. And since | am the only
son in the family, yeah....being gay wouldn’t satisfy them. It wouldn’t make
them throw a party, let’s just say that. They won't be like, “Hooray! My kid’s
gay.” Knowing my parents, they'd probably ball their eyes out because they love
munchkins.”

“| feel no need to tell anyone outside of my family, so aunts, uncles, those kind
of people. |told a bunch of cousins. It was alright. My grandma, she said to
me one time, your mom said you don’t like boys? | said yes, that’s true. She
just said, wait til you get married, then you’ll change your mind. Is itestor
does that not make any sense?”

A participant, who no longer has contact with her parents, talks about a poignant
moment she had with her aunt:

“I have not come out to anyone else in my family. I'm sure they all talltab
me though. But | don’t see any of them. [ did run into my aunt last year at the
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store. She said to me, is it true? Are you living like a man and wife with
another woman? And | said yes. She said, how do you have sex? How will you
have kids? | got a little smart-ass on her. | mean, how offensive! 1 just said to
her, we have sex almost like how you have sex, but much, much better. And as
for kids, I'm just going to buy myself some good sperm like every other lesbian
| know. She just shook her head. She was funny, though. She insisted on
giving me some peaches from her grocery bag, and that was it. She said to me,
‘No matter what I'm your aunt and even though | have no idea what you're
doing, | want to make sure you don't starve.’ It was kinda sweet — something my
own parents couldn’t say, and that made it more bittersweet. So, yeah, | don't
see any of them anymore, and I'm not sorry. | feel sad, but | know that for
them, it's really hard to even understand, so | just don’t go there.”

Theme 23: Participants often react to reactions of friends/family with aewange of
feelings, from surprise to devastatio.he reactions to negative parental responses
seemed to be the most hurtful, even when participants anticipated it.

“You know, it really hurt me emotionally. When she said that tears dropped
from my eyes. It was, you know, “I've never made you mad at me; I've never
done anything wrong, you know. I'm the son that you guys always come to
when you need help and for you to make me feel this way...” | was really angry
inside and at the same time really hurt, you know. | guess when she said that a
lot of emotions came through that | never felt before, you know? It was just,
man, | know I've felt something similar to this but not this much. It was a lot...I
couldn’t concentrate. | couldn’t talk to her then. | just sat there and listened to
her say what she needed before | would say something.”

“...one time, my dad—at a gathering—went to all theav. neeg coj noj coj

haus es lawv zauand they were talking and when | came in, he got up and he
walked away and then really hurt me. So...um...I just went to say “Hi” to my
mom and then | just walked out. | feel like, you know...things, you really learn a
lot...actually, | really learned a lot about my family, about how Hmong...how
important their name and their reputation, how important it is to them. | learned
that.”

“l was so surprised by my mom. To be honest, | thought for sure she was gonna
kick me out. | guess | didn’t give her enough credit. She tells me all the time
now that she’s proud of me, and even though | can tell that she’s not that
comfortable with [Partner], but she’s okay with her, and will greet her and talk

to her, and for now, | guess that's good enough.”
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This participant in particular talks about using his anger and frustration to telpasl

better understand the oppression he has faced by drawing upon their experidnces wit
racism:
“I try to show them...try to picture to them...try to tell them, “This is how it
feels for me being isolated from our people as well as you being isolated from
the Americans. How they pick and prod at you because you have black hair,

yellow skin, or your eyes are too slanty or...” you know? So, | just give them a
picture...”

DOMAIN 5: Gender Role Expectations

In this domain, the gender expectations participants experience are discusseel. T

often involve different family responsibilities for men and women. In addition,

participants also express their perceptions in the different challengesntevomen

have in coming out.

Theme 24: There are clear messages from families about expectations to madry an

produce children. Both male and female participants talked about both overt and

covert messages about the duty to marry and have a family. Participanssed@e

myriad of feelings, from freedom and relief to sadness and disappointment at the

realization that they would not be able to carry out this responsibility, or attragit

out in “traditional” heterosexual ways. Variant participants also talkedtdaearning

to find a new set of gender “rules” to live by.
“...in the Hmong culture, boys are supposed to have kids because that's what
parents want, okay? The youngest son has to have kids regardless...and if
there’s only one son that son’s supposed to have kids or else generation-wise
dies there...Because | am the only son it is not that easy to come and once I've
come out now, that’s the only thing that’s holding me back now...I mean, if |
could stick with men and have kids at the same time, | would so do it—I would
tell my parents straight out right now: “I am gay as hell.” But | candslgith

men and have kids, you know? So, that’s the only thing that keeps me from
outing myself totally.”
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“... as a Hmong person you're told from when you were really little, yoe wer
supposed to marry a girl and start a family and that was like the pinnacletof wha
you could do and that was what from the time you're fifteen, your parents kind
of tell you that you will marry a respectful girl and have kids and raise those
kids and that was the best that you could hope for and the best that you could
do...And so | grew up with that mindset until | came out and when | came out, |
knew all of that would change...no matter how much my dad wanted it to
happen, it wasn’t going to...and, again, that was something that was sad because
it was something that | was taught since | was a little and something bhtmg
for such a long time, but at the same time it was quite liberating bdause
| wasn’t under that pressure anymore and from that point on | really could do
what | wanted and to do what made me feel happy. So, that | knew was going to
change. Like | said before, | knew that my relationship with straight\gags
going to change. My relationship with straight girls was going to change too...”

“I think my parents pretty much had a limited view of men and women. There
was no question. Boys like girls. Girls like boys. They get married, have
babies, continue the chain. You know, that's how Hmong people are. We were
supposed to be good Christian Hmong girls. My parents would let us go places
as a group, but they didn’t really let us date. They told us we should be pure and
all that. You know, be a virgin until you get married... So being a lesbian is
probably opposite of being a good Christian Hmong girl. Obey the man. That's
what my mom always said, even though she’s the one that really runs my dad.
So, I'm like, okay, but what if 'm a lesbian — who should obey who? | don’t
know. | guess | have to figure that out.”

“Clearly in my family, you were supposed to get married and have kids. There
was no question about being gay or lesbian. That didn’t even exist in people’s
minds. Especially for my family, since my parents are more traditioeadjirie

did all the girl things — babysit, clean, cook, that kind of thing. | remember
having guys come out to visit us at home because we couldn’t go out on dates.
My brothers didn’t have those responsibilities, but they always had to attend
stuff with my dad, especially my older brothers. That was just how life was. No
one really questioned it except for when we didn’t want to do something, then
someone would complain, “How come the boys don’t have to do this?” My
mom would always say, “This will make you a good wife.” When | decided to
divorce my husband, | knew | was going into unchartered territory for my
family. After that, well, this (coming out) wasn’t so bad.”

Theme 25: Participants try to behave in “gender-appropriate” wayswas typical
for participants to view this as the expression of different facets of who riheyhde

variant participants expressed feeling stifled by these expectations.
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“...when I'm with my girl cousins, | can be effeminate, but when I'm around my
guy cousins I'm totally different. You know, | slouch a little more and, you
know, | start to get that macho swagger a little bit and | say “Dude” a lot...
Yeah, and with [female cousins], I'm completely different. I'm chittghand |
talk about Angelina Jolie...you know, things that you can’t really relate to your
guy cousins. So, it's still me but it’s just different facets of who | am.”

| was [a good Hmong girl] for a really long time, which was how | ended up
getting married at 16, having kids before | knew where they were conoimg fr
taking care of my in-laws, not going to college until later, and | was rbigera
“I've done it, but it’s like..tej thaum(some times), it's the first cousin, second
cousin, they expect a lot, like, especialyneeb nab, neeb ua dab ghuas
(performingneeband other traditional Hmong ceremonieshey want...l don'’t
mind doing it, but it’s just like, it's just too much. (Sighs).It's way too much. 1

don’t understand the...what or why they do those ceremonies. It's hard for—I
don’t even know what they're talking about when they do it.”

Theme 26: There are some gender differences in coming out, although ppatits
varied in their perceptions of challenges for men and womeén.general, there was a
sense that there may be less pressure for women who come out because the cultural
expectations of them are different. For example, for most male partgiplaerte is the
expectation to continue the family name, which is perceived to be virtually irbfeogsi
he is engaged in a romantic relationship with another man. One female participant
suggested that a certain freedom in the oppressed position of being a woman in that
people “care less” about one’s activities. A male participant suggestetishaore
socially acceptable to force misbehaving daughters to marry and thus becosoaesom
else’s “problem.” Another participant discussed the safety issues involveithgnebe
lesbian.

“I think it would be easier also but that’s just my perspective, that’s just my

thought. It's just one mind out of a million, but from my opinion I think it would

be easier because women are still able to have children and parents want

children, so as long as they find somebody who'’s willing to be a donor, then
they can still have children.”
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“...I'really do think that it's easier for lesbians, but I think it tends to bela litt

more socially acceptable. Like, being a lesbian, it will be frowned upon but they
don’t have the stigma that | think that gay guys do. Because | think that gay me
tend to be cast as the boogey man more than the lesbians do, so I think there’s a
little more pressure and a little more fear in that. So, there’s a huge nlttare

the lesbian and gay Hmong community.”

“Poob ntsej muadto lose face) is the same, but carrying the family names,
mainly cov tub(the sons).Hos tus ntxhais, koj mus yuav txiv ces koj pais ua
lawv tus neeg lawrgBut the daughters, when you get married, you become a
part of their family). You become their people, you're not your paredét)
ghuas(spiritual circle) anymore, you're thedab ghuagspiritual circle), so to
carry the family name, I think it's more on the guys, jppatb ntsej muagose
face) — | think there’s no difference, regardless if you're a guyrbPoob

ntsej muagLosing face) is stilpoob ntsej muagjosing face).”

“There are people out there who think that as a woman, you just gotta get the
right dick in you, and then you’ll be okay again. | was [worried about that] at
first, but now I’'m not. When 1| first came out, | always thought, it could be
possible, maybe even my own family would encourage it, or find someone to do
it. I really, really thought that for real, but now I’'m not so scared. Still, as a
woman, you always gotta be thinking that. | bet none of the gay guys have said
this, huh?”

“The guys, they have different expectations from their families, likeyicay on
the family name, so I think that’'s more pressure. Us girls, our families don’
really care as much as long as we don’'t embarrass them. | know it's kihda sa

but we’re not really important enough for some people to really care, but | do
know that for some people, even if they're girls, their parents go ballistic.”

DOMAIN 6: The Role of Religion

Religion did not seem to be significant to most participants, with the exception of one
who had an experience with a priest that changed his life. Participantsidedmage
mostly negative or neutral experiences and also discussed some of thackHahey

saw between Christian and non-Christian Hmong and their reactions to being gay or

leshian.
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Theme 27: Religion has mostly been a positive or neutral experieddthough a few

participants discussed having to overcome the messages of sin, the spiritual and
religious experiences they had in regards to their sexual orientationdseghes

neutral or positive. Much of these experiences involved participants coming to peace
with their sexual orientation through their spiritual beliefs or through the

encouragement of a representative of their beliefs.

“It does make me worry, but | figure that...here’s the thing, also, before | was
even born, God has already had a plan for me. Maybe he wants me to be the way
| am so that | can reach out to the ones who are lonely, the ones who don’t have
the people there, or the ones that don’t have the people there, or the ones who
are feeling the same way | do. Maybe that’s his way of me doing my migsiona
work.”

“I think that if I were more religious, maybe I'd feel more guilty or sdney.
Occasionally, I do think, am I sinning? But | think God loves me no matter
what. So | would say, not really. 1 do know people who are constantly being
guilted by their churches and families, but for me, that doesn’t even reallga pla
part in my life.”

“Occasionally, some of my aunts or uncles will tell my mom that they heard
about a really good shaman who could “cure” my lesbianism...”

In particular, this participant talked about a life-changing exchange heitied priest:

“...and | started crying and all of sudden a priest tapped me on the shoulder and
said, “What did you do so wrong that brings tears to your eyes.” And | looked

up and | didn’t know what to say, | just kept on crying and | couldn’t talk and

he’s like...and I'm like, “I'm gay. God says it's wrong for us to be gay and

we’re going to hell. My culture says it wrong and I'm going to hell. What do |
do?” I told him my life, | spilled it out. “Since the age of thirteen, I've tted

kill myself. Every single time | attempt, | don’t kill myself. Whytlsat? | pray

to god that he takes me. Why doesn’t he take me? I'm done. | can’t deal...l can’'t
live like this.” ...he tapped me on the shoulder and he gave me a hug and he
said, “There’s nothing wrong with being gay.” He said, “No one’s perfedtstha
why we’re human. We are here to do his work and how we perceive it is on your
spiritual being and how well you are connected.” He looked at me and he goes,
“You are not meant to die. You were put here by god for some reason. For some
reason or another, you have not done your job.” And then he gave me a hug and
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he goes, ‘God loves all his children, regardless how people perceive it in the
book and how they teach it—it's on them because they are man and man can
perceive things differently from what god tells us. And man did write the
book.™

Theme 28: Christian Hmong receive more formalized negative messages abogt bei
gay, which can often pose more internal conflict for participant§he tendency for
more organized religions to link homosexuality and sin was often mentioned. Non-
Christian Hmong also faced barriers; however, they perceived that they were m
likely to feel conflict brought on my external cultural factors.
“| see it with a lot of my other Christian Hmong gay friends, they tend to have
more of an internal struggle with it, like with the morality of it and | think for us
it's more of a cultural struggle, because it's us trying to get other peopée to
more accepting of it. Yeah, and | think that’s a big difference. For us, it's more
external and for them it's more internal.”
“I think Shamanism would be a little bit easier to come out because here’s the
thing: the expectations for you is not that great, culture-wise. Like, Shsma
you still have to do the drinking, the dinners, the parties and everything like that,
but here’s the thing: they'll still tell you it's wrong but there’s not a bagk-
belief-belief to pound it constantly into your head.”
“Oh, yeah. Sometimes I still get it in my head that I'm a sinner, and thavel
to go, wait, you're not. You're one of God'’s kids and you're fine. But thinking

about that sinning thing, that’s hard. | don’t even really know why it's a sin to
be gay, but whatever. I'm over it now.”

DOMAIN 7: Intra/Inter Cultural Experiences

In this domain, the complex relationships participants experience with othemghys a
lesbians of the same culture and of different cultures is explored. There tended to be
some feelings of commonality with Hmong and other Asian American gays and
lesbians while it was typical for participants to experience cultusaimderstandings

and mishaps with other cultural groups, particularly with Whites.
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Theme 29: Participants’ experiences with other Asians are a mixture qipsut,

affirmation, and challenge. While variant participants found it affirming to have
shared similarities with other gay and lesbian persons of similar ethrat/raci
backgrounds, variant others expressed more confusion and “drama.”

“It really was affirming a lot. Like | said, you feel like an outsidethe
mainstream culture...you’re a gay person but, like | said, you feel like an
outsider in gay culture because you are a Hmong person. And then meeting
these other gay guys, it's like, “You know, you’re not alone in this. There are
these other gay Hmong people that are here.” Like, it’s...it's cool because you
can talk aboutua gaib(butchering chickens) and they know exactly what
you’re talking about, you know?”

“I'd love to find someone. Not a Hmong girl, though. Hmong girls are way too
dramatic. |tried dating one once, and it was like a total soap opera, so | thought,
not again. She wasn't out. You know, | wasn’t out for a long time too, but she
was really dramatic — suicide attempts, the whole thing. After almesira y
together, | got out of there. | already got my own drama, girl, | did not need hers
too. She was sweet, though, you know? | knew where she was coming from,
but at some point, you just gotta be who you are, and she was fighting that the
whole time. 1 finally told her, listen, | can’t be with you if we gotta gotigh

this all the time. | did not come out to my family only to go back in the closet
with you. It was hard. | thought, she’s Hmong, she’ll understand. And that was
the good thing. We totally understood where we were each coming from, you
know, but my personality and hers are totally different.”

This participant talked about his struggle with an Asian American, but not Hmong,
partner, who has indicated that the participant’s parents are not welconewathi
them, despite the participate feeling that as the eldest son, he should gfehis a
home when they become more elderly:
“I've learned a lot from them. Even though they're [Asian],...I think if he was
to, you know, if we were to be together forever and my parents—he’s not liable
to the Hmong culture, which | doubt he’s going to stand [it]...”

Theme 30: Participants often experienced stereotyping and lack of understgndin

from others in Mainstream LGBT communitiesThese misunderstandings often came
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with both bad and good intentions, from people who made racist insensitive comments

to people who were genuine in their attempts to understand the cultural issues
participants faced but couldn’t. One participant talked about her preferencetigr dati
“American” women because of the perception that they have less cultural baggage.

“I think that the gay community tends to have a big racism community as well.
You know, it's hard because in the gay community the Asian people are
considered a fetish, which | hate and | detest. It's like why am ish Pt

“...well, because a lot d¥lis kas(American) people don’t understand our rituals
and our ways and a lot of it does affect my relationship with men because there
are some gay guys who are just really against my culture bepalnsea gaib,

tua npua li ntawd naljwe butcher chickens, we butcher pigs and such) and so
with them it's a big deal. So, I've met a few guys who are like, “Oh, ldaile a
Vietnamese person and I'll date a Chinese person, but | won't date a Hmong
person because | can’t. | don’t agree...| won’'t date a Shaman Hmong person
because | don’t agree with their religion.”

“...when you first come out, you basically feel like nothing, like there’s no one
there. You really do feel kind of a lone. | was the only gay person | knew when |
first came out that was Hmong...and especially in the gay community, it seems
to be such a white populated place, which is completely socially isolating in and
of itself because you can relate to them as a gay person but because you're a
minority, there’s a huge difference, you know? So, | could talk to them about
my dad, you know, and they would listen but you knew that they wouldn’t really
understand.”

This participant talks about how datiniglisKas' or “American” women is easier
because they don’t have the additional cultural barriers that she faces asea doubl
minority:

“I pretty much stick to datinilis Kasgirls. In some ways, it's harder because
they don’t really understand some of the cultural stuff, but then in some ways
it's easier because they don’t have as much of the cultural stuff to dealltigth
more important for me that I'm dating someone Christian, though, but not
someone who’s way extreme. | understand that better than someone who does
the shaman stuff.”
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DOMAIN 8: Life-Changing Lessons

Participants in this study often shared how deeply they and their livesechas@

result of coming out. In this domain, the lessons they learned about themselves and
about others are presented.

Theme 31: Participants change greatly from coming out and learn a tremendous
amount about who they are as peopl@ariant participants talked about finding
strength and courage in themselves that they didn’t realize they had. Anothaet vari
talked about gaining a sense of peace and stability as a result of comingvag. It
typical for participants to discuss seeing themselves and lifeatitfgr One

participant talked about a newfound love for Hmong culture and Hmong persons.

“...when | was younger—Ilike | said, when | first came out it was realyysior

me and it was this huge scary thing. I'm actually being a banji bitch. Five yea
later, I'm back to being a banji bitch. And what surprised me—especially now—
is how collected | am now compared to what | was before. In high school and in
my teenage years | had a lot of emotional problems because of my mom passing
away quite early...and so...l was really, really messed up back then. So, what
surprised me the most was that after | came out is how stable | feelgham

now.”

“I want life more than anything else where before all | wanted wab.déat

want other things people want but also to be accepted and loved for who you
are. A great remark—and | forgot who said this, but—“It's better to bel liate

who you are than to be loved for something you're not.” And I've always kept
that because | think, when it comes down to it at the end of the day, that's where
I’'m at right now: I'd prefer you to hate me for what | am than to love me for
something that you want me to be or something I'm not. Does that sound
alright? Closure, | guess, for right now.”

“And I'm learning to love our...my people, the Hmong people, more and
more...”

“Coming out made me take responsibility for myself for the first time inifay |
you know? And it forced me to be honest with myself about who | am. Yeah, |
have taken things for granted in my life, and | haven’t worked as hard as |
shoulda, and I've gotten away with so much stuff. 1 finally know now that |
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need to make some changes if | want the life | want, you know? Before, |
always had excuses. Not anymore. I'm a better person for it (coming oait) eve
though my family doesn’t see it that way.”

Theme 32: Through coming out, participants learned a lot about others, especially

Hmong culture and other peopleParticipants often talked about doing additional

research on Hmong culture in an effort to better integrate their identRigariant

number were surprised at the amount of LGBT Hmong they have met through these

processes and sometimes saddened by hypocrisies in Hmong culture.
“I think since | came out, I've actually learned a lot about the Hmong culture,
about my parents, about how Hmong people think, about how the old people
thing, about how the community thinks...and sometimes I think it’s just sad
because people say that,dg Hmoob tsis hlub Hmoob tsis muaj leej twg hlub
Hmoob(If Hmong don’t care about Hmong, no one will care about Hmong), but
the Hmong's not doing what they’re preaching and | just think that it's sad.”

Several participants discussed their surprise that there are Hmong pedydgngnc

older and presumable less acculturated Hmong, who also identify as gay, lesbian,

bisexual, or transgendered:
“I have meant older Hmong people who have identified themselves as being
GLBT and so | was really surprised. | shouldn’t say “surprised”—but, you
know, it was just shock that someone of that age came out.”
“l just wish that | knew that there were so many gay and lesbian Hmong people!
| totally wouldn't have felt so lost. You know, | spent pretty much the first
month at [partner’s] house in bed, crying, all depressed, because | thought | had
to give up being Hmong. Then | started doing searches on the internet and
connecting up with other Hmong gays and lesbians. That felt really, really
good. It also gives me hope, because some of them, their families have been
really, really supportive. Others, their families have been like mine. And then
others, their families have been even worse!”

DOMAIN 9: Hopes

Participants expressed many hopes for their lives, their families, cdinerfiopes for

acceptance.
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Theme 33: Participants want “normal” lives, such as children, a partner, susces

and acceptance Almost all participants expressed wanting a family some day and fears
that their families may not be accepted because they will be diffeoemt¥hat Hmong
culture has traditionally defined as a family. A typical amount of ppatits

commented on the irony of wanting such “normal” lives, such as children, success, and
acceptance. They also seemed to accept that they may not get any dfitigsse t
particularly acceptance.

“I would love it...you know, if my baby daddy...if my man, my husband at that
time would just get along with my parents just like he would be another son
also, like I would love that...and we’d have ten children running around, you
know? My parents yelling at the little one because she’s putting something in
her mouth or yelling at the oldest one because he’s jumping from sofa to
sofa...you know, | don’t have any plans with the youngest one being a daughter
or the oldest one being a son but it’s just for example. | would just...I could die
that moment...1 would die just the happiest person on earth. Nobody could ever
be able to replace that if my parents were there and my parents were dkay wit
me being gay and we have ten kids and we’re just one big happy family.”

“Yeah, some day I think | want to have kids, a wife, minivan, the whole thing,
but right now, I'm just trying to be young, figure out myself. That’s the funny
thing too. When you're GLBT, people think you're out there having all this sex
and that you don’t want what other people do too. That’s not true.”

“My dream is to finish school, have a family some day, with someone who can
really fully be my partner, and that my family can accept us as we a@ntla
wedding cake where people won't laugh because it's two girls on top. | want us
to raise our kids and just have a happy life. Maybe we’ll own a dog. My mom
doesn't like dogs though. She jokes that she might have to live with me some
day because then she’ll have two daughters to take care of her, and | tell her,
‘That’s what I'm talking about.”

These participants talk about their hope for acceptance, and one in particulatawomes
terms with the likelihood that he may never be fully accepted by some people:
“You know, I think the...for a while it would be different but they’ll get used to

it because 1) my sister is married to a [biracial man], and first my mom was
against it, but you know, the kid she never neglects it, ...I don’t think she would
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treat my kids any different than my others, but there may be a little
awkwardness for a while. | just don’t know how long it would take, you know?”

“But the thing is, I'm kind of jaded now because I've been out for a couple of
years now where | kind of know that no matter what | do, they’re never going to
be accepting. They're never going to just see me as a person, they’re only going
to see me as a gay guy.”

Theme 34: Participants ask for empathy, understanding, and looking beyond
prejudices and stereotype$Vhen asked for messages to other Hmong, Americans,
members of the mainstream LGBT community, and clinicians and service pspviter
resounding plea was to see participants as human beings.

To other Hmong:

“Even though I'm gay, I'm still human. Like them, | still eat, I still chtill

have love, I still have...you know, the only difference is that, you know, that my
partner is a man—that'’s the only difference, but then it's the same. There’s no
difference.”

“This is from a movie: Tsis hlub tus neeg los hlub ob lub ghov m(Egen

though you don’t care about me, respect me as another human being).” To me,
in my mind, is how I’'m coming from, how I'm putting it out, is even though we
have our differences, look at me in my eye and know and love and respect that
we are all Hmong.”

To mainstream Americans and persons in mainstream LGBT communities:

“I think it's important for them to know that we’re a community within a
community and that if being gay is hard for them and it's way, way harder for us
because of the fact that we have a very traditional tradition that we havedo try t
understand and follow because even though we live in America, our ancestors
are still Hmong, they're still Hmong, and no matter what, they'll always be
there.”

“Everyone’s got their stories, everyone’s got their differences obgeit

anywhere in life where we want to be, like gay rights and marriages, diramyt

in that aspect that needs to be talked about or put out up front is that we have to
respect each other in our communities...reach ground where everyone’s there
before we can have hope or look forward to anything advancing because we
have too many things that set us back because of our differences within that
community...”
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To clinicians and service providers:

“...that to take a lot of patience with them. A lot of times these guys...especially
these young guys that I'm talking to...I think they really have to &guout for
themselves. You know, they’ll come to you and they're not really expecting
answers, they’re just expecting somebody to really kind of listen to them and
really hear what they have to say. You know, it is really a journey of self-
discovery and for that it really is incredibly personal and | think it's a journey
only they can take. Especially when you're working with a GLBT person, most
of the time, | think they just need you to listen to them and to reaffirm that they
do matter and that no matter what anybody says, they do have value.”

Two participants had negative experiences with Hmong service providers:

“Just know that it's hard to be Hmong, and now you gotta be gay too? That's
double hard. And for Hmong counselors, don’t be all weird and homophobic.
I've known some who totally are, and that’s sad.”

“To be honest, the most bigoted people | know are Hmong service providers.
They are so afraid of gay people it's unbelievable...Can you train the Hmong
counselors, teachers, workers, etc. to be more sensitive? | have heard some
young people talk about how a Hmong teacher or counselor told them not to be
gay or make their parents ashamed, and that’s so unprofessional. | don’t know if
they can even do that. Isn’t that against what they’re supposed to be doing? So,
definitely, train people to be more sensitive.”
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Chapter Five

Summary, Discussion, Conclusion, Implications and Recommendations, Limitations
Summary

This study explored the internal and external dynamics of coming out for gay
and lesbian Hmong, and sought to answer the questions: Who do gay Hmong men and
women come out to, and what are the processes involved in making the decision to
come out? How do they perceive that coming out changes their familial aald soci
dynamics, supports, and expectations? How do gay and lesbian Hmong renegotiate
these relationships with their family and community? How do gay Hmong men and
women carve out meaningful identities within a homophobic culture, and how do the
significant Hmong people in their lives conceptualize and understand this? What
unique support systems do gay and lesbian Hmong recommend for other Hmong before,
during, and after coming out? In addition, the aims of this study were to provide spac
for Hmong lesbians and gay men to tell their stories, to provide gay and lesbaangHm
examples of coming out, and to provide clinicians with an understanding of the unique
and common issues with which Hmong lesbians and gay men must contend. From 296
pages of data, nine domains and 34 themes emerged that address different aspects of
these questions and that fulfill these themes.

In the first domain, participants discussed what it means to be gay or lesbian and
Hmong and the challenges they've had in integrating their identities. In addiggn, t
address the intersection of acculturation, both into American and gay culturesinDom
2 addressed the lack of Hmong terminology for “gay” and “lesbian.” What echerg

was that while language could have been useful, for these participants, it was not a
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significant barrier. In Domain 3, participants discuss the internal andhakter

“mechanics” of coming out, such as to whom, how, and fears. Domain 4 addresses the
broad issue of family, which often acted as both supportive and shaming sources for
most participants. In Domain 5, participants discuss their experiencesendbrgole
expectations and how they have integrated or challenged these. The rogiafi reli
discussed in Domain 6. Similar to past studies on Asian Americans, religion did not
play a significant role for these participants. In Domain 7, participaated their
mixed experiences with other Hmong, Asians, and Mainstream LGBT peersairb®m
becomes more reflective as participants talk about their incredible ysumeoming
out, and the lessons they’ve learned in doing so. The final domain addresses
participants’ hopes for themselves and others, including yearnings formadinde.”
Discussion
Domain 1: Meaning Making

How do we become who we are? What do we make out of that, and how does
that continue to impact how we are in our lives and how we are in the world? For
participants of this study, making meaning and incorporating a minority sexual
orientation seemed to be an important aspect of becoming more fully who ttesy are
people. In a heterosexist world, it would seem appropriate that when participants
realized they were gay or lesbian, this makes a significant impact of their
conceptualization of who they are and how they might now relate to others. For the
participants who talked about how being gay or lesbian was “being myself,” there
seemed to be a general sense of pride in being gay or lesbian. Additionally, there

appeared to be integration in that being gay becomes only one of many dimensions of
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who they are as a person, similar to the integration stage of lesbianyadeé iy

found in many stage models (Cass, 1979, Coleman, 1982, Troiden, 1989, D’Augelli,
1994).

All participants discussed the barriers they faced as gay and lesbian Hmong.
Like many gay and lesbian people of color, there seemed to be a struggle with
integrating the identities of a gay person and a person of color as well as tlmabdi
challenge of dealing with feeling out of place in both communities (Greene,. 1984)
Participants often cited covert and overt messages within their familiesikme ¢chat
Hmong people can’t be gay and that being gay is a consequence of acculturating to
American society. Part of this also seemed intertwined with a strongrd@t@round
discussing sex and relationships overall, which fits in with how traditional Hmong
culture operates. For modesty’s sake, sex and intimate relationships aneobfte
discussed in Hmong families. Although being gay or lesbian is more than just about
having sex, it seemed difficult to avoid having a conversation about being gay or
lesbian without acknowledging the sexual piece. In addition, the sense of loneliness
that many participants experienced, such as often wondering if they werdyttgay
Hmong person, seemed pervasive.

Participants also discussed their own struggles around internalized and
experienced homophobia. Many participants expressed concerns about not fulfilling
their familial duties, disappointing family members (particularly pajeaind being
surprised and scared by their own feelings of attraction to the opposite sex. Other
participants talked about part of this surprise being due to the lack of conversation

(although certainly implied heterosexism) in their families about sexaanantic



97
relationships. As previously mentioned, because being gay or lesbian was often not on

some participants’ cultural radar, those feelings can bring multiple feaheoétion
and confusion. Thus, similar to the experiences of many gay and lesbian people, theses
participants struggled against their initial feelings by engagingtivitaes that they
thought could counteract, or at least hide, their attraction to others of the same sex
While it was not surprising that participants began to learn about gay American
culture and incorporate aspects of this into their identity, most salient¢¢eine the
parallel processes of learning about and acculturating into both gay culture and
American culture that may be unique to the immigrant experience. While migh LG
literature has discussed acculturating into gay culture for many mamdieBT
persons as an aspect of identity development, the participants of this stedyotver
only learning about gay culture, but also mainstream American culture amgbttip
to incorporate those meanings into their identity as a gay Hmong American person.
Domain 2: Language
Anthropologists and linguists often talk about the importance of language to
describe and denote experience. Indeed, Akerlund and Cheung (2000) noted that this
was salient for LGBT Latino Americans who encountered the issue of not Ixenip a
fully express themselves in Spanish because of the lack of vocabulary, and yehgot bei
able to fully express themselves in English because of their lack of lEsgiis. This
domain addresses the lack of Hmong language to address gay and lesbian Hmong and
participants’ experiences with this issue. Many participants acknowl!¢hagiealot
having Hmong language to denote being gay or lesbian made it more difficiiéhor

when trying to come out to or discuss sexual orientation with their parents. IQveral
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however, it did not appear to be a tremendous barrier linguistically or emotionally. It

seemed that having English words (i.e., “gay”) and descriptive Hmong word$Hee
is a man who likes other men.”) were helpful and thus did not leave participamnig feeli
completely incapacitated in their struggle to talk about who they are in thigg na
language. As many participants suggested, their families understood trehEngli
language enough to know the basic meaning of “gay.” One participant did starg fe
alienated, but in general, most participants did not express too much distresssover thi
lack of language. Some even talked about the fun in inventing and claiming Hmong
terms, such as the literal translation of the English word “queen” jrmjorfony in
Hmong.

The overall seemingly lack of issue with language may also be due to
participant’s own levels of acculturation. Most participants in this studyg widrer
born in the U.S. or spent the majority of their lives here, and acknowledged that they
often struggled with the Hmong language. One patrticipant stated, “I wilibg
Hmonglish,” meaning that not feeling native to either language, he would lge usin
combinations of Hmong and English to denote his experience. Thus, because
participants themselves are struggling with basic language issuessiirposing that
the emotional meaning of not having language to describe who they are may have
become lost in the struggle to retain the basic Hmong language.

Despite how little language seemed to impact whether participantsocdroe
not, it was interesting to note that every participant used Hmong words andsphrase
during the interview process. The way in which Hmong was used seemed to highlight

conversations with parents, Hmong concepts, and times when, as several participant
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noted, there were things that just made more sense said in Hmong. As was previously

mentioned in the introduction of this thesis, many linguists believe that what and how
we speak helps determines our worldview (Lyons, 1981). Therefore, even if Hmong
was not their predominate language, it could also act as their predominant, or a
competing, worldview, bringing with it all of the strengths and challengbsiaf

Hmong and gay.

Domain 3: Coming Out

Participants addressed the intricate paths that led to their coming out, providing
rich details of their experiences. Similar to other LGBT populations, nagkgdtabout
feeling “different” from an early age. Because the motivatingfdor coming out was
often to be more open and authentic, it was not surprising that participants then felt
liberated afterwards, regardless of the experience. It is common forLiG&Bily
persons to feel relieved after coming out (Vargo, 1998).

Savin-Williams (1998), Chan (1989) and Bhugra (1997) all discuss the
perceived safety in coming out to females. Participants certainly falltvigtrend,
although it should be noted that the women to whom they initially came out did not
include their mothers. Part of participants’ evaluation of safety was thgeptve that
women would be more understanding and supportive. Similar to Bhugra and Chan’s
studies, which were exclusively Asian (Asian American and British) ngibhivere
more often told before parents. In addition, a few participants indicated thathdyile
were out to siblings, they were not out to parents, primarily for fear of hurting or
disappointing them. Chan argues that this is unique for Asians in that parents are often

not told first, as is the typical trend for other racial and ethnic groups.nSalignis
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study was how much participants thought about parents’ reactions in addition to worries

about reputation (both self and family). This seems in line with how some Latino and
Asian American communities have responded (Akerlund and Cheung, 2000). In
addition, Mao, McCormick, and Van de Ven (2002) also theorize that part of the
internal struggle for gay and lesbian Asians may lie in their own fears of mgt ddaie

to fulfill their familial obligations. Ben-Ari’s (1995) findings that theaf of rejection

is intensified by the irreversibility of coming out was reflected in sofrtee manners

in which participants came out, including participants who came out as “bisexual,”
participants who often tested the waters by asking hypothetical questions {fWhat

told you | was gay...”), and participants who decided to come out in very public ways —
in a sense, flooding themselves and their families.

Finally, participants seemed to express a yearning for more support and
direction in coming out. Many expressed the lack of social support in coming out,
which Akerlund and Cheung cite as a common experience for gays and lesbians of
color. These experiences led participants to strongly caution others to bdymental
prepared and seek support before coming out. There also seemed to be a deep sense of
altruism in participants because of these experiences. Many have difgreslipport
and mentorship to other LGBTQ Hmong and often talked about their participation in
this study as a means of reaching out to other Hmong.

Domain 4: Family

Family remains the most complex domain because in many ways, the issue of

family was threaded throughout participants’ lives and is such a strong presémnzie

stories. As one participant noted, “It all came back to family.” What seemaogie
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salient is that there was no uniform way that family members responded, aed, inde

there was often a stark contrast in how separate family members reaatecipdhts
seemed surprised when family members and friends were accepting. Geipgudr
talked about how her mother’s acceptance made her realize the depth of her mother’s
love for her. That participants are so often prepared to be rejected by thkasfan
not only an indication of the reality that gays and lesbians often face but atso thei
resilience in the face of adversity and rejection to preserve their acthehvis.

Similar to the findings of Akerlund and Cheung (2000), families were often
concerned with preserving the reputation of the family. The concept of “sacgigda
a common phenomenon in many collectivist cultures like Hmong. In traditional Hmong
culture, this concept was used as a form of ensuring social conformity and cohisol. T
means that although people’s personal freedoms may be suppressed, thy aftdggrit
group was preserved. This was demonstrated in Kaiser’s (2003) study otyasfami
response to domestic violence, where she found that while the victim’s fanmijpere
were very concerned about her safety, larger concerns seemed to be alzouilyte f
relationship with her husband’s family and about the reputations of the victim and her
family.

Therefore while parents seemed to be reacting out of their own homophobia,
there was also the realistic fear that the entire family could beadjaereating a
rippling effect within family structures and the community. Moreover, beaaube
importance of reputation in Hmong culture, there seemed to exist a protessivene
implicit and explicit in how parents tried to shield their children, from remintiam

of role expectations, to ensuring that they continued to fulfill other families (elg.,
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attending family ceremonies), to parents themselves entering thet"choth their

children. While such avoidance of family shaming is potentially part of maltyres,
this phenomenon for the participants in this study seemed especially intenee and f
many, an over-arching aspect of their daily life. Xiong, Eliason, Detznér, a
Cleveland (2005) found that Southeast Asian adolescents and parents rated a “good”
child as someone who is obedient and takes responsibility in the family. Given this
strong focus on family duty, it is not surprising that participants were oftgraweare
that by being honest about their sexual orientation, they were disobeyingategits
and shedding some family responsibility, and thus, not being good children.

In addition, perhaps even more salient were concerns around participants being
able to have children and families of their own. In traditional Hmong culture,dhere
set and prescribed roles that people often follow. The importance of familynaadéi

are implicit in every-day interactions, such as calling people by &radidresses (e.g.,

“aunt,” “uncle,” “grandmother”) and delineating paternal and maternal (mes,

having distinct and specific names for maternal and paternal relatives, dastingt

and specific names for relatives according to their generatioatibredhip to oneself).

This complex structure was illustrated by the extensive analysis condydiee b

(1986), in which the kinship structure of White Hmong was examined. Lee concluded
that for Hmong, the recognition of the social relationship one has to another Hmong
determines how people should behave and feel towards that person, such as what their
obligations, duties, and rights are.

As part of the obligation to uphold the structure of traditional Hmong society,

there is an expectation that people of a marriageable age get marriedeuctifthen.
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Hmong men and women who remain unmarried are often not considered full members

of the community and can sometimes be considered a burden on many levels (i.e.,
spiritual, financial, social) for their families. In addition, children aqeeeted to not

only carry on familial lines, but to also take care of parents in their old ageieila
heterosexual Hmong couples who are not able to have children often worry about how
they will be taken care of and whether they will become burdensome to extendgd fam
who must fulfill those responsibilities. Therefore, it seemed that partisigzarents

were often worried about not only propagating their own familial lines, but more
importantly, their children’s long-term well-being. Consequently, two asmpéc

parents’ homophobia seemed to be the fear that their children’s sexual orientation is
threat to traditional Hmong concepts of family and that their children weregairding

the way of life that Hmong have known for generations.

Embedded in the stories also seemed to be a related concern about how other
family members would relate to the gay or lesbian person’s partner. Bélcause
traditional Hmong family structure is patrilineal, Hmong individuals often have a
greater feeling of closeness and affinity to relatives on their fathde€glsee, 1986).
According to Lee, this is demonstrated by the language used to describe thessrela
which also determines one’s relationship with them and vice versa. The impact of this
worldview on LGBT families is that these structures need to be renegectiatezh as
what happens when the both parents are either men or women? This was further
illustrated by a participant who discussed his parents’ questions about how mes part

would fulfill the role they expected of a daughter-in-law and how this would impact
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them. The adaptation to their son’s partner seemed to be a cultural shift thategresent

tremendous difficulty for the parents.

Furthermore, for many Hmong parents, stability and success are often key hopes
for their children. It seemed that for participants’ parents, it was difficdathom how
having a same-sex partner will support those hopes. When parents were able to see tha
participants’ lives continued to be stable, such as the participant who talked abgut be
partnered with a highly educated professional woman, or the participant wha#s pare
grew to appreciate his partner’s maturity and calming influence, the igtansitnd
these anxieties seem to decrease. The point of the first participant mergioneda
much that her partner makes a lot of money, but that her parents realized she would
continue to be cared for, and to live a “life like others,” which is often a Hmonggsayin
This seemed to be when their acceptance of her sexual orientation changed. For the
latter participant, his parents were able to come to accept that his pddedraadepth
and calmness to his life, and seeing him successful and happy promoted their
acceptance of his sexual orientation and reparation of their relationship.

In this domain, participants also discussed the gender and generational
differences in how people accepted them once they came out. True to theiatexmect
and the research, participants seemed to have more neutral or positive responses f
females. Perhaps because of the sensitive topic of relationships, motherserfted se
charged with the role of “go-between” when there was conflict with fatlemwith the
duty of talking their children out of being gay or lesbian. Fathers and brothems oft
seemed accusatory, but more often than not, remained silent or in participants’

perceptions, under the guise of confusion. Even when male family members were
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accepting, there seemed to be a need to distance themselves in front of otlies relati

For example, one participant talked about his father walking away from himratla fa
event while another discussed his brothers’ assurances to cousins and male friends tha
they were not gay. Likely, some element of what it means to be a male in Hmong
society is playing out in these dynamics in which it seems that being a malegH

who is openly accepting of his gay or lesbian child or sibling is very difficults Whs

also reflected in the family of the only participant of this study who hadrehil She

shared that while her daughters were openly affirming, her son, as he becaimmgasde
increasingly “quiet,” and wondered what that meant.

Generational issues in this study appeared related to acculturation. There
seemed to be the experience that the more acculturated people were t@Americ
culture, the more accepting they were. In addition to role of acculturasisrlso the
role of maturity, thus, while some participants were taunted by adolescemgitheir
generational peers were more accepting. While this is likely not an aitonle, it
seemed that people who were more acculturated may also have a more expanded
understanding of gays and lesbians, or at least have exposure to the exisheycanolf
lesbian persons.

Finally, this domain also included some extended family dynamics. According
to Demo and Allen (1996), there is limited research on the impact of coming out to
extended family. Other than their cousins, most participants did not come out in any
official way to their extended family. Many acknowledged that their extefaigilies
likely know, given the connectedness of Hmong families, but it did not seemnieleva

them to come out to extended family. Some participants admitted that this was, in par
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to avoid a big family intervention (as had been experienced by two participanes) whi

for other participants, it just wasn’t that important to them as long as theedrata
family knew. Several participants talked about the change in their status with thei
extended family, but overall, the impact seemed subtle. This may be reflective of
generational, and possibly cultural, difference in that the majority otjmantits in this
study did not indicate reliance upon extended family the way perhaps a less
acculturated, or traditional group may have. Therefore, it made sense tha for t
group, it was not as important whether the elders in their family systempraréo
this information. Certainly, this raises the question of whether some distance is
necessary from traditional, collectivist Hmong values in order to createdghéice
dissonance to be out.
Domain 5: Gender Role Expectations

Like heterosexuals, gays and lesbians are not immune to society’s @mpsecta
of gender and gender roles. In this domain, many participants discussed the clear
messages they received about the expectation to marry and reproduce. When these
molds no longer fit for them, participants often found themselves questioning and
learning how to negotiate new roles and expectations on their own. Many parsicipant
addressed the gender differences in coming out. There seemed to be an overall
agreement that the privilege of being male in Hmong culture also carries faithilial
responsibilities that women do not have to negotiate. In some ways, sexism seemed to
allow for more flexibility for women, because, as one participant inferreglyéweally
not important for some people to really care.” However, this also begs the question of

whether family and friends may be equally accepting or rejecting, buhthat t
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manifestation of their acceptance or rejection is gender-specific acgdralifitional

gender expectations.

It should also be noted that more often than not, female participants addressed
physical safety in ways that male participants did not, such as the fean@taeed as
an intervention to “cure” them of their sexual orientation. With some partisiptet
discussion of whether it was “easier” for men or women to come out wasstirigre
most everyone seemed to believe that it was “easier” for the opposite sexan@oe ¢
help but wonder at the gender dynamics that created these very different perspecti
that may reflect the differences in the socialization of men and women. lroadthis
seemed to reflect a complicated and unclear understanding to the resdasahbow
sexism, including internalized sexism, could be playing out in these perspectives.
Indeed, as one participant observed, gays and lesbians can also be selesefme t
can likely easily internalize all of the same messages about men and women tha
straight people do.

Domain 6: The Role of Religion

Akerlund and Cheung (2000) have found that religious shaming salient for
other ethnic LGBT groups is not uniformly present in Asians and Asian Americans
The experiences of the participants reflect this finding in that they, too, had mixe
responses to how the role of religion affected their self-concept. Somepaenttci
discussed having experiences of shame related to Christian doctrines of sis. Other
talked about experiences of undergoing or being asked to participate in traditiona
healing ceremonies to “cure” them of their same-sex attraction. Howeust

participants expressed either neutral or positive religious experiencesid te their
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sexual orientation. Likely, this is due to the type of participants who detfteéd to be

a part of this study. For example, participants often seemed to display degrees of
flexibility regarding their religious beliefs, whether following Chiastor Hmong
traditional practices. Many participants perceived themselves to be waiyesn
orientation, but there appeared to be a minimal presence of negative dognittic bel
systems. Moreover, while there seemed to be a uniform recognition thata@hrist
Hmong have more formalized negative messages about being gay, this was not
necessarily true for these participants. Although Christian-ideshpfgticipants
expressed internal struggles about messages regarding sin and their sexizicor,
most seemed to have come to some resolution about how to be Christian and gay.

For people who continue to practice Hmong traditional beliefs, sometimes
referred to as animism and shamanism, the role of these traditional beliefse too
intertwined with cultural and familial beliefs, thus making it difficult toggaout what
is a strictly “religious” belief. It is theorized that people who may haweem
challenging issues with religion, whether Christian or not, would probably not feel
comfortable self-selecting for this type of study. Moreover, becauspisiement of
this study was to be out to at least one family member, gays and lesbians who are
struggling with this issue may also not be out and thus their voices were notdapture
this study.
Domain 7: Intra/Inter Cultural Experiences

Participants shared varying experiences with other Asians and with White
LGBT persons. There were times when the experiences seemed grounded in

participants’ own ethnic identity development. Some expressed this by dischgsing t
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affirmation they received by meeting other Hmong and Asian LGBT persahgrsO

expressed this in their dating preferences, such as the participant who talked about
primarily dating American (White) women because they don’t come with “clltura
stuff.” The perception of not having as much “cultural stuff’ to deal with is integes

in part because there is an implied acceptance that White American gag @ithe
norm while other racial and ethnic groups come with cultural baggage. This same
theme has been repeated over and over in various other fields, such as psychology,
where Euro American experiences become the norm, giving permission for theglabe
of other racial and ethnic experiences as “culture-bound” issues.

Significant in this domain were also the experiences of racism and
misunderstandings experienced from White LGBT persons mentioned by alnmyst eve
participant. These experiences seemed to range from good intentions, in which Whites
tried to understand but couldn’t, to overt racism, such as being treated as fetishes or
being told Hmong were not attractive or datable. These experiences, unfoytunatel
parallel and confirm what other authors have discovered — that LGBT persons of color
continue to face discrimination and oppression from their White peers (Greene, 1994).
One participant mused over her realization that to have the expectation that White
LGBT persons would understand her position as a person of color was similar to the
expectation that other Hmong would understand her position as a lesbian.
Consequently, just because one is the member of an oppressed group does not seem to

necessarily make them any more sensitive to other oppressed groups.
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Domain 8: Life-Changing Lessons

All participants discussed the life-changing experience of coming olienSa
seems to be their experiences of themselves in ways that surprised even them and a
experience of life that often felt deeper and truer. In many ways, whiaiggerts
seemed to infer is reminiscent of Frankl's (1946) logotherapy — that foripantis,
part of this process was finding meaning, from the most horrific experiencesmhoshe
mundane to the most pleasant, participants seemed to not only find themselves but the
capacity to live life on their terms, despite continuing struggles and mhafle For
many of the participants, coming out not only forced them to face some of theasgreat
fears but also tested them on numerous levels and regardless of the results, they
emerged greatly changed.

Domain 9: Hopes

In this domain, participants expressed hopes for “normal lives.” As such, they
talked about wanting to have families, partners, success and acceptancethig/hil
seemed a mundane request given the extraordinary courage and experi¢icqespsr
had undergone to come out, this request for a “normal life” also appeared to reflect
some basic existential and humanistic needs. This was further supported by
participants’ messages about empathy and understanding. Imbedded in this seemed a
hope that while people may not be able to understand being gay or lesbian, participants
ask them to understand the commonality of being human.

Conclusion
Prior to engaging in this study, there was a sense that there may be isgues uni

to Hmong culture that may be different from the experiences of other cultaugsgr
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Indeed, what emerged were many issues similar to other racial and etups.g

However, these issues also seemed to be influenced by culture (e.g., HmongaAmeri
Gay) and status (e.g., acculturation, immigration) to create some uniqueuppasts
these themes. A significant issue seemed to be that of family and the wanfdes
they played in participants’ coming and being out. In particular, the consitsrat
family members used in order to weigh their reactions seemed to containtiegues
could be unique to Hmong, such as the concerns about participants not being able to
have children who will care for them in their elder years, how marriagenogies
would be conducted, and how parents would relate to their children’s partner in ways
that made sense to their worldviews. In addition, making meaning of multipleigkenti
was also a consistent theme, whether it was defining terminology, findingaigegor
figuring out the roles of religion and gender expectations. There was a sénse tha
having to persistently consider cultural and familial consequences sezoredte a
nagging angst for many participants. In the end, however, what stands out is the
incredible resilience and courage that participants displayed des$pitéhed barriers
they have encountered.
Implications and Recommendations

This study was exploratory in that no similar study on the Hmong has been
conducted. While there was some prediction about the importance of family and issues
of competing identities, it was difficult to foresee what issues wouldgamérhe
information that surfaced brings valuable insight into the internal and exteocakpes
involved with the coming out experiences of gay and lesbian Hmong. The appreciation

for the complexity of this process is reflected in all of the themes. In mays, the
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results of this study bring forth more questions than they do answers. For instance, the

resilience of individuals and families to deviate from such strong social pgessur
remains unexplored. It seems an appropriate next step that future reseasotrt this
and the relationship to the mental health and well-being of gay and lesbian Hmong
persons and their families. In addition, the roles mothers seemed to playitatifagi
relationships after coming out also warrants further research. It is aotdiether this

is a role that Hmong mothers, as nurturers, expect to play, or whether this wasea uni
phenomenon to these participants. Because all but one participant had children and
most participants were young adults, it would also be interesting to getrtpeqee

of first generation Hmong and Hmong who have been married and had children.
Because of the anxieties about how children and family would look for gay and lesbian
Hmong, it seems important to explore how these worries are abated or cfargpd

and lesbian Hmong who have children.

Further exploration of how the intersection of acculturation impacts coming out
would also be an important addition to the body of knowledge, particularly as
immigration and globalization continue to become important realities. Aopsiyi
mentioned, the participants in this group were all second generation, and as such,
largely acculturated to U.S. culture and society. Although the role of accuiuveds
not within the scope of this study, the results of this study were likely impagctaeé b
issue of acculturation, whether it was participants’ own acculturation ooftktzeir
family and friends. For instance, one could speculate that the challengdsdibr a

generation gay or lesbian Hmong may be very different from these pantisj such as
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not having enough cognitive dissonance to explore one’s sexual orientation or indeed to

come out about it.

Additionally, this study did not attempt to address gender differences in coming
out. Exploring differences and similarities between men and women regarxiirag) se
orientation would be an important addition to the literature, particularly sindekthe
of LGBT studies, like many other fields, has often come from a male-dadinat
perspective, and as Brown (1995) has suggested, sexual orientation is a different
experience for women. Finally, two significant populations were left out®bthdy —
transgendered and bisexual Hmong. Although there are likely some overlapping
commonalties for these populations, there are also likely to be issues unique to thei
experiences. It would be logical to continue to explore what the differences and
similarities are in order to continue to inform research and practice iardas

Based on the findings in this study, below are some proposed next steps.
Although these suggestions may be similar to suggestions for supportinggall LG
persons, the focus of each of these suggestions is on taking an approach thatllgpecifica
addresses ongoing barriers for LGBT Hmong persons and their familidsesin t
recommendations, there are times when “Q” is included for persons who may be
guestioning their sexual orientation and identity, and “A” is included for Allieis.
this author’s opinion that both groups be included in the different recommendations.
1) Development and implementation of culturally competent programmingd
support LGBTQ Hmong. The painful experiences participants had of alienation and
being alone in dealing with their feelings emerged from this study. thskeral

participants addressed how resources could have helped and wanted to reciprocate by
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mentoring other Hmong who are struggling with similar issues. While there i

growing public awareness of the existence of LGBTQ Hmong, we should not rely
solely on informal systems (though much needed) to provide support for LGBTQ
Hmong. It is crucial for these supports to address issues of acculturation, family
dynamics, gender and cultural expectations, homophobia, and racism.

In addition, developing neutral or positive language in Hmong to address sexual
orientation is also an important part of this work. Although not a tremendous issue of
concern for the participants in this study, this may be different for Hmongmehess
acculturated linguistically and culturally, or for whom language has a strong
implication. Goh, Dunnigan, and McGraw Schuchman (2004) propose that when
working with groups like Hmong, who do not have direct translations for English
terminology, “cultural semantics” be employed. According to Goh et al, alltur
semantics is “the study of culture-specific concepts by analyzengge of key,
everyday linguistic terms” (p. 117). Thus, cultural semantics can be emptoyed t
understand and interpret cultural concepts for which language does not curxistly e
Although they did not know it, some participants seemed already engaged in this
process by experimenting with translations of English terms and consegltsas using
poj nomfor queen, and understanding that the concept in neither language is being used
to mean a female head of royalty.

2) Development and implementation of culturally competent programmingd
support families of LGBTQ Hmong. The challenges families of LGBTQ Hmong
experienced came through clearly in this study. This seemed particulaahy &z

parents. Culturally competent programs would seem to be a logical step dhirgyovi
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further support for family members of LGBTQ Hmong. Specifically, ihsee

important to develop ways that help parents address how to expand aspects of their
worldview to include having a gay or lesbian child and how to talk about this with
family members in ways that allow parents to preserve their and theirscthidgtity in

the Hmong community. Cultural competence, in this case, involves helping families
and individuals understand and evaluate how to balance coming out in a healthy way
that also allows them to preserve what is important to them as a Hmong faimily,

while it is crucial not to encourage the family to come out without evaluatingfbesct

on them, it is also important not to inadvertently perpetuate shame inraptaibebe
overly protective.

In addition, when working with families, it is recommended that the discomfort
and taboo nature of this topic be sensitively, but explicitly addressed. Whileathis m
be paradoxical in that perhaps even having this conversation seems at odds with
traditional Hmong culture, to ignore this appears clinically unintuitive and niaglhc
serve as a barrier to working with the family.

Despite all of these good intentions, however, there may be the very realistic
possibility that families may still reject their child’s sexual ot&ion and any outside
attempts to provide support. In addition, people who do this work may be likely to also
fall victim to being judged and rejected. If this happens, it is important that kse fol
who do this work understand how to give the family space and return when the family is
more ready and able to explore this issue again, if ever. Furthermore, itias ttraic
there is an understanding of how to support the individual through the loss of their

family. As demonstrated in this study, the nature of whether famdi@g ¢o accept
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their children’s new identities seemed unpredictable, but for many familigas a

very long process that was often marked by years of pain, distance, and rejectien. Som
families never came to accept their children, and in those cases, the indnadual
renegotiate a new identity and family.

3) Development and implementation of culturally competent training for Hinong

and Non-Hmong professionals on how to support LGBTQ Hmong and their

families. The lack of understanding some participants experienced with Hmong and
non-Hmong professionals was unfortunate. This suggests a need to develop and
implement training, including information derived from the results of this stady, t
provide professionals with the information and skills to work with LGBTQA Hmong.
4) Ongoing research to inform program and training development.Ongoing

research is especially necessary when there is such a paucity of irdarmeath as on
LGBTQA Hmong experiences. In addition, this would allow for building programs that
are grounded in empirical data.

5) Seek and promote stories of resilience and courage of LGBT Hmong and their
families. Having positive role models is so important in a community where very little
information exists. Hmong media have featured some stories, but certainlgandre
done. For high-context cultures like Hmong, it seems important to have examples of
how other families have dealt with this issue, and perhaps more crucial, hyowe the
done it while maintaining their identity and integrity as a Hmong family.

6) Engagement in public programming and media in Hmong communities to
educate on and normalize different forms of sexual orientationThis suggestion

entails taking a social justice advocacy and education stance in order to engender
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change. Without openly discussing these issues in public forums, LGBTQ Hmong

continue to live in the margins of Hmong communities.

7) Foster support from leaders within Hmong communities to engage in
conversations about LGBTQ Hmong and engender a better understanding of the
experiences of LGBTQ Hmong.People who know and work well with Hmong
understand that the public positions respected community leaders take can be very
influential in those communities. Therefore, it would make sense that the support and
validation of community leaders is important to trying to foster a change ircpubli
attitude.

8) Utilize the growing population of Hmong Allies in order to increase @mmunity
awareness of and support for LGBTQ Hmong.For persons of minority statuses,
Allies have been able to play important roles in prompting change and raising
awareness regarding the oppression of those groups, such as persons of color and
Whites partnering to address racism and White privilege, or women and men pgrtneri
to address relationship violence. Because there is a growing population of Hmong
Allies, this is an opportunity to utilize the supports Allies can bring and to equip them
with specific information, such as from this study, which would allow them to besaw
of the challenges LGBTQ Hmong face.

9) Foster community support for continuing exploration of the oppression of

LGBTQ persons of color both within their racial/ethnic communitiesand within

the mainstream LGBT community. Similar to the proposal above, eradicating

oppression cannot happen in a vacuum and must involve persons who belong to the
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majority communities, including heterosexual members of the Hmong community and

other ethnic/racial members of the LGBT community.
Limitations

There are several limitations related to this project. One is the inherent
limitation of choosing depth over breadth, as is done in phenomenological research.
While phenomenology methods often provide richness in understanding the subjective
experiences of participants, these experiences cannot be generalizatitheyoeople
who were studied. Moreover, the sample size was very small and focused on an
information-rich approach rather than a representative subject pool (Patton, 1880). T
sampling method may have also excluded people who had very different experiences
from that of our participants. Because of the limited geographic area from Wwaich t
participant pool was solicited, there may exist a bias in how participantsexqeeand
conceptualize coming out. For instance, because of the political activism aeny@er
progressiveness of some of the communities from which the sample is being drawn,
participants may be qualitatively different and experience being a gagtmah Hmong
American differently than Hmong Americans in other parts of the countryedwer,
although everything possible will be made to protect participants’ idefgyntensity
and sense of “outing” participating in this type of research may be uncomfddable
many people; therefore those who self-selected to participate may ajsallbatively
different than those who chose not to participate.

Finally, as a heterosexual Hmong American female, this is trulyss-cultural
research endeavor. As is the case in any cross-cultural researchsése kiawn and

unknown, of the researcher may also have an effect on the entire conceptualization of
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this study, what participants experienced, how they responded, and how results were

interpreted. It is possible that a gay or lesbian Hmong researcher might have
conceptualized this study differently, asked and focused on different questions,
interpreted the results through a different lens, and elicited differentipartis and

responses.
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APPENDIX A

A Phenomenological Study of the Coming Out Experiezes of
Gay and Lesbian Hmong

Seeking: Men and women who self-identify as Hmongr Hmong
American and Gay or Lesbian, between ages 18 - 6Bars who have
come out to at least one family member

What's this about?

| am interested in looking at the coming out exgeces of gay and lesbian
Hmong in America. Specifically, | am interestedooking at what people
think about before they make the decision to coatewho they come out
to, how they come out, and how coming out has &dtethem both
personally, in their families, and in their comntigg. My hope is to
develop an additional space for people to shaie staies, to provide
examples of gay and lesbian Hmong who have comeadtto educate
people who work with Hmong families and individuedgarding the things
in our culture that support and make it hard faygde to come ouit.

Who's doing this?
Pahoua K. Yang, a doctoral candidate in the Courgsahd Student
Personnel Psychology Program at the University windsota.

What do | have to do?

Participate in a 60-90 minute interview with meouvwill also have a
chance to review, add, and change anything from yaerview once |
have collected all of the interviews. Example qu@s from the interview
include: “What made you decide to come out?” “Wiha@you think
someone considering coming out should do/think Hbonsider?” “What
would you like the Hmong community to know about¢d “What advice
do you have for how to support gay and lesbian HJbn

Will people know it's me?

Because our community is small, there is alwaysiikethat someone
could recognize you from your story, but | will dgerything in my power
to protect your confidentiality. Therefore, anyitpithat is too specific, as
well as anything that could identify you will bemmeved from the final
results of this study (name, age, hometown, et@jotes may be used
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from your interview to support general themes traaticipants talk about
(such as, “Most participants said __ was impartanPlus, you will
have the opportunity to review, give feedback, anatke changes to what |
end up using.

Please call 651-503-6719 or emaahg0369@umn.eduf you have more
guestions or are interested in being a part ofgfogect. You are more
than welcome to take a look at the questions addiadal information
before deciding to participate. Serious and refpaaquiries only,
please.
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APPENDIX B

A Phenomenological Study of the Coming Out Experiences of Gay and Lesbian
Hmong
Interview Questions

Demograghlcs
Sex, Gender:

Age:

How do you identify ethnically?

How long have you lived in the U.S.?

Where did you grow up?

What religion/spiritual practices do you identify with?

How do you identify regarding your sexual orientation? (e.g., gay, lesbian,
heterosexual, bisexual, transgender, questioning...)

How long have you been out?

Are you currently partnered?

NookrwhE

©

Meaning
1. Tell me what it means to you to be [whatever the person stated about sexual

orientation].
a. How did you arrive at that meaning?
b. Is there a Hmong word for that? If there could be, what would you use?
c. What have you heard used? What does it mean to you when that is used?

2. What does it mean to be a [ethnic identification] and [sexual orientation
identification]?

Coming Out
1. Tell me about your coming out story.

How long did you know you were | | before coming out?
What kinds of things did you consider/think about before coming out?
What did you think would change?

What has changed?

What has not?

How did you make your decision?

What made you decide to come out?

Did you talk with any one before?

Who did you come out to first? Why?

What did you say? What language did you use?

Who have you not come out to yet? Why?

What were some of the things you were afraid of or nervous about?
m. How did people react?

—ERT T Se e 0T
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Did anything surprise you about coming out?
What does it feel like for you to be out now?
How do you make the decision to tell new people?
Are there things you wish you’d known before coming out?
Are there conversations you wish you'd had before coming out?
Has anything surprised you about being | |?

» 2T OS>

Family/Friends/Society

1.

ok ow

© 00N

Before coming out, how did you see yourself in relation to your immediaté/fami
Extended family?

Were there ever messages that you picked up (or perhaps were told outright) about
what was expected of you as a [man/woman]?

What did you learn about dating and marriage rituals?

What did you learn about male/female relationships?

Did you have expectations for yourself about how you should be as a
[man/woman]?

How do you think that changed for you as you considered coming out?

How has that changed after coming out?

How do you think your family/friends saw you before?

How do you think they see you now?

10 What do you think would have made this easier?
11.What do you think someone considering coming out should do/think

about/consider?

12.Do you think being [religion/spiritual practice] had any bearing on your comihg

process?

Advice to Others

N~ WNE

What questions do you wish you could ask someone preparing to come out?
What questions do you wish you could ask yourself in 20 years?

What would you like the Hmong community to know about you?

What would you like the American community to know?

The mainstream LGBT community?

Clinicians/service providers?

What advice do you have for how to support gay and lesbian Hmong?

Do you have any regrets about any part of this?
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APPENDIX C

Consent Form
A Phenomenological Study of the Coming Out Experiences of Gay and Lesbian
Hmong

You are invited to be in a research study of the experiences of Gay and Lesbian Hmong
You were selected as a possible participant because you have indicated thelf y

identify as Hmong or Hmong American, gay or lesbian, and that you have come out to
at least one family member. We ask that you read this form and ask any qugstions

may have before agreeing to be in the study.

This study is being conducted by: Pahoua K. Yang, Ph.D. Candidate, Counseling and
Student Personnel Psychology Program, Department of Educational Psychology,
University of Minnesota, and Michael Goh, Ph.D., Associate Professor, Counsgling a
Student Personnel Psychology Program, Department of Educational Psychology,
University of Minnesota.

Background Information

The purposes of this study areto give space for Hmong lesbians and gay men to tell
their stories; to provide gay and lesbian Hmong examples of coming out; and to provide
clinicians (i.e., therapists, social workers) with an understanding of the idsneng

lesbians and gay men face.

Procedures:

If you agree to be in this study, we would ask you to do the following things:
Participate in a one-time 90-minute interview with the principal investigaitou will
also be invited to participate in reviewing the data obtained from your intenviesder
to check for accuracy.

Risks and Benefits of being in the Study:

There are some minimal risks associated with participating in this stadgt you may
feel upset or uncomfortable with some of the questions that are asked, particularly
because they are of a personal and sensitive nature. In addition, because of the
smallness of the Hmong community, there is a slight risk that your storyenay b
recognized. There are no known personal benefits for participating in this study.

Compensation:
You will not receive payment for this study.

Confidentiality:

The records of this study, including who participated, will be kept private. In any sor
of report we might publish, we will not include any information that will make it
possible to identify a subject. Research records will be stored securely bekexdl loc
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cabinets and only the principal investigator will have access to the recorde Thes
records will be destroyed after this project is complete.

Voluntary Nature of the Study:

Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participlhte
not affect your current or future relations with the University of Minnesoyau
decide to participate, you are free to not answer any question or withdraytahe
without affecting those relationships.

Contacts and Questions:
The researchers conducting this study are listed below. You may ask angrougst
have now. If you have questions latgru are encouragedo contact them at:

Pahoua Yang,

Ph.D. Candidate

Counseling & Student Personnel Psychology Program
Department of Educational Psychology

139B Burton Hall

178 Pillsbury Dr S E

Minneapolis, MN 55455

Phone: 651-503-6719

Email: yang0369@umn.edu

Michael Goh, Ph.D.

Associate Professor

Counseling & Student Personnel Psychology Program
Department of Educational Psychology

139B Burton Hall

178 Pillsbury Dr S E

Minneapolis, MN 55455

Phone: 612-624-4885

Email: gohxx001@umn.edu

If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to
someone other than the researchgrs, are encouragedo contact the Research
Subjects’ Advocate Line, D528 Mayo, 420 Delaware St. Southeast, Minneapolis,
Minnesota 55455; (612) 625-1650.

You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records.
Statement of Consent:

| have read the above information. | have asked questions and have received answers.
consent to participate in the study.

Signature of Principle
Investigator: Date:
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APPENDIX D

SUMMARY OF DOMAINS AND THEMES

DOMAIN 1: Meaning Making

Theme 1: Being gay or lesbian means having a physical or emotionala@ttract

to someone of the same sex.

Theme 2: Being gay or lesbian means being myself.

Theme 3: Being Hmong and gay holds tremendous ambiguity and barriers.
Theme 4: Participants struggle with coming to terms with their sexual
orientation.

Theme 5: Participants received varying messages about how to be a gay person
in U.S. society.

DOMAIN 2: Language

Theme 6: Participants are not familiar with non-derogatory Hmong laadaag
describe themselves.

Theme 7: Participants typically mentioned the word “kathoy” but did not fully
understand what that means, only that people have used it to refer to people who
are gay.

DOMAIN 3: Coming Out

Theme 8: Participants talk about feeling “different” from others. Most
discussed knowing from an early age that they were either gay or different.
Theme 9: Participants often evaluated safety before coming out, and often came
out to women first.

Theme 10: Participants come out because they want to be more honest and
authentic.

Theme 11: Participants often yearned for resources and support.

Theme 12: Participants were afraid of rejection, primarily from tlaenilfes,

and especially their parents.

Theme 13: Participants discussed the mechanics of how they came out, which
ranged from difficult conversations to very public mediums.

Theme 14: Participants felt liberated about coming out even if it was a bad
experience.

Theme 15: Participants encourage others who are thinking about coming out to
know themselves well and to seek supports before doing so.

DOMAIN 4: Family

Theme 16: Families become closer, and in a variant of cases, become more
protective of participants.

Theme 17: Families respond with, “We always knew,” and often surprised
participants with their acceptance.

Theme 18: Families respond by rejecting or distancing from participants.
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Theme 19: Family members seem to respond differently, based on their gender,
with men often having more perceived negative responses.
Theme 20: There seems to be a generational difference in who is accepting and
who is not.
Theme 21: Family members eventually learn to accept participants, including
their partners.
Theme 22: Participants make conscious efforts about who they decide not to
tell.
Theme 23: Participants often react to reactions of friends/family witkde wi
range of feelings, from surprise to devastation.

DOMAIN 5: Gender Role Expectations

Theme 24: There are clear messages from families about expectatiomsyto ma
and produce children.

Theme 25: Participants try to behave in “gender-appropriate” ways.

Theme 26: There are some gender differences in coming out, although
participants varied in their perceptions of challenges for men and women.

DOMAIN 6: The Role of Religion

Theme 27: Religion has mostly been a positive or neutral experience.
Theme 28: Christian Hmong receive more formalized negative messages about
being gay, which can often pose more internal conflict for participants.

DOMAIN 7: Intra/Inter Cultural Experiences

Theme 29: Participants’ experiences with other Asians are a mixturppafrsu
affirmation, and challenge.

Theme 30: Participants often experienced stereotyping and lack of
understanding from others in Mainstream LGBT communities.

DOMAIN 8: Life-Changing Lessons

Theme 31: Participants change greatly from coming out and learn a tremendous
amount about who they are as people.

Theme 32: Through coming out, participants learned a lot about others,
especially Hmong culture and other people.

DOMAIN 9: Hopes

Theme 33: Participants want “normal” lives, such as children, a partner,
success, and acceptance.

Theme 34: Participants ask for empathy, understanding, and looking beyond
prejudices and stereotypes.



