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Lesbian, gay, bisexual & transgender young people face a landscape of 

prejudice and intolerance when first coming to terms with their identities. In these 

moments of confusion, they often turn to their parents for support, yet parents 

often lack the information and resources necessary to support their LGBT child. 

The Outcomes Project interviews LGBT people about their “coming out” 

experience, and presents their video interviews a multi-platform website. The 

interviews appear alongside written accounts that highlight common themes 

encountered in research. The website also links to well-sourced resources for parents 

coming to terms with a child’s disclosure. By telling these stories in a context that 

encourages an empathetic response, The Outcomes Project aims to give parents the 

information and understanding they need to support their LGBT child.  
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Introduction 

The facts of the case are only beginning to emerge, but this much is known. Norma 

Hurtado, 24 years old and an out lesbian woman, was spending time with her 

girlfriend at her mother Maria’s house, where the two Hurtados lived in Southeast 

Austin. Maria was a big supporter of her daughter — “one of her biggest 

champions,” friends said. Norma was lively and friendly, and a great soccer player. 

In 2009 her team, “Deportivo Real,” won a local league championship. 

Norma’s girlfriend, whose name has not yet been released, didn’t have such family 

support. According to police her father, Jose Aviles, strongly disapproved of his 

daughter’s relationship with Norma.  At one point, in a simmering feud between 

the families, Jose sent Norma a menacing text message; he threatened to kill her 

and her mother. 

Reports indicate that on April 18, 2011, there was a knock at the front door of 

Maria Hurtado’s home. When the door opened, a Hispanic male opened fire with a 

pistol, and immediately fled the scene. Both Norma and Maria were dead. 

Jose Aviles, who had fled the county, became a prime suspect.  He was arrested a 

few days later and charged in the double homicide.   His wife told police he had 

been drinking that night, and that he owned an automatic pistol.  Another relative 

said that Aviles confessed to “doing something” that night while he had been drunk. 
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Although the facts are still emerging, this tragedy is a grim reminder that the 

prejudice, intolerance or rejection many young lesbian, gay and bisexual (LGBT1) 

people fear from society — or even more tragically, those closest to them — can 

still in 2011 turn lethal.   

The struggle for acceptance for LGBT people remains one of the most important 

human rights issues of our time.  “Growing up in a system where one cannot be or 

say who they truly are places them in a position where they are in a constant state of 

having to negotiate life within a hostile environment,” writes Dr. Gerard Mallon, 

Executive Director of the National Resource Center for Permanency and Family 

Connections.2 While many minorities facing a hostile environment can use their 

families as a support system, LGBT young people often do not have that assurance. 

Jose Aviles’ alleged actions are a personal tragedy.  They are also a wake up call 

about the suffering that can result from the conflicts that emerge from inability or 

unwillingness to understand a child’s LGBT identity. 

                                                

1 It is now common to refer to the group Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual & Transgender 
(LGBT). The Outcomes Project will eventually include Transgender stories and 
research.  At deadline for this report the stories thus far reflect LGB experiences 
and research. 
2 Mallon, G. P. (1999). Gay and Lesbian Adolescents and Their Families. Journal 
of Gay & Lesbian Social Services, 10(2), 70. 
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The Outcomes Project is a web-based, multi-platform site responding to the need 

for family support strategies that current research identifies.  Using multimedia 

journalism, The Outcomes Project aims to educate families as they navigate the 

process of a child’s coming out.  By presenting video interviews alongside written 

text and well-sourced research about LGBT children and their families, this project 

offers families resources to support their children and to build healthy family bonds. 

Because parental response to a child’s coming out is more complex and nuanced 

than simple acceptance or rejection, understanding the research is a first step.  

Studies reveal that specific accepting and rejecting patterns of behavior (noted in 

Appendix 2) can coexist not just in the same family situation, but also indeed even 

in the same conversation.3 

Unprepared and ill informed, parental responses tend to be more emotional than 

reasoned. Stereotypes and misinformation about LGBT people — sometimes from 

trusted sources such as churches and conservative thought leaders — may provoke 

prejudiced, reactive responses. A parent’s confusion may undermine comfort, 

increasing the likelihood their child will experience feelings of anxiety or insecurity. 

                                                

3 Ryan, C., Russell, S., Huebner, D., Diaz, R., & Sanchez, J (2010). Family 
Acceptance in Adolescence and the Health of LGBT Young Adults. Journal of 
Child and Adolescent Psychiatric Nursing, 23(4), 206. 
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Unfortunately, “coming out” does not always lead to resolving differences. Family 

rejection of a gay child may contribute to negative health outcomes such as 

homelessness, drug use and attempted suicide for lesbian, gay and bisexual (LGBT) 

youth.  

Achieving positive, healthy relationships of acceptance requires time and work on 

the part of both children and parents. By humanizing “coming out” experiences The 

Outcomes Project can give parents deeper insight into what their child may be 

feeling.  This report summarizes stories which appear on The Outcomes Project 

website.  They reveal how “coming out” affects both child and family, and begin to 

provide a roadmap for building positive and supportive relationships, in a moment 

when many families experience confusion, feelings of isolation and fear. 
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One: Legacies of the Closet 

Sexual minorities inhabit a distinct space in the discussion of minorities and 

oppression. Sexual minority status is a non-obvious trait, one that can be — and 

invariably is — concealed, using a variety of strategies, ranging from non-disclosure 

to active deception. The ability to hide one’s minority status is a unique 

construction, one that is largely unavailable to racial or ethnic minorities — or for 

that matter, minority status stemming from age or physical difference, such as size 

or physical handicap.4 Moreover, because in most cases the LGBT child does not 

share this minority identification with his or her parents, there is no shared 

understanding of the prejudices the child may face.5  

It is this ability to conceal one’s status as a stigmatized minority that creates “the 

closet,” and indeed, it’s rare to meet an LGBT person who has not been “in the 

closet” with somebody important to them for at least some period of their life. 

With every new encounter an LGBT person has, he or she must navigate the often 

fraught process of deciding whether and how to disclose. Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, 

the seminal queer theorist, goes so far as to say that “the epistemology of the closet 

                                                

4 Kosofsky Sedgwick, E. (1991). Epistemology of the Closet, 68.  
5 Connolly, C. (2004). A Process of Change: The Intersection of the GLBT 
Individual and Their Family of Origin. Journal of GLBT Family Studies, 1(1), 7. 
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has given an overarching consistency to gay culture and identity throughout [the 

20th] century.” The closet is the stage upon which this story is played.  

This is not to say that the closet is a desirable refuge, or even a necessary construct; 

indeed, removing the stigma associated with minority sexuality would render the 

whole painful construction unnecessary. Until then, the closet remains an insidiously 

“safe” space, where the truth can be suppressed and the status quo can go quietly 

unchallenged. The consequences of this nondisclosure, however, are detrimental not 

only to the young people forced into the closet, but also to their families. 

Terry’s Story: Frozen in Time 

Terry, now 37, grew up in Michigan, in a small town of a few thousand people 

called Caro. As Terry describes it, being gay in this isolated and conservative enclave 

was a terrifying experience. “Gender was policed with violence,” Terry recalls. 

“There was one kid that I had sort of a secret relationship with on and off for 

years… he was beaten. Like, weekly. Just for being effeminate.” 

Terry even recalls guilt at the way he treated his own friend. “I can honestly say that 

I didn’t treat him much better than other people, in that I just pretended that I 

didn’t know him.” Terry speaks a lot about the façades he had to build, even as he 

knew the truth about himself — “so, so many layers of dishonesty… pathological 

dishonesty, really.” He dated women in high school and college, even though he 
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knew he was gay. “The most toxic part about it [is] that you end up involving other 

people in that kind of dishonesty.” 

To hear Terry describe it, he lived in a different world from his more conservative 

family, and wouldn’t dare tell them about his sexuality. “I’m just very different, I 

mean, from my family… I have a brother in the Michigan Militia, and there’s just 

deep, kind of rabid conservatism.” 

“My parents didn’t graduate from high school,” he recalls. “My mom had me when 

she was much older. They had a very, like, 50s mindset… very rural, conservative.” 

As a result of this disconnect, he says he could never feel very close to them; the 

difference led to distance, and the gulf grew wider. 

The moment he graduated high school, Terry was determined to move away; living 

in the closet in his hometown was suffocating him. “I couldn’t even wait the 

summer before college,” he says. “I subleased a place in Ann Arbor, and it was such 

a world of difference.” At college he relished the diversity and the chance to really 

grow into himself. “Ann Arbor was such a liberal place, the ideas — and I was an 

English major so all the lit theory, feminism… as soon as I got there everything 

became a lot clearer.” 

He also admits that the things he learned in college made him less generous in his 

perceptions of his family. “That was my fault too, just the egotism of fear, [the 
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notion] that ‘I’ve got this figured out,’” he recalls thinking. “I reduced my parents’ 

belief systems to kind of distance myself from having to really engage.” 

The emotional distance from his family grew deeper; although he still spoke to his 

parents, he avoided ever mentioning aspects of his private life. Cordoning off his 

sexuality and keeping “the secret” is, he says, what helped him keep control in 

situations that might have challenged their tense stalemate. 

“Our relationship got frozen in time, and then I bailed, and went on to have the rest 

of my life.” 

At one point, during Terry’s ten-year relationship with another man, he recalls the 

extreme expressions of denial he had to adopt to avoid coming out to his parents. 

“There was this stupid conversation we had about my roommate, who’s clearly not 

my roommate,” he remembers. It felt wrong, but he continued with the pretense. 

“It was really a joke that we were even going though the motions of that 

conversation. 

When Terry’s dad died a few years later, his mom decided to visit him in Texas, 

where he had moved. Terry was 31; his relationship with his boyfriend was falling 

apart, and his mother wanted to come see him. He finally felt compelled to tell her 

the truth. It was the day before she would step on an airplane for Austin, and he 

told her the situation she was about to fly into. 
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But like many parents, she’d already had some inkling. 

“Initially her reaction was like, ‘So what? I already knew…’ I think she experienced 

grief and shame and responsibility; there were certain things where she tried to 

explain it in her own mind with a really limited toolkit.” But in the end, he 

concluded that his mother’s reaction was not the one he imagined and feared when 

he first left home. He realized his image of her, too, had been frozen in time. 

“My mom’s reaction changed a lot. Ultimately it was a lot more sophisticated and 

mature than I thought it would be. 

Soon after this disclosure, Terry’s mother was diagnosed with Lou Gehrig’s 

Disease; Terry and his sister shared responsibility for her care. As she approached 

the end, Terry and his mom were able to share emotional intimacies that would 

have been impossible had he not decided to come out of the closet and trust her 

ability to accept his sexuality. 

Able to share his heartbreak over the disintegration of his ten-year relationship, 

Terry was for the first time able to speak frankly about his emotional life with the 

mother who raised him. He also learned things about his mother that helped him 

feel compassion for her too. 

“My father and her had really, kind of a tempestuous relationship. She was a ‘50s 

woman, my father was the only man that she had ever done anything with sexually. 
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“She made a joke about it,” he remembers. “Sucks for you to be in love — or want 

to be in love — with men, because they’re kind of a drag.” Coming to this point so 

late was bittersweet; Terry found tenderness and openness with his mother, but it 

took a lifetime to get there. 

“Maybe I underestimated them,” he sighs. “In retrospect, I feel like I did. I just 

assumed that they, because of where they came from and what they experienced, 

would never get it or never be able to accept it, so I just kind of moved on with my 

life. 

“There was a lost opportunity, I think, for us to grow together as people.” 

Taylor’s Story: No base to start with 

Terry recalls his story from a distance; years away from coming out, he remembers 

being in the closet and how that affected him in his twenties. Taylor, on the other 

hand, is much younger; and at the age of 20 still negotiating that line, still deciding 

how and indeed whether to come out. 

Taylor walks around the Texas A&M campus with an air of confidence. A 

collegiate athlete and sometimes radio DJ, he confides that he came to terms with 

his sexuality only recently, once he had moved away for school. His mostly straight 

friends are very supportive and accepting; it’s clear as they interact with him that 

that his friends treat him as ‘one of the guys.’ 
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Yet despite the confidence and circle of acceptance from his friends, Taylor is not 

out at home. His parents divorced early on; his dad, a salesman, had always been 

busy with work, and his relationship with his mother was often strained. Both his 

parents struggled with alcoholism, and in particular when Taylor was younger, his 

dad acted violently toward him — especially when drinking. 

When Taylor was 12, his dad was fired. As much as it strained relations between 

Taylor’s dad and his mom, it forced him to confront his demons. While Taylor says 

his dad never truly got control of his drinking, he was able to restrain himself when 

he was around his son. The violent behavior subsided; he was really working to 

become a better dad. 

“He was by no means a saintly person,” Taylor recalls, but “after he lost his job, I 

could talk to him and hang out with him… I used him for emotional support, and 

he was one of the only people I really loved. He would call me and be like, ‘Good 

job Taylor, good job with this, I’m proud of you for doing that…” My mother 

wouldn’t do that. 

“Growing up my mother wanted me to be, I don’t know, whatever she wanted me 

to be. I was kind of like a doll; if I didn’t act a particular way, if I didn’t do 

something correctly, I’d be punished for it.” 



 12 

“I’d have nightmares where my dad died, and I was left alone with my mother,” he 

says. But the fear seemed irrational, and he tried to comfort himself. “I was like, 

‘that’ll never happen.’ 

But when he was 16, Taylor’s dad did pass away. It was sudden and unexpected; the 

result of an invasive cancer, and Taylor was inconsolable. “It broke me to pieces,” he 

recalls, his voice trembling. 

Living with his mom and a stepdad became a challenge. His mom still struggled 

with alcohol abuse, which made her erratic and temperamental. Taylor recalls 

regularly getting kicked out of the house, for anything from a bad attitude to 

forgetting dishes in the sink. He would stay with a friend, or occasionally, with a 

girlfriend his dad had been dating. Against this backdrop, disclosing his sexual 

confusion felt like an impossibility. 

“[My mother] screamed at me a lot of times, like why couldn’t I just be normal, 

things like that. I don’t think my mother thinks there’s anything about me to 

understand.” 

“She once screamed at me that I was gay and an atheist. She kind of assumes 

because I don’t date anybody. But it’s really not something — she’ll like, yell at me 

that I’m gay, sometimes, but then other times she’ll talk to me about dating 

women, and it’s very confusing.” 
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Even though being in college has helped Taylor come to terms with his identity, he 

still can’t foresee ever telling his mom and stepdad about his sexuality. The freedom 

of living away from his family has allowed him to a life out of the closet, not only 

with gay friends, but also with straight ones. With this support, he feels glad to 

leave his difficult family life back home. 

Still, Taylor’s experience echoes feelings Terry expressed about the period of his life 

when he first found freedom and acceptance at university in Ann Arbor. At this 

stage in his life, Taylor just can’t see that there would be any benefit in coming out 

to his family. 

The strained relationship he has had with his mother over the years did not foster 

the baseline of emotional trust and support that would make working on the 

relationship worthwhile, at least in the short term. Taylor is unsure himself whether 

he’ll be able to achieve it even in the long term. 

“It’s not a conversation that I’m going to have with my parents, probably ever… 

They don’t know anything about me, really. 

“They don’t know what my hobbies are, they don’t know what I enjoy, they don’t 

know what my favorite color is… I don’t talk to them, because it’s never a pleasant 

experience when doing so. So I don’t know how it could possibly improve because 

there’s no base to start with. 
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“Someone once told me, y’know, Taylor, you have to love your mother, but you can 

love her from 3,000 miles away. And that’s kind of the way I feel… I can wish her 

all the best. I just don’t have any real need for her acceptance or love, really. It’s just 

not necessary.” 
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Two: The Act of Coming Out 

Coming out to one’s parent is a bold and courageous action, and while one runs the 

risk of receiving a negative response, the act can potentially be a moment for 

building mutual respect and a deeper, more honest bond. Indeed, from a 

developmental standpoint, coming out to one’s family represents not just a step in 

establishing one’s own LGBT identity, but also with establishing family ties.6  

The risk involved in such self-revelation, in this context, can be seen as an act of 

love; it can come from the LGBT child’s desire to retain a certain level of intimacy 

with the family that warrants the sharing of such an intensely personal fact. It can 

also represent the LGBT child’s desire to share the next phase of life with his or her 

family.7  

At the same time the risk of rejection makes coming out one of the most 

challenging life decisions. It is not simply a revelation of a deed or situation, but 

rather of an identity and a path in life that may differ significantly from what 

parents had hoped for or, perhaps, even expected. Coupled with the fact that the 

                                                

6 Weston, K. (1991). Families we choose: Lesbians, gays, kinship. New York: 
Columbia University Press. 
7 Beeler, J. & DiProva, V. (1999). Family adjustment following disclosure of 
homosexuality by a member: Themes discerned in narrative accounts. Journal of 
Marital and Family Therapy, 25(4), 444.   
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family is the primary group individuals turn to for emotional and financial security8, 

coming out to that group represents a significant leap of faith. 

Among the myriad motivations for disclosing, researchers have identified several 

specific themes related to motivation and timing. The most common rationale for 

coming out is often simply the idea that “the time is right.” Other pivotal causes 

include: 

• Being asked directly by a parent. 

• Specifically wanting to share this aspect of his or her life. 

• To elicit support. 

• Being outed by another person or situation, or 

• Having a fear of being outed. 

• Desiring to hurt a parent. 

Quinn’s Story: Eliciting Support 

Quinn, now 19, came out to his mom during his junior year of high school. A class 

project for his English Literature class involved interviewing parents, and asking 

them what they hoped their sons and daughters would take away from their 

childhood. Because his parents were divorced and he was living with his mother, it 

                                                

8 Cohen, H., Padilla, Y., & Aravena, V. (2006). Psychosocial Support for Families 
of Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, and Transgender People. In Morrow, D. & Messinger, 
L. (Eds.), Sexual Orientation and Gender Expression in Social Work Practice, 154. 
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was natural that she would be the parent he would speak to for the school project. 

Looking back, Quinn doesn’t remember most of the interview, because as he was 

finishing up he said he wanted to talk to her about something — something he 

hadn’t been totally honest about with her. 

To understand the timing, it’s necessary to step back from the immediate situation. 

After having come to terms with his sexuality, Quinn had ended up in what he calls 

“a horrible, horrible adolescent relationship” with one of the boys at his school. 

Quinn knew he had to get out. And he knew he needed his family’s help to get 

there. 

“She apparently knew it was coming,” Quinn recalls, “because before I could even 

begin to tell her that I liked other guys, she was crying already,” Quinn recalls. “I 

had no idea what to expect out of anybody — I knew my mom was an 

understanding person… but here for the very first time, I’m 16 years old, I’m finally 

telling my parent something deep… about myself, and to see her start crying right 

away… was definitely a red flag.” 

Quinn became alarmed and confused by his mother’s tears. Was she rejecting him? 

Was she hurt, or disappointed? Was she afraid? Nothing was clear in those first 

tearful hours. It wasn’t until a few hours later that Quinn’s mom was able to clear 

her head and explain that she wasn’t crying because he was gay, or even because she 

was surprised; indeed, she told him she wasn’t that surprised. 
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This puzzled Quinn. “In between the crying and finding out why she was crying, it 

was definitely, I wanna say fear — not for my own safety or anything, but for what 

was going to come.” His mom explained that more than anything, she was afraid 

over the challenges he would face. Finding out that the tears were tears of concern, 

rather than disappointment, was a relief. 

Such fears are not at all uncommon; in fact, this reaction is well documented. A 

1991 study noted that, 

After the initial shock, it was not homosexuality, per se, that worried 
[parents], but the implications of what that could mean regarding 
discrimination [and] homophobia.9 

Once she was over the initial hurdle of confusion and fear for him, Quinn’s mom 

smoothed the way for his stepfather’s acceptance. Their support turned out to be 

crucial; the “horrible adolescent relationship” had descended into patterns of verbal 

and emotional cruelty; Quinn was miserable and needed help. 

“I had to tell my parents, because it turned out to be an abusive relationship,” he 

recalls. Quinn was 16 years old, and he didn’t want to keep his parents in the dark 

about the reason for his unhappiness. “It definitely wasn’t fair to them to have a big 

                                                

9 Boxer, A., Cook, J., & Herdt, G. (1991). Double Jeopardy: Identity Transitions 
and Parent-Child Relations Among Gay and Lesbian Youth. In Pillemer, K. & 
McCartney, K. (Eds.), Parent-child relations throughout life, 81. 
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chunk of my life missing… for me to come home being depressed, going to have to 

see a therapist, and not really knowing why.” 

Quinn’s boyfriend was still in the closet, and his own discomfort with his sexuality 

was driving him to abusive and self-abusive behavior. As Quinn describes it: “He 

started doing more drugs and more drugs and heavier drugs, to the point where he 

wasn’t even at school half the time, he was out with other random people who he 

cheated on me with… he started being really emotionally abusive, telling me things 

like, you know, ‘the reason I never wanna talk to you or be seen with you is because 

we have to keep up appearances.’” 

Quinn recalls feeling hurt and shamed. “I can’t mess around with this anymore,” 

Quinn finally realized. Once his parents had a chance to digest the disclosure of his 

sexuality, Quinn got up the courage to confide in his parents. “What was great 

about the situation was that they did help me.” 

“They didn’t like the [fact] that I was with him, which in the beginning was kind of 

confusing. I had to determine within myself whether that was them having disdain 

towards [my] sexuality or having disdain towards him.” But his parents’ actions 

made it clear that their concern was over the abusive nature of the relationship, not 

over his sexual orientation. As a result he felt supported, “because obviously they 

saw what it was doing to me.” 
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About 3 in 10 young men cite external circumstances as their reason to come out to 

mothers when they do, according to research by developmental psychologist Ritch 

C. Savin-Williams.10 Sometimes, as in Quinn’s case, sexual orientation intersects 

with the constellation of lifestyle and relationship issues that accompany having a 

crush or falling in love. In such circumstances, disclosure of one’s sexual orientation 

is critical to finding the support needed to navigate the related challenges. 

In the end, coming out to his parents helped Quinn tremendously. He was able to 

see a therapist, build his self-esteem and escape an abusive and destructive 

relationship. At the same time, Quinn learned that his parents were concerned 

about his well being and happiness above all else. They supported him in navigating 

toward a breakup not because they disapproved of him having a boyfriend, but 

rather because they wanted to see him in a healthy relationship. The experience 

deepened his trust with his mom and stepdad. 

“I definitely feel like them knowing everything about my life all at once definitely 

brought us closer. Because I wasn’t doing horrible things and messing up, so I was 

pretty comfortable — as comfortable as an adolescent boy is going to be with 

letting his parents know what’s going on in his life.” 

                                                

10 Williams, R. (2001). Mom, Dad, I’m gay : how families negotiate coming out, 151.  
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“If I was depressed, we could address it, because we had a whole new book, like, the 

gay book of reasons why things are happening in my life.” 

Quinn’s story is a powerful example of the primacy of family in the life of a 

developing adolescent; sexuality aside, his parents offered him support in a time of 

need, and the experience brought them closer and deepened their family bond. 

Morgan’s Story: Being asked directly 

Morgan didn’t plan to “come out” to her family the day she did. She had been eager 

to move to New York City, worlds away from the small town of Missoula, 

Montana where she grew up. But living on her own for the first time, and 

confronting the hectic rhythms of cosmopolitan New York was as stressful as it was 

exciting. In addition to all these changes, she’d just recently come to terms with 

being a lesbian, a fact that provoked the breakup of a fairly serious relationship with 

a boyfriend. 

So one evening she decided to call home to chat with her dad. She rang him; over 

the long distance line she talked about school and her stressful week; she was 

enrolled at a rigorous program at the New York School of Interior Design. 

Morgan talked about classes and deadlines. She studiously avoided the topic of 

relationships, as she was uncertain about how her parents might react. Morgan 

knew that being the out gay daughter in a Mormon family could open her parents 
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up to shame in their community, and that was something she didn’t want to expose 

them to. 

But to her surprise, her father gave her an opening. “Morgan,” he said, “I think 

there’s something about your life that you’re not telling your mom and I, and I 

think you’d feel a lot better if you told us.” 

Morgan was taken aback. She had no inkling that her parents knew anything was 

going on. Still, because Morgan and her father were close, she swallowed her fears 

with apprehension, and told him the truth. 

“It felt awkward and contrived,” she recalls. “I said, ‘Yeah, dad, I’m actually gay, and 

my friend Lauren is actually my girlfriend Lauren,’ and I felt a million times 

better.” 

That immediate relief required hard work to maintain. In the months following, 

tears were shed on more than one occasion. The road to acceptance in her family 

has required time, and it hasn’t been easy. Her Mormon upbringing made full 

acceptance a challenge, especially for her more conservative mom. But Morgan is 

glad she came out to them, even if it meant working through uncomfortable issues. 

“They’re good people.” she says, “and they love me, and I didn’t want to hurt them, 

[but] just got to the point where it was them or me.” In the days and weeks after 
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the initial discussion, Morgan struggled to get her mother in particular to 

understand. 

“I really just want you to understand this,” Morgan told her mom. “I want this to be 

an open dialogue. I want us to talk about this because I want you to understand this 

part of my life.” 

“Morgan,” her mom replied, “you’ve had how many years to go through this process 

of understanding and acceptance? I’ve had one day. I’m going to need some time.” 

In a sense, this has been the hardest part for Morgan: being patient as her family 

works through issues she’s been working through herself. “This has been an ongoing 

process for me, and I’ve been dealing with this internally, whereas my parents, this is 

very new to them.” Morgan has had to deal with the fact that “they aren’t as 

prepared to understand as I would like them to be, or as I think they should be. 

This theme seems universal in conversations with LGBT people who have come 

out: the discovery that this process of understanding and acceptance often takes 

more time than anyone expected or wished. Many parents say they accept their 

child’s identity, but remain uncomfortable and very reluctant to hear details of their 

child’s romantic life or sexuality. This can be confusing and disappointing, especially 

if the parent/child relationship had been much more emotionally open prior to 

disclosure. 
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Morgan used to always talk to her mom about the boys she was dating; she felt her 

mom was genuinely interested in her experiences. After coming out, Morgan found 

that her relationship discussions were much more strained with her parents, who 

now preferred not to hear details. 

“It’s been hard not sharing those details; whereas before when I was dating men it 

was, ‘oh yeah, I’m dating this guy or that guy,’ and I could talk about it with my 

mom, and my mom would be excited… but I do feel like we’re closer in a strange 

way. It’s just not really on the surface. 

With time, the relationship is improving, and Morgan learned that the choice she 

feared — the worry that “it was them or me” — was a false one. She found a way to 

be true to herself and keep her family too. 

Andrea’s story: Not keeping secrets 

Andrea grew up in Mamaroneck, New York, a small, liberal-minded and relatively 

affluent town in Westchester County, north of New York City. Now 23 years old, 

she grew up in a tight-knit and open-minded Italian American family. According 

to Andrea, “Everything is about family: every night: dinner [together], TV’s off, no 

cell phones, that whole thing, y’know, very family oriented.” 
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Andrea began to become question her sexual orientation around age 17. “At first I 

was unsure,” she recalls thinking. “Maybe I’m bi. I don’t really know. I haven’t really 

dated guys. I haven’t really dated anybody.” 

But eventually Andrea went on a date with a woman, and she realized: “This is 

definitely for me… I looked back on my life and I was like, OK, that makes a lot 

more sense now.” It was something she had known subconsciously all along. 

“Before I came out to my family, I was applying to schools in New York,” she 

recalls. As she was filling out applications, she remembers seeing an article in 

Westchester’s local paper, listing LGBT-friendly schools. “Pace University, which is 

the university I ended up going to, was like, one of the gayest schools. It was like, 

Eugene Lang, Pace University. All the schools I had applied to. Intentionally and 

not.” 

Once she was sure about her sexuality, Andrea didn’t wait long to come out to her 

parents. In a family like hers, secrets weren’t really possible — and besides, she 

didn’t want to keep secrets. “I didn’t want to keep anything from my family, 

especially my mom, because I’m very close with my mom. And I just wanted to let 

her know… the way that I was feeling, so that she understood, you know?” 

It’s quite common for young women to feel a close bond with their mothers, and 

talking about their developing sense of sexuality can be easier for girls than for boys. 
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Still, in these discussions, identity labels such as lesbian and bisexual may feel too 

extreme or definitive for girls coming out for the first time. Girls coming out tend 

to avoid such labels, opting to describe their sexuality in terms of behaviors or 

attitudes, and the process may indeed be gradual, spanning several conversations as 

the daughter’s understanding of her sexuality develops.11 

Andrea’s conversation with her mom fell within this narrative structure; “I 

remember telling her I was bisexual, and explaining it more [in terms of], I’m 

attracted to the person, and not the gender, all that stuff… She was really, sweet 

and nice and she was like, it’s fine, I love you. So that was something I really needed 

to hear at that time. And I’m really grateful that all my family is very supportive of 

me.” 

Andrea’s family was extraordinarily supportive; she came out to her dad a couple of 

months after she told her mom, and then followed by telling her brothers. If she 

had any regret, it was that she did not tell them all at once. Because the family is so 

close and open, some family members felt hurt that they weren’t “in the know” as 

early as others. 

She recalls her brother Eddie’s reaction when he realized he was the last to know. 

“Why didn’t I find out about this earlier?” he asked. Andrea felt sorry she hadn’t 

                                                

11 Williams, R. (2001). Mom, Dad, I’m gay : how families negotiate coming out, 84.  
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anticipated the reaction, but the important thing she remembers is that “he was very 

supportive.” 

Indeed, in this sense it wasn’t Andrea’s sexual orientation that led to stress; it was 

the secret itself. “The family stress in these situations emanates from the family 

members first told,” notes a 2005 study, and “reflects families’ communications 

routines and fault lines… both the known, practiced ways in which family members 

share information, as well as more complex, indirect patterns of communication.”12 

Andrea observes that her revelations have had little impact on the nature of her 

familial relationships. “I feel like I can be more honest with them of course, and 

that is a huge thing… But overall, nothing’s really changed. I’m just like everyone 

else in the family. And I like that. I’m not treated specially or differently, I’m just 

me. When I’m dating somebody I’m dating somebody. Just like my brothers. So 

I’m lucky in that there’s not really a difference for me.” 

Andrea’s family typifies one of the best-case scenarios for coming out. All of her 

family members were accepting and supportive, and welcomed her identity with 

open arms. Because they were accustomed to being emotionally open and intimate 

                                                

12 D’Augelli, A. R. (2005). Stress and adaptation among families of lesbian, gay, 
and bisexual youth: Research challenges. Journal of Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, and 
Transgender Family Studies, 1(2), 137. 
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with each other, the very idea of secrets or of keeping such an important part of 

oneself “in the closet” was an alien concept to everyone. 
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Three: What Comes Next 

When considering the impact of acceptance or rejection of an LGBT child, it is 

best to avoid conceptualizing in terms of a spectrum. Researchers note that 

acceptance and rejection are separate constructs, and as such, a reaction will seldom 

be unequivocally accepting or rejecting. Parents can express love even as they’re in 

denial; they can express support even as they voice confusion; parents can support 

the child financially and emotionally, yet maintain that the child’s non-normative 

sexuality is a “bad choice” or a phase that they expect the child to grow out of. 

Based on open-ended interviews, the Family Acceptance Project at San Francisco 

State University has identified specific accepting and rejecting behaviors in families 

of LGBT children (listed in Appendix 2). This research links the presence of the 

rejecting behaviors with elevated rates of depression, drug use, unsafe sex and 

attempted suicide in children13, and links the presence of the accepting behaviors 

with higher levels of self-esteem, social support and general health.14 

                                                

13 Ryan, C., Huebner, D., Diaz, R. & Sanchez, J. (2009). Family Rejection as a 
Predictor of Negative Health Outcomes in White and Latino Lesbian, Gay, and 
Bisexual Young Adults. Pediatrics, 123(1), 350. 
14 Ryan, C., Russell, S., Huebner, D., Diaz, R., & Sanchez, J (2010). Family 
Acceptance in Adolescence and the Health of LGBT Young Adults. Journal of 
Child and Adolescent Psychiatric Nursing, 23(4), 210. 
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Still, in the moments after a child first comes out, parents may not be immediately 

prepared to follow this guidance. 

Families confronting a child’s coming out are often confronting their own sense of 

loss — loss of their own idealized expectations for their child’s future. Indeed, some 

researchers go so far as to model this coping along the lines of stages of grieving.15 

This sense of loss may color a response to their child’s decision with sadness, making 

an accepting reaction that is ultimately mostly positive feel much less positive than 

the child may have hoped. 

Researchers and family therapists stress that tools to help parents navigate and 

understand their own feelings and fears are critical to forging the foundations for 

building a closer relationship with their child in the months and years after coming 

out. 

Jason’s Story: Concerns over perceptions 

Jason, now 23, came of age in Kerrville, Texas, a small town of about 20,000 in 

central Texas. Kerrville had one school district, one Wal-Mart; “We just got a 

Starbucks recently,” Jason says. “Small town. Lot of football, lot of sports. And I 

wanted to get out as quickly as possible.” 

                                                

15 Beeler, J. & DiProva, V. (1999). Family adjustment following disclosure of 
homosexuality by a member: Themes discerned in narrative accounts. Journal of 
Marital and Family Therapy, 25(4), 444. 
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Jason remembers growing up in an environment that celebrated everything he 

wasn’t. “The goal of middle school is to fit in. You wear Abercrombie and Fitch, 

and you deal with the bullshit, and then you sort of pretend like you’re like everyone 

else even if you’re not.” Jason recalls one day before tennis practice; the boys on the 

team were ogling the girls as they ran around the track, and he knew he had to act 

interested; he knew he had to blend in. 

Jason’s parents were a bit older than most; his mom was 40 when Jason was born. 

Jason saw them as having very traditional views; both his parents went to college at 

Baylor, a very conservative Baptist university in Texas with a history of intolerance 

for gays and lesbians. 

Jason saw all this and knew his parents had traditionalist views about family and 

sexuality. Nevertheless, Jason did pick up on some positive indications about his 

parents’ attitudes — signals that they might be more accepting than their history 

might suggest. 

“In middle school there was a rumor started that I was queer,” Jason recalls. “A 

friend of mine I’d sort of fallen out with started… using that word, and it sort of 

stuck, and a couple of people I thought were friends started calling me that.” In the 

end, Jason’s mom stood up for him and confronted the family of the boy that 

started the rumor. She told the family that it wasn’t true, and that the boy should 

stop lying; at that time, she didn’t know her son was actually gay. 
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When Jason did decide to tell his parents, during his senior year of high school, he 

sat them down in their bedroom. “My leg was shaking,” he remembers, “and usually 

every time I come out to someone I’m crying.” But he wasn’t crying this time. “This 

is something I’ve known about for a while,” he told them, “and I want [you] to 

know it too.” 

Jason’s parents were genuinely surprised, and in at least some sense, relieved. “They 

were first glad I wasn’t telling them I got someone pregnant,” he laughs. “That’s 

what they thought I was telling them. But it was quite the opposite.” 

Although they seemed to accept his news, his parents — especially his mom — 

went through classic stages of the grieving process. “My mom said the next day it 

was tough to get out of bed.” 

For his dad, the revelations introduced an awkward distance into what had been a 

close relationship. “My dad and I would drive to San Antonio every day for 

school… this time he just seemed very concerned, like he realized he didn’t know 

me as well as he thought he did.” 

Their fears were the typical ones researchers have noted — they wondered about the 

friends Jason was keeping at school, about the judgment of society, even about his 

mental state. More than anything, they were unsure of what to do next. Their 

concerns led them to send Jason to a therapist — “Not a conservative, convert-you-
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to-heterosexual therapist,” Jason stresses, but a proper therapist that the family 

knew and trusted. That turned out to be quite positive; “she could see I was a pretty 

normal gay person,” Jason recalls. This helped to reassure his parents. 

Ultimately, Jason says, their main fear and concern was with social acceptance, and 

fear about the bigotry that some social groups continue to hold toward gay people. 

One of the biggest apprehensions for them has been how open Jason is about his 

sexual identity. Jason recalls an incident that occurred when he first got to college 

and put his sexual orientation on Facebook. “I wanted to date someone at my 

college, so I wanted [my sexual orientation] to be known and obvious in that way,” 

he recalls. Jason thought little of it, but his family reacted with fear and concern. 

“It was this big family [incident],” Jason recalls. “Why do you need to be advertising 

… your sexuality out there? There are so many other parts to you,” they said. The 

incident blew over, but this concern over how their son would be perceived still 

weighs on his parents’ minds. They worry his sexual orientation may prove a 

liability, which couldn’t be further from the way Jason views it. 

“I tweet things about me being gay, and they see that and they worry that employers 

will see that I’m gay and not want to hire me,” Jason says. “But my response to that 

is if an employer doesn’t want to hire me [for being] gay, I don’t want to work for 

them anyway… As much as they’re supportive, they worry about the outside world, 

and how the outside world views gay people.” 
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Now that Jason lives in New York working as a copywriter for a major advertising 

firm, he feels comfortable about his place in the world. His parents, too, feel 

greater comfort knowing he has found rewarding work, happiness and acceptance. 

Jason has a rich and fulfilling life outside the closet. “I have my work and I have my 

friends and my family, and they are fine with it. So who cares about anything else?” 

Fernando’s Story: The long road to acceptance 

Fernando, now 24 years old, came out in his sophomore year of high school. “I 

developed this crush on this boy at school,” he recalls. “I couldn’t deny what I felt.” 

Within a matter of days, he decided to come out to his mother. 

Fernando’s mom had a gay sibling, so he didn’t fear her reaction. But because he 

had a lot to say, he decided not to tell her in person. Instead, he wrote a letter. His 

mom drove him to school each day; one day, as he was getting out of the car, he 

handed her an envelope and went on to his day of classes. 

Fernando was ready to have this conversation with his mother. The letter did say, 

however, not to tell his father. Fernando’s father was Baptist, and at that time he 

was “all about the Bible.” Fernando worried that his father would react poorly, and 

hoped to avoid his finding out. “But then of course, parents talk. And then he knew 

by the end of the night also.” 
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“He was pretty upset,” Fernando recalls. “My father cried. It was something. He 

would ask me, are you sure? Like, do you need to have sex with a girl? Do you need 

to like, what’s, like, what are you? What’s wrong with you?” 

For months, Fernando’s dad would leave passive-aggressive hints. “I’d wake up to go 

to school, go downstairs, get my cup of coffee, and I’d look at the kitchen table and 

there would be the bible, opened up with some passage for me to read.” Fernando 

tried not to let his father’s disapproval bother him. “Of course, I’d just grab my cup 

of joe and speed off to school, but it became one of those things.” 

At one point, at his dad’s insistence, his parents brought him to a therapist. But this 

was not a mental health professional like Jason saw; the therapist Fernando saw was 

“a Christian therapist,” Fernando recalls, who tried to convince him that his 

sexuality was wrong. “You’d talk to him, and [he’d] like contest you and be like, 

‘But, you know, that’s against God,’ or whatever. 

“I mean, it didn’t work,” he laughs. “I almost look back on it and I think it’s very 

comical. And it’s cool that I can talk about it [publicly] now and laugh at it, because 

it was kind of crazy at the time.” 

All throughout high school, Fernando’s sexual orientation remained a point of 

friction. But then he graduated high school and moved far from home to attend 

college in New York. Despite his father’s attitudes, he didn’t give up or cut off 
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contact; indeed, he kept in very close touch with his family. “I feel like with my 

parents I need to tell them everything — not because they necessarily want to know, 

but just because that’s kind of how I am, and that’s how I guess we kind of are as a 

family. We like to talk about things.” 

With time, things improved between Fernando and his dad. The period of 

accommodation and acceptance took about four years, and Fernando thinks the 

physical distance helped both him and his family realize the importance of their 

relationship. “Distance makes the heart grow fonder,” he muses; “my parents and I 

fell in love with each other again, once I moved away.” 

When asked, Fernando suggests that their desire not to lose their connection to 

their son was what enabled the shift in his family’s values and attitudes. “It was 

time,” he says, “and on my part also, just putting my foot down — being like, look, 

this is what’s up. You’re not gonna do anything about it. There’s nothing you can do 

about it.” 

Indeed, with time, Fernando’s relationship with his dad went far beyond grudging 

acceptance. “[Once I] moved in with a boyfriend, my father realized that I could be 

in a normal relationship and be fine and be happy and be taken care of.” Now, his 

dad’s much more comfortable with Fernando’s situation. “My father’s always asking 

me about who I’m seeing or if I’m seeing someone. 
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“It wasn’t just like a change for me and my family, like, directly about like gay 

stuff… it kind of opened up me and my family to a whole different way of 

thinking.” 

Almost four in ten boys experience this kind of improvement in a relationship after 

coming out to their fathers, according to Savin-Williams’ research.16 The outcome 

isn’t always immediate, and often it can require patience and hard work on the part 

of both parent and child. Fernando, for his part, stresses the importance of being 

persistent and refusing to give up. 

“It’s almost like putting up a fight. You just stand your ground, and you wait for the 

other side to just, like, y’know, surrender, basically. 

“That’s just kind of the way that I am.” 

Jon’s Story: Unintended Consequences 

Jon, now 21, recalls feeling out of place in Phoenix. When the other kids were 

playing football, Jon wanted to dance at the pep rallies. “Growing up in Phoenix, I 

didn’t really fit in,” he recalls. Jon remembers trying out for the dance team, over 

the objections of friends and teachers and even the school principal. 

                                                

16 Williams, R. (2001). Mom, Dad, I’m gay : how families negotiate coming out, 193.  
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“I made the team, I started dancing at the pep rallies, but I had no idea how hard it 

was gonna be. The locker room, forget about it. I was the weird kid. I was the 

dancer.” 

“It was a struggle every day, and there were days where I’d just tell my mom I was 

sick. I’d just wake up and say, I can’t deal with it today. I can’t deal with the 

whispers as I’m walking down the hall, I can’t deal with the laughter.” 

“My mother always said I was planted in the wrong soil. It’s a very conservative city, 

it’s a very conservative state, and… I wanted to get out.” 

Despite the laughter at school, Jon found a close group of friends that he was 

comfortable being around. Jon had become aware that he was gay around age 13 or 

14, and was very open with these close friends. By autumn of the following year, he 

was fully out to his friends at school, and he began to wonder if the time was right 

to tell his family. 

Jon was 15, and around the time of his school’s thanksgiving break, he decided the 

time was right. So, he recalls, “I woke up Thanksgiving morning and decided I was 

going to tell my whole family.” 

“I sat there through the whole meal. My brother was there, my sister was there, you 

know, my mom was there obviously… and, I couldn’t do it. It was just a normal 

meal, I was just shaking, I was really nervous about it.” After planning it out, Jon 
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began to fear that this wouldn’t be a moment of relief. Jon feared that things could 

turn out quite differently. “I didn’t want it to be the moment at dinner when I 

ruined the dinner. So I couldn’t talk about it.” 

“Not during dinner,” Jon thought. “During dessert.” But dessert came and went, 

and Jon still felt paralyzed. Dinner ended, and the family sat around and visited; Jon 

hadn’t managed to get it out. 

With the family still milling about the house, Jon’s mom remembered an errand 

she had to run — “Blockbuster or Walgreens or something,” he recalls. Jon took 

the opportunity to steal a moment alone with her. The whole way over, Jon avoided 

the subject; then he avoided it all the way back. Jon felt his opportunity slipping 

away. 

Finally, “we pull into the driveway, she puts the car into park, and I just put my 

hand in her hand and I say, ‘Mom, I have to have a serious conversation with you 

right now.’ And she’s like, ‘Oh god, what did you do, what happened?’” 

“And I was like, ‘I just want you to know that I’m gay, and I want you to know that 

all my friends know, and, that’s it.’ And we just kind of sat there for a second, and 

she immediately lurched back in her chair, and goes, ‘Okay.’ 

“[There is] this scary moment where I don’t know what’s coming next. Then we just 

stated talking. I started telling her… how I’d been telling my friends at school, and 
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how there was a guy I thought was cute and stuff like that. And she just looked at 

me for a second, and I was shaking worried about it. And she goes, ‘I have a gay 

son.’ And gave me a huge hug. And that was that.” 

Her accepting reaction was more than Jon could have hoped for. There was no 

grieving here; if anything, her accepting attitude progressed much more quickly 

than Jon expected. 

“I woke up the next morning and went to my bathroom, and there was this ten page 

long letter that my mother had been up all night writing. And it was just a thank 

you letter. Like, thank you for being honest with me, thank you for figuring out 

who you are, thank you for being open and mature… I had never expected her to, 

y’know, jump into it that quickly, to jump into being the parent of a gay man at 15, 

y’know?” 

But this highly accepting attitude was a double-edged sword; in her excitement, she 

didn’t give Jon the space he needed to come out to the rest of the family. Research 

shows that the second most common reason for boys to disclose to their fathers in 

particular is being outed by another person — and it is quite often mothers who 

force the issue.17 In Jon’s case, he would have preferred it otherwise. 

                                                

17 Williams, R. (2001). Mom, Dad, I’m gay : how families negotiate coming out, 184.  
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“She did end up telling my brother and my sister and my dad,” he recalls. “I still tell 

her, ‘you stole all the important conversations in my life,’ but, she was so excited 

about it that she had to tell them.” Jon tried not to let this bother him; still, her 

conversation with his father was a point of friction. “My brother, my sister, 

whatever. But you told my dad. That was my conversation.” 

Jon remembers that one day, “he just called me on the phone, and [said], ‘Jonathan, 

I’m your father, I know you’re a homosexual, and I love you,’ and hung up. And, 

since, we’ve barely talked about it.” 

Jon’s father remains a part of his life; they talk regularly about school and about 

work, and have a cordial relationship. Still, there remains a gulf between them. “My 

father [is] born again Christian, Republican, very conservative,” Jon explains. “We 

have a good relationship. But there’s still that undercurrent,” he says. Jon wishes he 

could ask his father, “Why aren’t you asking me about this, dad? Why don’t you 

want to know?” 

Even when a father’s reaction is not hostile, not all dads end up making peace and 

reaching acceptance the way Fernando’s father eventually did. Jon’s dad still hasn’t 

truly come around to accept his son’s sexual identity. And about 40% of father-son 

relationships continue on in this way: they don’t change for better or for worse, but 
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continue as if the disclosure hadn’t happened.18 Fathers that don’t understand what 

their son is going through can ignore the disclosure of identity as a way of avoiding 

having to deal with the issue. 

This is definitely the case for Jon. “Right after he knew, he wouldn’t say anything, 

and [even now] he never says anything,” Jon says. “He never asks me about my 

boyfriend, or about my community or if I’ve gone to a parade. Anything like that. 

It’s never a part of the conversation.” 

Jon still tries to engage his dad. “He’ll say things like, ‘Oh, yeah, when you’re 

married, and your wife… and I’m like, dad, I mean, you know I’m not gonna have a 

wife, he just, he has a moment. And I wonder if he forgets, or if he wants to 

forget.” 

Whereas Jon’s mother acts, in his words, like “a gay pride parade in herself 

nowadays,” his dad remains much more reserved. Still, Jon knows it can’t go on this 

way forever. 

“There will be a day when I have a man in my life, where I want to get married, and 

I’ll have to sit down with my father and tell him, ‘By the way, this is happening, and 

it’s not something you can ignore when you enter the room… this is gonna be a 

                                                

18 Williams, R. (2001). Mom, Dad, I’m gay : how families negotiate coming out, 192.  
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daily thing in my life when I have a husband and a family and children.’ I’m worried 

about that. But we’ll see how it goes. 

“We’re at a good place today.” 

Jon will continue working on his relationship with his father, and he holds out hope 

for an improvement in their relationship. 
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Conclusion 

Even today, as society struggles to reach greater acceptance for LGBT people, the 

stories of gay and lesbian young people are too often framed by tragedy. The 

horrific violence that ended the lives of Norma Hurtado and her mother calls to 

mind other tragic narratives — narratives of gay teen suicide, homelessness, 

bullying, violence and discrimination. 

In these difficult times, gay, lesbian and bisexual young people need allies, and their 

families are often the first place they turn. It’s only natural that LGBT young 

people would seek help from those closest, the people who raised them — and 

indeed, families can play a pivotal role in supporting and guiding their children if 

they are equipped with the information necessary to enable understanding. 

The stories in The Outcomes Project are not focused on details of “alternative 

sexuality,” but instead on the pivotal role of families and family relationships in an 

LGBT person’s identity and life. The Outcomes Project is neither a quantitative nor 

a qualitative research study of coming out. Instead, by building on existing research, 

the project tells coming out narratives in the protagonists’ own voices. By tying 

these humanistic narratives to specific lessons indicated by research, the project 

provides insight and guidance for families navigating similar situations. 
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By telling these stories in a form that fosters an empathetic connection, via a 

broadly accessible web-based, multi-platform site, The Outcomes Project aims to 

help youth and their families create lasting bonds of support and love. 



 46 

Appendix 1: The Outcomes Project website, themes & strategies 

Every coming out story is different; the diversity of experiences is as broad as the 

diversity of families and situations. The Outcomes Project, as a website and 

interactive mobile experience, does not aim to present a “how to” guide for every 

situation, but rather to show parents stories of other families that have grappled 

with similar issues. 

Thus, while the experience of coming out to one’s family is unique to each person 

and their family, there are a few themes that emerge as significant, and represent 

points of entry for the website and resources. 

Themes for Parents 

• Parents’ initial fears are often based on fears of society’s reaction. These fears are 

often mitigated with time, and with the understanding that there are 

segments of society that will accept and even embrace their child. Stories 

like Jason’s, which show that revelation has not negatively impacted his 

career prospects or personal happiness, can go a little way toward reassuring 

a parent.  Such stories can remind apprehensive parents that their 

community environment may be more comfortable and accepting than they 

imagine.  

• Parents often lack the basic knowledge and vocabulary necessary to process and 

discuss this new situation. Some parents, faced their child’s disclosures about 
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sexual identity, may want to express their feelings yet lack tools of 

understanding about sexual orientation itself.  If they consider sexual 

orientation to be a choice, they may believe that their child can be made 

straight, or “fixed.”  Some may pursue prayer or reparative therapy. Stories 

like Fernando’s may help parents to understand what the research has 

proven: that such measures are counterproductive (as in Fernando’s case) 

and often can be damaging.  The project also serves to introduce basic 

terminology, and strives to present these terms and themes in non-

threatening ways. Stories like Andrea’s can show that homosexuality need 

not be contentious; indeed, they can show that “coming out” can foster 

open, honest communication, deepening even strong and healthy family 

bonds that predate the disclosure. 

• Parents often react to the situation as a discrete incident, rather than a long-

term narrative. When reacting to a child’s disclosure that he or she differs 

from their parent’s image of them, the reaction can be limited to the 

parent’s immediate feelings and prejudices about sex and alternative 

sexuality. Less obvious are the long-term implications of this conversation 

on family life going forward. Stories like Terry’s show how anxiety over 

coming out led to regrets, sadness and truly lost years for his family.  Even 

stories like Taylor’s, in which a child is still in the closet, can show how an 

unwelcoming family environment creates damaging situations and pain. 
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Telling these stories is a way of reminding parents and families to look at 

the bigger picture in a moment when they are focused on a much smaller 

aspect of the situation; namely, a child’s sexuality. 

Themes For Children 

• Children aren’t always sure about when or in what situations they would be 

best served by coming out. As much as these videos can be instructive for 

parents, they can also be instructive for children looking for specific 

guidance on speaking to a parent. Stories like Quinn’s show how separating 

disclosure about orientation and disclosure about a difficult personal 

situation may be more effective than bringing both up at once. More 

generally, they  show how various strategies, from phone calls to letters to 

in-person disclosure, may have different immediate outcomes.  

• Children expect a much more negative reaction than they are actually likely to 

face. Research shows that in all dyads between mothers, fathers, daughters 

and sons, children tend to expect a more negative reaction than they 

eventually receive. Without misleading youth about potentially negative 

reactions, showing examples of how things can turn out better than 

expected can offer reassurance and a dose of confidence.  

• Children expect acceptance immediately, and aren’t prepared for parents to need 

time. Perhaps the most common theme present in these interviews is the 
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sense that parents ought to be more accepting at the moment of disclosure, 

when in reality, acceptance is a process. In this sense, the project can help by 

showing stories that emphasize not just that ‘it gets better,’ but that they get 

better over time and with effort. Creating a better relationship requires 

relationship building and gradual improvement; emphasizing this can 

temper expectations and help set the stage for improvement. 

Strategies 

While The Outcomes Project is first and foremost a web project, there is one major 

hurdle to getting these stories in front of the audience that needs to see them — 

namely, that the families that most need resources that could help them deal with 

the coming out of a child may not know that they need this information. A purely 

web-based solution cannot get this project in front of everyone it needs to reach. 

To address this challenge, The Outcomes Project will have a healthy offline 

component. The website will offer PDFs with information about the project and 

links to specific stories, which LGBT-focused organizations can use in education 

and outreach. Still portraits of the interview subjects will also be printed and 

exhibited alongside links to the video stories; this exhibition can be simple and small 

enough to place in a community center or even a public space like a coffee shop or 

school cafeteria. By exhibiting the images with links to the video stories alongside, 
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it’s possible to reach out directly to a community, instead of passively waiting for 

visitors to find the website. 

As social media is reaching a broader demographic, the site will also include links 

for sharing the stories on Facebook and Twitter, two of the most widespread social 

networking sites, and sites that parents and children are likely to frequent. Allowing 

people to become aware of these stories via people they know and trust will 

encourage more active engagement, and can empower families of LGBT youth to 

become advocates within their social circles. 

The layout of the site is optimized both for desktop PC viewing and for mobile 

viewing on a smartphone. The mobile layout is heavily emphasized, however; since 

the focus of the real-world outreach is on reaching people in public spaces, 

audiences with smart-phones are likely to attempt to view the site immediately as 

opposed to writing down a URL and returning later. 

Additionally, by asking users to use their own mobile device, we create a quiet, 

intimate space for storytelling. Asking the audience to view the story on their own 

personal screen is much more intimate than having them view it on a screen on a 

wall. 

“The Outcomes Project” website is designed to be a nonlinear experience; the video 

stories are arranged by theme, so that a visitor who is particularly interested in 
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stories of fathers and sons can locate a video in which the father-son dyad is a 

significant factor. After the video is complete, the site will offer the next video by 

theme, as well as a list of other themes related to the initial theme. For example: if 

the father-son aspect was the initial entry point, the site might offer other videos 

related to male children who identify as gay or bisexual. 

The videos will appear alongside a text write-up of each story, in keeping with the 

text style of this report. The site will also offer links to relevant research and fact 

sheets from reputable organizations like Parents, Families and Friends of Lesbians 

and Gays (PFLAG) and the Family Acceptance Project that provide jumping off 

points for further reading and understanding.  
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Appendix 2: List of Accepting and Rejecting Behaviors19 

Rejecting Behaviors 

• Hitting, slapping or physically hurting your child because of their LGBT 

identity 

• Verbal harassment or name- calling because of your child’s LGBT identity 

• Excluding LGBT youth from family and family activities 

• Blocking access to LGBT friends, events & resources 

• Blaming your child when they are discriminated against because of their 

LGBT identity 

• Pressuring your child to be more (or less) masculine or feminine 

• Telling your child that God will punish them because they are gay 

• Telling your child that you are ashamed of them or that how they look or 

act will shame the family 

• Making your child keep their LGBT identity a secret in the family and not 

letting them talk about it 

Accepting Behaviors 

• Talk with your child or foster child about their LGBT identity 

                                                

19 Ryan, C. Supportive families, healthy children: Helping families with lesbian, 
gay, bisexual & transgender children. San Francisco, CA: Marian Wright Edelman 
Institute, San Francisco State University, 2009.  
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• Express affection when your child tells you or when you learn that your child 

is gay or transgender 

• Support your child’s LGBT identity even though you may feel 

uncomfortable 

• Advocate for your child when he or she is mistreated because of their 

LGBT identity 

• Require that other family members respect your LGBT child 

• Bring your child to LGBT organizations or events 

• Connect your child with an LGBT adult role model to show them options 

for the future 

• Welcome your child’s LGBT friends & partners to your home 

• Support your child’s gender expression 

• Believe your child can have a happy future as an LGBT adult 
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Appendix 3: Selected images from The Outcomes Project 

Each video interview and written account is coupled with a still black and white 

photograph of the subject. These images may be printed alongside a URL linking 

to their story on the Outcomes website, making them a crucial part of the project’s 

community outreach.  

Selected portraits from the project follow. The video interviews associated with 

these portraits are accessible at the following URL: http://www.outcomes.tv/ 
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Terry, age 37, from Caro, Michigan 
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Jason, age 23, from Kerrville, Texas 
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Morgan, age 24, from Missoula, Montana 
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Quinn, age 19, from Houston, Texas 
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Andrea, age 23, from Mamaroneck, New York 
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