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COMING OUT 
Vivienne Cass (1995) 
 

 

 
1 2 3 

IDENTITY 
CONFUSION 

IDENTITY 
COMPARISON 

IDENTITY 
TOLERANCE 

 
Who am I? If what I 

do/think means that I’m 
not straight, does it mean 

that I’m gay? 
 I must be different to 

everyone else. 
 

 
Where do I belong?  

What will other people  
think of me? 

 
I’m probably gay. I guess 
I can try and cope with it.  

I’d much rather be 
straight but I know I’m 

not. 
 

 
Thoughts, feelings and 
behaviors conflict with  
how the individual has  

been taught  
to see themselves. 

 
Fear of negative 

response  
from others.  

Self-esteem may suffer. 

 
Beginning to accept their 

homosexuality,  
which lessens their 

confusion whilst 
increasing  

feelings of isolation. 
Beginning to tell others. 

Fear of being “found 
out”. 

May begin to look for 
gay/lesbian contacts. 

 
4 5 6 

IDENTITY 
ACCEPTANCE 

IDENTITY 
PRIDE 

IDENTITY 
SYNTHESIS 

 
I know I’m gay and I 
have quite a few gay 

friends.  
I still haven’t told some 

people that I’m gay,  
but I probably will one 

day. 
 

 
I’m gay and it’s the best 
thing – better than being 
straight. I’m going to try 

and get really involved in 
gay rights and only mix 
with other gay, lesbian 
and bisexual people. 

 

 
I’m gay and that’s great, 

but I’m also a great 
friend/student/brother, 

etc.  
 

 
Individual now sees 

identity in a positive way. 
Development of 

friends/relationships with 
other gays.  

Identity is not yet public 
and the individual adopts 
a strategy of “fitting in”. 

 
Living openly and 

honestly  
as a gay/lesbian person.    
Becoming more aware of 

society’s expectations 
creates conflict,  

which may result in  
a feeling of gay pride. 

 

 
Open contact with 
heterosexuals who 
accept their identity  

allows an individual to  
again feel that they  
belong in society. 

Being gay/lesbian is no 
longer an issue and is  

now in context. 
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Coming Out 
 

 

 
“Coming out can be a time of both positive and negative experiences” 

 
However, many young people, struggling with sexual identity in a predominantly 
heterosexual environment, can experience a range of negative feelings and psychological 
effects. 
 
When a young person is coming to terms with their sexuality, it’s most important that they 
are supported to come out only when and if they are ready.  Coming out is not always a safe 
option for some young people, so they should never be forced to come out. 
 
Why do young people need to come out? 
Young people only need to come out because of the dominance of heterosexuality and its 
acceptance as the norm. 
Therefore coming out is a process that is imposed on SSAY.  Heterosexual people don’t 
need to come out because most people assumed they were heterosexual anyway.  SSAY 
only need to come out because family, friends and others have made the wrong assumption 
about them and their sexual identity. 
 
It can be a vulnerable time 
When a young person comes out they may be very vulnerable.  They may have picked up a 
whole lot of homophobic messages from their environment and think they are sick or 
perverted – this could cause them to feel depressed, isolated and have a bleak outlook for 
the future, especially if they think their parents and friends will react badly.   
 
When a young person is thinking about their sexuality, it is extremely important they have 
someone safe to talk to and that they get accurate information.  It is also really important to 
assess a young person’s risk of suicide.  
 
What is important to say 
Affirm the young person’s feelings about their attractions, even if they are not sure or are 
confused about their feelings. You may be the first person this student has talked to about 
their same sex attraction so it’s really important that the response they get from you is 
positive.  
 
What not to say to a student  
When a student discloses to you, the most important response you can provide is a non-
judgmental or gently questioning one. It is NOT OK to say things like: 
▪ How do you know? ▪ Are you sure? 
▪ It’s probably just a phase you’re going through, but you’ll probably get over it 

 
Summary  
▪ It’s really important to respond in a positive way.  
▪ Provide the young person with accurate information, including the fact that around 

10% of young people are attracted to people of the same sex.  
▪ Advise the young person of resources that exist such as internet sites, videos, books,  
▪ Talk to the young person about referral to an organisation that will provide support for 

same sex attracted young people 
▪ If you don’t have any of this information yourself, offer to get it for them – without 

disclosing the student’s name to anyone (unless there is suicide risk of course). 
▪ Carefully discuss how the young person is feeling about themselves and who else would 

be safe to talk to 
▪ Discuss the young person’s thoughts about coming out to others – never encourage 

them to come out – they need to assess what the consequences may be.  


