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This book is about knowledge, thriving and surviving.

I picked those three words to sum up the purpose of this book, because they’re flat out critical to me and the mental health of the LGBT+ community. This book provides knowledge because we need to understand how and why living in an anti-LGBT+ world impacts us, how does homophobic propaganda work and how can we ensure that LGBT+ individuals can thrive and survive in this divided world.

My favourite “knowledge-focused” chapter has to be why conversion therapy should be illegal.

At a time where it seems like the whole world is against LGBT+ people with anti-LGBT+ laws being proposed all over the world (even in so-called liberal countries), it can really harm the mental health of LGBT+ individuals and young people. Therefore, it’s so important that we learn how to thrive, survive and protect ourselves and our community in these trying times. That’s why in this book, you’ll learn how LGBT+ people can thrive, how they can strengthen their relationships and how they can heal.

This connects to surviving because as an LGBT+ person with a tragic and abusive background as you’ll learn more about throughout the chapters, I know how hard it is to survive as an LGBT+ person. You might be abused, hated on and the people who are meant to love you the most, end up hating you for a while.

That is horrible to experience.

That’s why there are several chapters focusing on surviving, enjoying life and dealing with homophobia, biphobia and transphobia. You can survive hate, discrimination and the world as an LGBT+ person. It might seem impossible, but it is possible.

I am living proof of it, dear reader.

Why Should I Buy This Book?

Ultimately, this fun, easy-to-understand, engaging book takes readers on a great journey helping them to understand LGBT+ psychology at a deep level. Drawing on multiple areas of psychology from social psychology to clinical psychology to developmental psychology, readers will develop a great understanding of how living in an anti-LGBT+ world can harm all of us as well as how LGBT+ individuals can survive, thrive and live authentically.

Whether you’re LGBT+, heterosexual, an aspiring or qualified psychologist or just someone who wants to learn more about LGBT+ psychology, you’ll enjoy and learn a lot from this brilliant book.

Who Am I?

Personally, I always love to know who the author is of the nonfiction I read so I know the information is coming from a good source. In case you’re like me, I’m Connor Whiteley GMBPsS, the internationally bestselling author of over 50 psychology books.

In addition, I am the host of The Psychology World Podcast, a weekly show exploring a new psychology topic each week and delivering the latest psychology news. Available on all major podcast apps and YouTube. 

Finally, I am a psychology graduate studying a Clinical Psychology Masters at the University of Kent, England until September 2025.

So now we know more about each other, let’s dive into the great topic of LGBT+ psychology.
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Ever since this psychology podcast started back in the cold days of November 2019, every single June I have always wanted to do something psychology-related for Pride Month. And I always forget without fail. However, because I am absolutely determined to do something this month, every Thursday in June 2023 we will be looking at an LGBT+-related topic from a psychology viewpoint and coming out and mental health is a brilliant way to kick off Pride Month. How Was Homosexuality Declassified As A Mental Disorder?

We cannot hope to look how the whole process of “coming out” increases mental health and benefits people if we don’t know homosexuality was taken out of the DSM first of all, and it was all because of a great, amazing man called Charles Silverstein. I’ve researched him a lot and he is a very impressive man and therapist.

Since he sadly passed away in January 2023 but he left behind an amazing legacy of saving so many lives because he was the psychologist that stood in front of the American Psychiatric Association and gave them a passion talking to about why homosexuality was not a mental disorder from a psychologist’s perspective. As well as even in his “old” age he was still campaigning and being an activist because he was always fighting to destigmatise homosexuality and he was advocating for the mental, sexual, emotional and relationship well-being for every single gay person in the world. 

Linking to the topic of “coming out”, Silverstein stressed that it’s critical that people are able to live openly and how they want to live their life even if it creates conflict with others because this is critical to a person’s mental health. As well as a person’s ability to relate to other people. 

Also, Silverstein stressed that without support and encouragement to come out, even more so when there are no models for the closeted person to look up to. Silverstein believed people would be at a much higher risk of psychological harm (O’Connel, 2012; Silverstein, 2007). Therefore, that’s why this chapter is focusing on this topic from a clinical psychology and mental health standpoint.

But first let me mention something.

A Personal Perspective On The Whole “Coming Out” Thing

Whilst I will not talk about my own coming out experiences because they’re been great with only one questionable experience, I want to highlight something that a lot of gay people feel about the whole coming out thing. It is so weird. Since no gay person comes out to themselves, we all realise we’re gay and different from other people at some point, but we never come out to ourselves.

Therefore, a lot of gay people think it is weird in the sense that straight people don’t have to come out as straight, so why should gay people? Can’t gay people just mention they’re gay and no one cares and this becomes a normal thing? So there is no need for a coming out.

Of course, I blame Hollywood, a bunch of books and other societal features that hyper up the importance of coming out when in reality, “coming out” is just such a weird phase that sort of encourages being gay or revealing you’re gay is a much bigger deal in society then it actually needs to be. 

Since true equality would be a person saying that their gay is no bigger a deal than a person being straight.

How Coming Out Is Good For Mental Health As Revealed In Books

One interesting book that I really like is The Family Outing by Jessi Hempel and this explores the topic coming out very well. Since Jessi was the first in the family to come out as a lesbian then her father came out as gay, her sister as bisexual and her brother as trans (so he was a female at birth). As well as her mother was a survivor of complex trauma. 

The really interesting thing about mental health and coming out in this book comes from how Jessi writes about each and every one of these journeys and accounts with such heart, passion and insight that you feel like you are living through these journeys with these real people. As well as it deals a lot with intergenerational trauma, something we’re spoken about before on the podcast, and our parents’ shame and pain becomes our shame. In addition, according to Emotional Inheritance by Galit Atlas, PhD, this intergenerational trauma “shapes our lives in ways that we don’t always understand,”.

That’s why in Emotional Inheritance, the author emphasises why we need to find words and explore these feelings so we can all move beyond our past and the shame and pain that holds us all back. This in turn allows us to become the people that we want to be.

Personally, I want to hammer a point home here because I don’t want anyone getting lost. What I am saying is that Jessi in her nonfiction book explores how each member of her family, including her straight mother, started and explored a long journey for each of them. They all had something to overcome and some horrific stuff happened to her mother and father that Jessi realises was passed onto her and her siblings negatively impacting their own sexuality journeys.

None of them felt like they could be who they wanted to do until they dealt with the past, their fears and everything bad that had happened to their families. This is why relational support like Silverstein mentioned earlier is so important. 

Then linking to the topic of the podcast explicitly, both books stress that the people got their well-deserved outcomes that allow them to live the lives they always wanted to, because they can finally be themselves. And the books show the great mental health benefits everyone experienced.

Additionally, I really like the following quote from The Family Outing because it really does sum up everything rather well. 

“Coming out is the act of letting go of our planned lives in pursuit of the lives that wait for all of us,”

Personally, I love that quote because it is so, so true. Granted I am not in a perfect position to find out what the end of that quote means for me personally. Yet I want to explore the life that I want to live instead of the life that everyone has planned for me because they believed (or present tenses for some people) that I’m straight. 

Just the hope that that single line inspires really does give me hope and increases my mental health because of what is possible for the future.

And straight people can learn a lot from that quote too because it teaches all of us regardless of sexuality that we need to live our own lives. Instead of living the lives that everyone around us and society wants us to live.

Furthermore, this is supported by psychology research, like a paper from January 2013 from the University of Montreal who found that Lesbians, gays and bisexuals who had come out to other people had lower stress levels, fewer symptoms of burnout, depression and anxiety. Further emphasising the argument that coming out is good for mental health.

Conclusion

To conclude this chapter, there are three things that I want to say. Firstly, I know this is a chapter mainly focused at LGBT+ readers to show them that if they are struggling with their mental health then coming out could be an option. But there are lessons for straight members of the audience too, because personally I think the entire point of the conversation around gay people is that every single person has the right to be who they want to be and live the lives they’ve always wanted to. That goes for straight people too in the sense that if everyone wants you to follow a particular path in life but you don’t want to. Then you don’t have to.

Secondly, I highly recommend The Family Outing so you can understand what Jessi went through and each member of her family did it. You will probably see some similarities and relate to someone’s journey too.

Finally, I want to caveat this chapter because whilst coming out is good for mental health. If there are any LGBT+ people listening or reading this chapter that haven’t come out yet just make sure you’re safe. For goodness sake, I don’t care how badly you want to come out if you are not in a safe environment. If you have concerns that your friends and family members will react violently, badly or abusive when you come out then don’t. Your life and safety are far more important than coming out.

I promise you it is and in my own experience, no matter how bad it gets and how horrific your mental health is. Things can and do get better over time even if it takes years. Things do get better. 
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In the last chapter, we learnt about Coming Out and why it can be great for our mental health but culture plays a massive role in coming out too. Personally, I have always enjoyed cross-cultural research and seeing how the culture we grow and live in impacts our thoughts, feelings and behaviour. When I learnt that culture can impact coming out, this was something I had to learn more about. Therefore, in this chapter, you’ll learn how coming out in collectivistic and individualistic cultures differs from one another, how individuals can navigate coming out in spite of their culture and many more fascinating cultural insights.

Introduction To Coming Out

Before we dive into culture, I want to briefly mention that “coming out” is the process where LGBT+ people reveal their sexual orientation to their friends, family and the wider world. Some people just decide to do this self-disclosure to the important others in their life or some people do it more broadly. It doesn’t matter how you come out as long as it is right for you and it is on your terms. You, your safety and your happiness are all that matter and I’ve spoken about this in the last chapter. 

Personally, I “came out” to my friends and family members but a lot of people who I work with at my university just assume that I’m gay because of the non-binary factor and the fact that I use a preferred name. 

In addition, according to Erik Erikson’s work, adolescence is a psychosocial conflict between the teenager’s identity and role confusion that is linked to their desire to explore their own identity and their need to belong. This links to LGBT+ youth because a lot of youth might experience an identity crisis because they want to connect with their minority LGBT+ community, still remain connected to their friends and family and they have to deal with the pressure to Come Out.

That is a lot for anyone to deal with, even more so if your friends and family are homophobic or anti-LGBT+.

How Does Culture Impact Coming Out?

Western culture is powerfully linked with LGBT+ history, rights and LGBT+ culture. Since it was during the French Revolution in the 18th century that marked the first wave of the legalisation of homosexuality, because France was the first country to legalise it. Then in the 1960s, the LGBT+ rights movement expanded to include other countries in Northern and Western Europe and thankfully, today more than half of European countries have legalised same-sex marriage.

Unfortunately, globally, the vast majority of LGBT+ people do not enjoy such freedoms and legal protections. 

In addition, Pride parades started in Western countries to peacefully protest the oppression and homophobia faced by LGBT+ individuals. 

Nonetheless, this Western-centric view of LGBT+ history, rights and Coming Out has been heavily criticised because it ignores the complexities of Coming Out in different cultural and sociopolitical contexts. Due to Coming Out is a challenging process for LGBT+ people who live in collectivistic or traditional cultures because these cultures enforce heteronormality, even more so than in Western countries.

For example, researchers investigating Coming Out in Japan, China, Taiwan and India (all of these are collectivistic cultures) and research highlights the specific cultural experiences of Coming Out and how they differ from Coming Out in individualistic cultures. One study that shows this difference is Huang and Brouwer (2018) because the researchers looked at two different self-disclosure models in China. They described “Coming Out” as leaving the family to gain sexual freedom and “Coming Home” where people stayed with their family while concealing their LGBT+ identity. Chinese LGBT+ individuals because of their collectivistic focus on social harmony over their individual identity so the Coming Home model is more popular. 

Although, the same 2018 study proposed a third model of “Coming With” that integrates the Coming Out and Coming Home models and this is more appropriate for Chinese culture. Since this allows Chinese LGBT+ individuals to navigate their family relationships whilst preserving their LGBT+ identity. 

If we look at another collectivistic culture then Achar and Gopal (2021) studied Coming Out in India and the researchers found LGBT+ people highlighted there was a need to endorse family values as societal norms. As well as one review compares parents’ reaction to coming out in traditional families with the Kubler-Ross’s stages of grief where parents start with denial then anger then bargaining (in the form of a hope for conversion to being heterosexual) and hopefully acceptance. That sadly doesn’t always happen.

Unfortunately, a lot of Indian parents see their child’s LGBT+ identity as a phase stemming from western culture and this adds to the psychological distress of Coming Out in these cultures. This is why a lot of LGBT+ people living in Eastern cultures don’t Come Out because in collectivistic cultures, it’s important for them to put their family associations above their own needs and identity. 

A 2024 study found that a family’s reaction to coming out might be based on cultural-level or racial/ ethnic levels of acceptance of sexual minorities. In other words, this has been seen in culturally traditional families because if the culture, race or ethnicity of the family doesn’t accept sexual minorities then it is sadly very common that traditional families resort to conversion therapies, faith-healing methods or other extreme practices to help keep their youth integrated into their cultural or religious values. 

I think this is heartbreaking.

This is even more gut-wrenching when we consider that globally, most countries have minimal laws to protect LGBT+ and some countries, especially Middle Eastern countries, intentionally restrict privileges for LGBT+ people. And this is before we consider that in some countries being LGBT+ is punishable by death and imprisonment. As a result, deciding to come out in these countries can be a literal death sentence or coming out can expose LGBT+ people to life-threatening consequences. 

Personally, something that really annoyed me when India repealed section 377 of their constitution in 2018 that now makes homosexuality legal. A lot of critics, especially conservatives, argued that this was outrageous and homosexuality should be illegal and the Indian government was only getting rid Section 377 because of Western influence. Well the thing about that criticism is that homosexuality was only illegal in India because when Britain colonised India, the Britain (a Western country) introduced the Penal code that made homosexuality illegal.

A free, independent India didn’t make it illegal.

Conclusion

Ultimately, at the end of the chapter, the entire self-disclosure process of Coming Out reflects Western traditions that are great for the most part. I am happy, grateful and I love living in a Western country where I can come out. I am legally protected against discrimination, hate and abuse and whilst western countries have so much further to go before I will ever be truly equal to my heterosexual friends and peers. People in eastern countries have it a lot worse off.

This is why Coming Out is a reflection of western traditions and these traditions largely ignore the impact of culture, heritage and family on Coming Out for LGBT+ people. 

Another way to think about this is that the western school of thought on Coming Out focuses on visibility over privacy. And in a western context, this is not a bad thing at all and we need to keep being visible and protest for our rights, equality and against the discrimination and oppression we still face in western countries. Especially, given how anti-LGBT+ movements are growing in strength and there have been hundreds of anti-LGBT+ bills introduced in the USA alone in recent years.

In Western countries, we need to keep being visible. 

Nonetheless, in eastern cultures, it is important to bear in mind the cultural, heritage and familial aspects of life that make Coming Out different, harder and even deadlier than in Western cultures.

There is more that needs to be done in eastern cultures to protect the rights, voices and lives of LGBT+ people but that is a topic for another day. 

Just never forget the impact culture and family can have on our behaviour. Sometimes it is heartbreaking like in this case, but most of the time, cross-cultural research and cultural psychology is fascinating, uplifting and just mind-blowing.
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As I put this book together in late June 2025, I have to really smile to myself because I’ve done over 332 episode of The Psychology World Podcast and I love each and every one of them. I am proud of my podcast and everything I have achieved. Every so often, there is what I call a “landmark” podcast episode. This means I do an episode that I believe is either really important for my own learning or recovery, or there’s an episode that is so popular I’m surprised. Yet, sometimes there are quieter podcast episodes that leave a massive mark on me that I didn’t realise at the time.

This is one of those episodes.

The idea of the “second adolescence” that I talk about later on is so inspiring, hopeful and joyous that I use that concept every day in my personal life. Even more so now I’m finally getting to experience my own second adolescence. 

This is going to be a brilliant chapter for you. I hope you enjoy it as much as I did.

Many LGBT+ young people find an adolescence that isn’t filled with joy, sexual firsts and being themselves with the people important to them. Many LGBT+ youths face an adolescence of fear, hiding who they are and trying to manage the constant harm of anti-gay speech and actions in the world they live in. In this chapter, we explore the harm the impact this has on young people and most importantly what they can do to heal, thrive and recover an adolescence that was basically stolen from them because of the world we live in. 

Why LGBT+ People Don’t Get Access To The Same Adolescence Heterosexual Peers Do?

Let us imagine the typical adolescence for a moment. It is filled with excitement and firsts. Our first crushes that we giggle and laugh about with our friends, we have our first kiss and sexual experiences and we learn that can be who we want to be with everyone that matters to us no matter who we are. 

Overall, in adolescence, people don’t suffer from constant hateful messaging about the wrongness about how they feel and they don’t have this hate constantly swimming about inside them.

In addition, from developmental psychology, we all understand the sheer importance of adolescence in the development of a person. Since our identity gets formed here as well as we’re now starting to understand that adolescence does actually stretch into a person’s early twenties.

Also, looking beyond the puberty factors and the other physiological changes that happens to a person during this time, there are immense social and psychological parts of this teenage development too. 

On the whole, all teenagers have so much developmental potential and these social and psychological changes can be immensely powerful in forming a person. Unless something massive, evil and awful gets in the way.

This happens to gay people all the time in adolescence and I hate it. It is disgusting and we need to change this. 

How Many LGBT+ People Have a Negative Adolescence?

As you found out during your own adolescence, all of our romantic and sexual identities are a critical part of teenage development, and this is normally a wonderful experience for heterosexuals. They aren’t judged, they aren’t condemned and they can enjoy the experience. Of course, like everyone, mistakes will be made and hearts will be broken but they aren’t hated for it.

On the other hand, when gay people want to develop their romantic and sexual identity, this becomes very complicated because we realise that our interests are different from everyone else’s and we live in a society that thinks these interests should be stopped outright.

Therefore, many gay people grew up in a social world filled to the brim with both direct as well as indirect messages about how wrong, sinful and flat out disgustingly weird they were because they weren’t heterosexual. 

Of course, I will admit that times are extremely slowly changing, but the fact is we still live in a world where anti-LGBT+ bias and heterosexism are embedded into the very fabric of society. Proof of this can easily be seen in the past and present religious belief systems, how humans and relationships are played out in the media and the sheer amount of current and past anti-gay legalisation.

What Impact Does Growing Up In An Anti-Gay World Have On LGBT+ Adolescence?

With many gay people growing up in this social and cultural context, we flat out don’t experience the typical adolescence that heterosexual people do. Due to we simply aren’t able to live safe and full lives at this age. 

And on a personal note, I will admit that I can even take years after typical adolescence for this feeling that you are safe and able to live full lives. That is just a sad truth of the world.

As a result, many gay people experience an adolescence filled with major disruptions to our healthy development so this results in two main outcomes for child development. Firstly, gay people suffer from the trauma of chronic shame caused by anti-gay biases. Secondly, gay people miss out on integral psychosocial developmental experiences.

And I don’t know if I was going to get personal in this chapter, because I will admit because of life circumstances, I do need to be extremely careful what I say. However, I will admit that I do suffer from trauma and at times I do have extremely negative automatic thoughts that do bias how I look at the world. I am very reluctant to talk to anything about my experiences, life or just general love life things you talk about with friends because what if? 

What if they abuse me? What if they hurt me? What if they beat me?

All normal things that a lot of gay people can relate with because this is just what happens when you’ve experienced a lot of anti-gay abuse in your adolescence.

In addition, I would have loved, absolutely loved to just have one or two experiences during my adolescence. I admit there were probably one or two chances where I might have had a shot to experience something, but again I wasn’t safe. I did not feel safe enough to do anything or try anyone, because what if?

And like I said back in the coming out chapter, your safety is the most important thing ever. Don’t do something if it risks the risk to your life. So I didn’t have any experience.

Overall, the impact of this negative adolescence is very simple and heartbreaking. In the years after coming out, we all find that we are stunted, underdeveloped and we are sort of lost in comparison to our heterosexual peers. A lot of gay people wish they could be adolescents again so they could have a better experience and they could develop the skills needed for healthy relationships and dating experience that we all need as adults.

Personally, I completely agree with this finding because I know I simply don’t have the headspace or the knowledge about how to date right now. And I know I probably need therapy to help get over some of the things that have been done and said to me in the past. The clearest example was when a straight friend of mine said “he cared about how
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