
The process of coming out

Sexual violence & individuals who identify as lgbtq



© National Sexual Violence Resource Center and Pennsylvania Coalition Against Rape 2012. All rights reserved.  
This document was supported by Cooperative Agreement # 5VF1CE001751-03 from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
(CDC). Its contents are solely the responsibility of the authors and do not necessarily represent the official views of the CDC.

This project is supported by Grant No. 2010-SW-AX-0019 awarded by the Office on Violence Against Women, U.S. Department of 
Justice. The opinions, findings, conclusions, and recommendations expressed in this publication are those of the author(s) and do not 
necessarily reflect the views of the Department of Justice, Office on Violence Against Women. 

The content of this publication may be reprinted with the following acknowledgement: 
This material was reprinted, with permission, from the National Sexual Violence Resource Center’s publication 
entitled The process of coming out: Sexual violence & individuals who identify as LGBTQ. 

This guide is available by visiting www.nsvrc.org or use your smartphone to scan the QR Code (at left) for more 
information online. 



The process of coming out 1

the process of  

coming out

sexual violence & individuals  

who identify as lgbtq

C
oming out is the process that some individuals who identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 
queer or questioning (LGBTQ) experience as they tell themselves, family, friends, and society 
about their sexual orientation or gender identity. For individuals who identify as LGBTQ, the 

coming out process can be both difficult and liberating.

The coming out process is different for  
everyone. Whether lesbian, gay, bisexual,  
transgender, or queer, when coming out,  
individuals face a unique set of issues based  
on personal circumstances — including age, 
location, familial status, class, ethnicity, gender 
identity, sexual orientation, and countless other 
factors (Human Rights Campaign [HRC], 2006). 
Regardless of how someone identifies, a  
common factor is that each person makes a 
deeply personal decision about to whom, if 
anyone, they can confide in about their sexual 
orientation or gender identity.  Most people 
come out because they reach a point where 
they are no longer emotionally willing or able 
to hide such an integral part of who they are 

(HRC, 2006).  Coming out is an act of bravery, 
authenticity, and openness (HRC, 2006). 

The coming out process can be both difficult 
and freeing (Parents, Families & Friends of  
Lesbians & Gays [PFLAG], 2009).  It is up to 
each individual to decide who to confide in, 
when and how to do it   — even if someone is  
living openly, there may be times when coming 
out may not be necessary or safe (HRC, 2006). 

Throughout the coming out process, it’s  
typical for a person to feel: 

 � Scared

 � Confused 

 � Vulnerable

 � Empowered 
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 � Exhilarated

 � Relieved 

 � Proud

 � Uncertain 

 � Brave

 � Affirmed 

There are opportunities and risks to coming 
out that are unique to each individual.  Some 
common advantages and risks as noted by the 
Human Rights Campaign (2006) follow: 

  Opportunities associated with coming out

 �  Developing closer, perhaps more genuine, 
relationships. 

 �  Building self-esteem from being known and 
loved for their true selves.

 �  Reducing the stress of hiding an integral part 
of their identity. 

 �  Connecting with others who identify as 
LGBTQ. 

 �  Being part of a strong and vibrant  
community. 

 �  Helping to break down barriers, myths, and 
stereotypes about people who identify as 
LGBTQ. 

 � Becoming a role model for others. 

 �  Helping youth who identify as LGBTQ feel 
comfortable about coming out.

Risks of coming out

 � Not everyone will be affirming or accepting. 

 �  Family, friends or coworkers may be shocked, 
confused or even hostile. 

 �  Some relationships may permanently 
change. 

 �  Some people may experience harassment or 
discrimination.  

 �  Some young people, especially those under 
age 18, may be thrown out of their homes or 
lose financial support from parents. 

According to the Human Rights Campaign 
(2006), there is a coming out continuum with 
three stages that people move through.  For 
each person it is a little different and people 
may move between phases. These phases can 
also happen at different stages of life, for  
example someone who is out to friends and 
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family may not choose to be out at work or 
school. 

 

Stage 1: Coming out to self

A beginning period, when individuals ask  
themselves questions, moving toward coming 
out to themselves and perhaps the decision to 
tell others. 

Stage 2: Coming out to others

The period when someone is actively talking 
for the first time about sexual orientation or 
gender identity with family, friends, coworkers, 
classmates, and others. 

Stage 3: Living out

The ongoing phase after initially talking with 
the people closest to them, they are now able 
to tell new people that come into their lives — 
when it feels appropriate.  Negotiating safety 
is a piece of the coming out process – this is 
also true of victims of sexual violence and their 
experiences of reaching out for support.  Not 
all survivors, regardless of sexual orientation or 
gender identity, feel comfortable disclosing.

This must be kept in mind when serving all 
survivors; while the coming out process may be 
empowering and a source of strength for some, 
for others it may be a barrier to accessing  
services following a sexual assault. For example:

 �  A victim may not yet be out to themselves, 
which can add to the complexities of the 
healing process, as it will impact how they 
define what happened to them. 

 �  If someone is just starting the coming out 
process or is exploring their sexual  
orientation, a sexual assault by a same sex 
acquaintance or date may cause them to 
further question their sexual orientation.  For 

example, if a gay man is assaulted on one of 
his first dates with a man, he may wonder, “If 
this is what gay sex is (violent, fear inducing 
or shameful), do I really want to do this?” 

 �  People who were not yet out when they were 
assaulted may question whether they identify  
as LGBTQ in response to the assault.  A 
person’s gender identity or sexuality is never 
caused by an act of violence.

 �  A survivor may fear being outed if the  
perpetrator was a partner or date. Disclosing 
circumstances of the assault may force them 
to come out before they are ready. Disclosure 
may also force them to be out to people they 
would normally choose not to be out to, such 
as law enforcement, medical personnel, or 
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service providers with whom they work.  

 �  Sometimes people are not out to friends, 
family members, members of a faith  
community, or teachers, guidance counselors 
or other mentors and supports.  This limits 
to whom and how much they can disclose, 
and sometimes completely closes the door to 
support.  

 �  Service providers who do not have  
knowledge of the coming out process or of 
LGBTQ issues may be insensitive to what 
a victim/survivor wants to discuss.  For 
example, a provider may focus on the coming 
out process when that may not be the most 
pressing issue for the victim/survivor.  

 �  Seeking services at an LGBTQ-identified 
agency in itself outs a victim.  Additionally,  

the survivor may also fear being outed by 
a service provider.  For example, youth may 
fear that a counselor will tell parents or  
caregivers details of the assault or about 
struggles with sexual or gender identity.

 �  Individuals who identify as LGBTQ may blame 
their assault on their sexual orientation or 
gender identity. This can lead to conflicted 
feelings toward oneself and isolation from 
others.  

 �  For some people, especially individuals 
who identify as transgender, being out may 
increase their risk for violence and ridicule.

It may be helpful for victims in the coming out 
process to know that it’s OK to be confused, or 
to be uncertain about whether (or how) they 
should come out (PFLAG, 2009). It may also 
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be helpful for them to know that they are not 
alone, both in healing from the sexual assault 
as well as in their coming out process.  There 
are people with similar questions and concerns, 
and there are people who have already found 
their own answers (PFLAG, 2009).  Additionally,  
discussing confidentiality may empower a  
victim/survivor who may be reluctant to discuss 
details with a counselor or advocate. 

For more information about coming out, 
please visit Parents, Families and Friends of 
Lesbians and Gays (PFLAG) at www.pflag.
org, or the Human Rights Campaign (HRC) at 
www.hrc.org. The HRC Coming Out Resource 
Guides include information and tools for com-
ing out, including making a coming-out plan, 
telling friends and family, and more. Other 
guides include specific resources for coming 
out as bisexual, transgender, in communities 
of color, in places of worship, and as a straight 
ally.

about this guide 
Throughout this guide, the terms “victim” and 
“survivor” are used interchangeably to be 
inclusive of the various ways people who have 
experienced sexual violence may identify. The 
Pennsylvania Coalition Against Rape (PCAR) 
recognizes and supports the use of person-
first terminology that honors and respects the 
whole person, which is also reflected in this 
guide. Finally, PCAR acknowledges that  
individuals should ultimately choose the  
language that is used to describe their  
experiences and therefore supports advocacy 
approaches that are person-centered and that 
use the terminology preferred by individuals 
they serve. 
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