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ABSTRACT 

 

 

Those examining lesbian, gay, and bisexual (LGB) sexual identity development have 

largely shifted away from testing stage models of the past (Cass, 1979; Coleman, 1982; Troiden, 

1989) to understanding differences in the age and order of milestone occurrence and issues of 

timing. Examination of milestone attainment was more prevalent at the turn of the 21st century 

and thus less is known about milestone attainment among current cohorts of LGB identified 

young people. The goals of this dissertation were to 1) describe milestone attainment among a 

recent cohort of LGB identified young people, examining group differences, 2) examine the 

connection between age of milestone attainment and indicators of mental health and substance 

use, focusing on bias-based victimization as a potential moderator, 3) explore racism as a 

mediator to explain differences in age of milestone attainment among LGB young people of 

color. Three papers were produced using data from a three-site longitudinal panel study of risk 

and protective factors for suicide among LGB, transgender, and queer/questioning youth. Results 

indicated that age of milestone attainment for first label as LGB, first disclosure to another 

person, and first same-sex sexual experience were younger in this contemporary cohort of young 

people compared to results found in previous studies. However, few group differences were 

found. Additionally, associations were found between younger age of milestone attainment and 

more reports of substance use. Implications for heath promotion and prevention programs as well 

as future research directions are discussed 
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

 

The process of sexual identity development, also known as the coming-out process, is 

typically considered a series of events, or sexual identity developmental milestones, that one 

experiences as they adopt a non-heterosexual identity (Floyd & Stein, 2002; Martos, Nezhad, & 

Meyer, 2015). Early stage models of sexual identity development posited that these events or 

milestones occurred in a linear fashion, outlining a universal process of sexual identity 

development (Bilodeau & Renn, 2005; Cass, 1979; Coleman, 1982; Sophie, 1986). More current 

research has recognized that aspects of development and subsequent trajectories vary and thus 

has shifted to a milestone-focused line of inquiry. 

Stage models of development suggested that individual’s development first began from 

an initial stage of awareness or attraction and culminated in identity integration, the hallmark of 

“successful” sexual identity development (Cass, 1979; Coleman, 1982; Cox & Gallois, 1996). 

Models typically contained two or more stages in which individuals completed developmental 

tasks; the most popular model by Cass originally consisted of six stages (Cass, 1979). 

Application of stage models of development to populations other than the ones they were first 

intended for or tested among demonstrated an inability to generalize these models beyond their 

original scope. Critiques that arose focused on stage models linear assumptions, their exclusion 

of racial/ethnic minority populations (Adams & Phillips, 2009; Chun & Singh, 2010; Eliason, 

1996; Floyd & Stein, 2002), and focus on males (Diamond, 2006; Savin-Williams & Diamond, 

2000; Sophie, 1986). 

In an effort to continue research on sexual identity development without the constraints 

of earlier stage models, researchers began to focus on sexual identity milestones, events thought 

to be associated with sexual identity development. These milestones typically included first 
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same-sex sexual attraction, first self-label, first disclosure, and first same-sex sexual experience 

(IOM, 2011; Maguen, Floyd, Bakeman, & Armistead, 2002). This line of inquiry was popular in 

the early part of the turn of the 21st century, but research slowed and very little is known about 

sexual identity milestones among contemporary LGB young people. 

To address this gap in research the papers presented in this dissertation each focus on 

sexual identity milestone attainment among a diverse sample of LGB identified young people 

age 15-21. The first paper describes sexual identity milestone attainment of six commonly 

measured milestones in this contemporary group of young people. The second paper examines 

the association between milestone attainment and measures of well-being such as depressive 

symptoms, self-esteem, and substance use. Further, it examines the role of bias based 

victimization in moderating associations between milestone attainment and the proposed 

outcomes. The final paper examines racial/ethnic differences in milestone attainment. Racism is 

considered as a possible explanation to account for some of the differences found between 

racial/ethnic groups in milestone attainment. 

Data for these papers come from the first of four waves of a longitudinal panel study of 

risk and protective factors for suicide among 1,061 lesbian, gay, sexual, trans*, queer, and 

questioning (LGBTQ) young people in three geographic locations across the United States. The 

analyses provided here include a subsample of 835 cis-gender lesbian, gay, and bisexual (LGB) 

young people. The majority of the youth were recruited from community-based agencies or 

college groups for LGBTQ youth. Other study participants were referred by earlier participants. 

Details for each paper are provided below. 
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Paper 1: Sexual Identity Milestones among a Diverse Sample of Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual 

Youth 

Paper one will provide a background of the literature of sexual identity development that 

spans the advent of traditional stage models of sexual identity development to current practices 

that focus primarily on understanding age of milestone attainment and sequence(s) of milestone 

events. This paper will then focus on describing milestone attainment by sample characteristics 

(gender identity, race, sexual identity, and site location) of the current sample of LGB identified 

young people. Analyses will examine group differences among sexual identity milestones and 

explore any emergent patterns. 

Paper 2: Age of Sexual Identity Milestone Attainment as a Predictor of Mental Health and 

Substance Use among Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual Adolescents: The Moderating Role of 

Bias Based Victimization 

Paper two will examine the connection between milestone age and indicators of health 

and well-being such as depressive symptoms, self-esteem, and substance use. Further analyses 

will determine if LGB-based victimization acts as a moderator between milestone attainment and 

the health and well-being of LGB adolescents. 

Paper 3: A Lifetime of Discrimination: Examining Experiences of Racism as Predictors of 

Sexual Identity Development 

A number of questions surround the role of race/ethnicity in milestone attainment. 

 

Inconsistencies in racial differences of milestone attainment have been highlighted (Greene, 

1997; Grov, Bimbi, Nanin, & Parsons, 2005; Rosario, Scrimshaw, & Hunter, 2004). Previous 

research hypothesized that cultural factors influence milestone age(s) among racial/ethnic 

minority LGB youth (Dubé & Savin-Williams, 1999; Grov et al., 2005; Parks, Hughes, & 
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Matthews, 2004, Rosario et al., 2004) and it was believed that this influence would lead to later 

ages of labeling and disclosure. However, findings across studies have been widely inconsistent 

(Parks et al., 2004; Rosario et. al, 2004). In this final paper, racial/ethnic differences in milestone 

attainment will be explored and racism will be tested as a factor to explain racial/ethnic 

differences in milestone attainment. 

Summary 

 

Paper one provides a background on the field of sexual identity development, early stage 

models of development, and current research practices as well as describing milestones among a 

current sample of LGB young people. Paper two works to elucidate the role of sexual identity 

developmental milestones and bias based victimization as antecedents to indicators of health and 

well-being such as depressive symptoms, self-esteem, and substance use. Paper three expands 

research on sexual identity development among different racial/ethnic groups. The current 

dissertation provides important information on the sexual identity development of contemporary 

LGB young people. The goal of these analyses is to produce results that will guide public policy 

and inform programs that promote resilience and protect LGB youth from risk 
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CHAPTER II: SEXUAL IDENTITY MILESTONES AMONG A DIVERSE SAMPLE OF 

LESBIAN, GAY, AND BISEXUAL YOUTH 

Introduction 

 

Historically, approaches to understanding the adoption of a non-heterosexual identity 

have focused on key stages of development, which were assumed to follow a linear trajectory. 

When stages were viewed together in this linear order, they formed the basis and progression of 

stage models of sexual identity development (SID) (Bilodeau & Renn, 2005; Cass, 1979; 

Coleman, 1982; Sophie, 1986). During the advent of models of SID, claiming a non-heterosexual 

identity was stigmatized and pathologized, and thus, the scope of many early theories was 

clinical in nature (Bilodeau & Renn, 2005). Many of the earliest models came from clinicians 

working with gay, lesbian, and occasionally bisexual patients to resolve internal conflict related 

to identification as lesbian, gay and bisexual (LGB) (Bilodeau & Renn, 2005). Decades of 

research have shown that these models are indicative of frequently experienced events 

(milestones) but they fail to capture the unique nature of individual sexual identity milestone 

attainment and trajectory (Kenneady & Oswalt, 2014). Contemporary research has shifted away 

from linear stage models of the past to the examination of when, how, and why specific events 

(sexual identity milestones) are experienced and the timing and sequence of these psychosexual 

milestones (Fisher, 2012). Extant literature has demonstrated that prevailing ages at which sexual 

identity milestones occur are different than ages posited by stage models thirty years ago. 

Further, it is well understood that social and environmental influences, not individual factors 

alone, impact sexual identity milestone attainment. The current study examined the ages at which 

a contemporary and diverse group of adolescents experienced sexual identity milestones. 
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Further, milestone attainment and variation by gender identity, sexual identity, race/ethnicity and 

geographic region was assessed. 

Cass’ Sexual Identity Development Model 

 

The 1970’s brought about an abundance of sexual identity development theories, many of 

which focused on the resolution of internal conflict related to identification as LGB and informed 

what is known as the coming out process (Bilodeau & Renn, 2005). Vivian Cass is credited as 

having the most widely referenced, studied, and tested sexual identity development model 

(Kenneady & Oswalt, 2014; Savin-Williams, 2011; Cox & Gallois, 1996; Eliason, 1996). Cass 

originally proposed a six-stage model of homosexual identity development explaining how 

people integrate a homosexual identity as a relevant aspect of one’s self (Cass, 1979). According 

to the model, each stage must be passed through (linearly) to acquire a homosexual identity that 

is fully integrated into the individuals overall concept of self, with the length of this process 

varying by person. Progression is characterized by increasing acceptance of the label  

homosexual as being descriptive of self, development of a positive attitude towards this identity, 

and a growing desire to disclose the existence of this identity to all (Cass, 1979). Cass 

specifically outlined several paths that an individual could take depending on evaluative 

perceptions, though the model specifically adheres to a linear process. 

In stage one, identity confusion, an individual recognizes a difference in their own 

behavior from the dominant norms and question that behavior as being different. A disconnect 

exists between previously held heteronormative beliefs and the current perception of oneself. 

Within the next stage, identity comparison, an individual may vacillate between complete 

acceptance and complete denial of the possibility of being gay or lesbian. Stage three, identity 

tolerance, brings about the acknowledgement of a gay or lesbian identity, though this identity is 
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not yet fully accepted. It is hypothesized that at this time an individual will seek out other gay 

men or lesbians to combat feelings of alienation and isolation. Stage four is categorized by 

identity acceptance and includes continued interaction with other gay men and lesbians. The 

identity feels clearer and the individual has an increased positive self-image as a gay man or 

lesbian and develops greater security in this role. This stage is followed by identity pride where 

individuals’ exhibit pride toward their identity and are proposed to be loyal toward gay/lesbian 

groups, creating a sense of belonging. The pinnacle stage of Cass’ model, identity synthesis, is 

the personal and public synthesis of sexual identity into one image. At this stage, a gay or lesbian 

identity is viewed as an important part of the individual but is not looked upon as the sole 

identity of the person. 

The model is situated within the interpersonal congruence perspective, where stability 

and change in behavior depend on an individual’s interpersonal environment and the underlying 

process of identity development is motivated by a desire for congruency (Cox & Gallois, 1996; 

Cass, 1979). The development of a stable identity arises from the interaction between individuals 

and their environment. This is achieved through a series of resolutions in the form of perceptions 

of internal incongruence. Cass hypothesized that incongruence can be resolved in three ways: 

individuals can change perceptions about themselves; perceptions of how others view them can 

be altered so that these perceptions are congruent with how people see themselves or they can 

devalue others view; finally, they can change their perception of their own behavior (Cox & 

Gallois, 1996). 

In her later work, after attempting to validate the model using a questionnaire she 

developed (McCarn & Fassinger, 1996), Cass acknowledged that a linear model was supported 

but no definitive bounds were found between stages one and two and again between stages five 
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and six. Cass then hypothesized that four stages were possibly a more accurate representation of 

development. Cass went on to combine stages one and two and five and six respectively and 

added a prestage (Cass, 1984; Cox & Gallois, 1996). Cass assumed that all individuals, 

regardless of one’s sexual orientation, initially self-identity as heterosexual due to the 

socialization processes within a culture, later known as prestage one. This carries the implied 

assumption that all cultures are heterosexist or homophobic, an assertion that is later refuted by 

other researchers (Adams & Philips, 2009). 

Beyond Cass’ Model of Sexual Identity Development 

 

Subsequent theories from psychologists and academic researchers continued the task of 

trying to understand the formation of a non-heterosexual identity by building upon Cass’ model 

or offering alternatives. Frequently, these new models claimed unique qualities different from 

their predecessors, yet most simply were “new” versions of previous theories with minor changes 

(Savin-Williams, 2011); most of these new theories lacked any empirical testing (McCarn & 

Fassinger, 1996). 

Coleman (1982) proposed a five-stage model encompassing the following phases: pre- 

coming out, coming out, exploration, first relationship, and identity integration. Unlike the Cass 

model, Coleman’s model does not assume that everyone follows each stage and naturally evolves 

through all. Indeed, this model recognizes that some individuals may be locked into one stage 

and never experience identity integration whereas others may experience multiple stages all at 

once. Coleman does acknowledge that this model over simplifies issues of sexuality, especially 

that people may not be exclusively homosexual or heterosexual. 

Richard Troiden formulated a four-stage model of development by synthesizing several other 

models. This sociological model included (a) sensitization, (b) identity confusion, (c) identity 
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assumption, and (d) commitment (Troiden, 1989). Unlike earlier theorists, Troiden “noted the 

critical importance of a supportive lesbian/gay environment in facilitating self-definition and 

self-acceptance within the context of social stigma and postulated identity disclosure as an option 

rather than as a characteristic of any specific developmental stage, allowing for social realities 

that may prevent disclosure” (as cited in McCarn & Fassinger, 1996, p. 510). Similar to earlier 

models by Coleman and others, no empirical support for this theory was presented. Other 

researchers testing Cass’ model tested four and two (Brady & Busse, 1994) stages of 

development. Validation of the four-stage model was unsuccessful, with results indicating that 

two-phases was more appropriate (Van de Meerendonk & Probst, 2004) 

Moving away from stage models and towards a lifespan model of sexual identity 

development, D’Augelli (1994) considered the implications of social contexts on sexual identity 

development in ways that earlier stage models did not. This included issues ignored in other 

models such as development progressing in concurring and multiple pathways including 

development of self-concept, relationships with family, and connections to peer groups and 

communities. D’Augelli’s model includes six identity processes that operate independently and 

are not in ordered stages. This model was one of the first to consider bisexual sexual identity 

development. 

Sophie (1986) used the general four stage linear framework from six developmental theories 

(Coleman, McDonald, Spaulding, Cass, Plummer, and Raphael) to test its applicability to women 

in the process of developing lesbian identities. The six theories used by Sophie were developed 

with a variety of data obtained from clinical and non-clinical samples. In addition, two were 

theorized to be applicable to both men and women (Cass and Coleman), whereas the others were 

gender specific. 
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Using these six theories, Sophie created a generalized model that included the following 

stages (a) first awareness, (b) testing and exploration, (c) identity acceptance, and (d) identity 

integration. The stage model fit well at the general level but as specificity was introduced the 

theory became inaccurate, only accounting for the development of some women. Only at early 

stages did linearity seem to have any validity. Results indicated that great variety existed in the 

order and timing of the events and some anticipated events did not occur at all for several women 

in the study. 

Stage Model Critiques 

 

Studying identity development through a linear progression only looks at one path of 

identity and does not account for alternative pathways and progression (Kenneady and Oswalt, 

2014). Testing and validation of stage models has revealed that not all people progress through 

all proposed stages or in the same sequential order, nor do all people fall neatly in to only one 

stage. Results have indicated that contrary to assumptions of stage models, development may 

differ by gender (Diamond, 2006; Savin-Williams & Diamond, 2006; Sophie, 1986), sexual 

identity (Chun & Singh, 2010; Malcolm, 2008), and race/ethnicity (Adams & Phillips, 2009; 

Chun & Singh, 2010; Eliason, 1996; Floyd & Stein, 2002). Further, expectations of 

developmental end-points and integration have not been supported (Cox & Gallois, 1996). 

Stage models fail to sufficiently address difference between men and women. Extensive 

research has found gender differences in development, as women often report later ages of 

awareness and self-identification (Diamond, 2006). For many women, identification comes 

before same-sex sexual experiences but the same does not tend to be true for men (Savin- 

Williams & Diamond, 2000). Cass acknowledged differing sex-role socialization and noted that 
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gender differences were to be expected in the formation to development of identity, however it is 

not explicit how these differences are accounted for in her original and subsequent models. 

Cass’ (1979) initial model focused only on the experiences and development of gay men. 

Cass’ model only focused on sexual identity development among gay males and lesbian women. 

To date no studies have looked at how the Cass model may fit other identities besides gay and 

lesbian even as research has illustrated differences between lesbian and bisexual woman and gay 

and bisexual men (Kenneady & Oswalt, 2014; Malcolm, 2008). A number of stage models and 

studies following Cass included bisexual in the title but rarely paid specific attention to the 

unique stressors that bisexuals may encounter (Chun & Sing, 2010). Stage models also do not 

adequately account for unique experiences that bisexuals encounter. Specifically, bisexuals may 

experience stigma from not only the heterosexual community, but also from the lesbian/gay 

community. Sexual identity is frequently portrayed as a dichotomy, leaving no option for any 

identities in between. Given the variability in bisexual types, patterns, and histories, ‘90s 

literature clarified that bisexual identity should not be expected to resemble the linear process 

and fixed outcomes suggested by lesbian and gay identity models (Chun & Sing, 2010). 

An additional critique of stage models is their lack of attention to race/ethnicity 

demographic factors. Chun and Singh (2010) assert that this model does not accurately reflect or 

consider some races/ethnicities. A study of Native American gay men found that Cass’ model 

does not fit Native American experiences, possibly due to ethnically related social differences 

(Adams & Phillips, 2009). This critique is similar to those of other stage models as Gonsiorek 

and Rudolph critique the tendency of many existing lesbian/gay models to conceptualize identity 

around the experiences of White men; few models purposefully incorporate gender, 

race/ethnicity, and other demographic differences (as cited in McCarn & Fassinger, 1996, p. 
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509). This sentiment is shared by others, who acknowledge the insights and scholarship stage 

models have produced, but recognize that these frameworks were created around the experiences 

of European American, middle class, well-educated gay men and lesbians (Adams & Phillips, 

2009). Indeed, stage models cannot account for differences across all races/ethnicities, cultures, 

genders, and social classes (Floyd & Stein, 2002; Eliason, 1996; Sophie, 1986) and thus other 

methods of inquiry are needed to understand sexual identity milestone attainment among diverse 

contemporary youth. 

The concept of sexual fluidity complicates the discussion about LGB identity 

development. According to Diamond (2006), there is evidence that current models do not 

adequately address sexual fluidity, especially among women. However, recent findings by Katz- 

Wise (2014) found similar frequencies of sexual fluidity among men and women. Of note is how 

sexually fluid individuals labeled themselves; sexually fluid males were most likely to identify as 

gay, whereas females had greater variety in their labels, identifying as mostly 

heterosexual/straight, bisexual, mostly homosexual/lesbian, and queer (Katz-Wise, 2014). Sexual 

fluidity may be operating separately from sexual orientation and may be distinctly different from 

identity development. Research documenting sexual fluidity is still in its infancy and thus the 

effects, if any, on sexual identity models is unclear. 

The implied expectation of stage models is that there is a specific endpoint to reach 

(Cass; 1979; Coleman, 1982; Mohr & Fassinger, 2000; Troiden, 1989) and this final stage is 

believed to be critical for future healthy development (Diamond, 2006). Similarly, a common 

criticism of stage models has been their presentation of sexual identity from an essentialist 

perspective. Most theories treat sexual identity development as though it is a series of discrete 

and universalized stages without regard to contextual influences (Savin-Williams, 2011). The 
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prevalence of and differences within models indicate the difficulty of using only one model to 

understand a complex psychosocial process; yet, the persistence of stage models in the literature 

suggests that they represent the developmental process to some extent (Bilodeau & Renn, 2005). 

There is a growing awareness of the non-singular nature in which individual identities are 

constructed and self-perceived (Jones & McEwan, 2000). Recent research draws attention to the 

importance of considering the influences of dimensions such as race, culture, social class, and 

sexual orientation as well as the need for examination of sociocultural and sociopolitical contexts 

in which identities are constructed (Martos, Nezhad, and Meyer, 2015, Jones & McEwan, 2000). 

Unless a sexual identity model explicitly incorporates social, cultural, and historical contextual 

relativity, it fails to capture what may be most critical in the lives of those with same-sex 

attractions and desires (Savin-Williams, 2011). 

Sexual Identity Milestones 

 

As the field almost unanimously rejected linear stage models, researchers sought to 

understand sexual identity developmental from a new perspective. Scientific inquiry shifted 

away from assumption of one path of identity development and thus, researchers have largely 

focused on understanding sexual identity development through age(s) of milestone attainment 

and the order and timing of sexual identity milestone attainment (time between milestones and 

total time to progress from awareness to a set end point determined by researchers) (Floyd & 

Stein, 2002; Grov, Bimbi, Nanin, & Parsons, 2006; Parks & Hughes, 2007; Savin-Williams & 

Diamond, 2000). Sexual identity milestones are events that are widely considered to represent 

experiences that typically occur as one develops a lesbian, gay, or bisexual sexual identity 

(Drasin, Beals, Elliott, Lever, Klein, & Schuster, 2008; Floyd & Stein, 2002; Grossman, Foss, & 

D’Augelli, 2014; Grov et al., 2006; Maguen, Floyd, Bakeman, & Armistead, 2002; Parks & 
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Hughes, 2007; Rosario, Schrimshaw, & Hunter, 2004). In some ways, sexual identity milestones 

are similar to individual stage models; events that were typically thought to mark the completion 

of stages in stage models are now often assessed. However milestones are often free of the 

presumptions and constraints found within stage models. 

Frequently assessed milestones include age of first awareness of feeling different than 

others of the same-sex and awareness that these feelings are sexual, first same-sex sexual or 

romantic attraction, first label as LGB, first disclosure to another, and first same-sex sexual 

experience (Drasin et al., 2008; Floyd & Stein, 2002; Grossman et al., 2014; Grov et al., 2006; 

Maguen et al., 2002; Parks & Hughes, 2007; Rosario et al., 2004). Milestones are commonly 

reported in mean ages (Fisher, 2012), though wide variation has been found in the time frame in 

which milestones occur (Cox & Gallois, 1996). Aggregate findings have pointed toward a linear 

trend for some (Fisher, 2012), a hallmark of early sexual identity stage models. However other 

research has identified multiple trajectories for the timing and sequence of milestone events for 

both males and females (Floyd & Bakeman, 2006). 

Gender and Sexual Identity Differences. The timing of milestones may vary considerably 

by gender (Fisher, 2012). There is evidence that many females may experience milestones at 

later ages (Bilodeau & Renn, 2005), as evidenced by a number of studies (Martos et al., 2015; 

Floyd & Bakeman, 2006; Grov et al., 2006). Several studies comparing males and females found 

that females reported later ages of labeling compared to males (Grossman, 2014; Katz-Wise, 

2014; Martos et al., 2015). Further, females may also be more likely to adopt a non-heterosexual 

label before engaging in same-sex sexual contact (Savin-Williams & Diamond, 2000). Although 

males may experience milestones earlier, there is evidence that they take longer to progress 

between milestones (Martos et al., 2015). In addition, bisexual men and women have been found 
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to recognize same sex attractions later than gay men and lesbian women, though they may ”catch 

up” to the other groups in terms of sexual behavior and disclosure (Maguen et al., 2002), or they 

may experience these milestones later than gay men and lesbians (Martos et al., 2015). 

Racial/Ethnic Differences. There is distinct lack of consensus about the nature and extent 

of milestone differences by race/ethnicity. This may partially be attributed to the scarcity of 

empirical research documenting racial/ethnic differences in milestones and the coming out 

process (Rosario et al., 2004). Strong arguments have been made to support hypotheses that 

racial/ethnic differences will exist in milestone age, timing, and sequence due to these contextual 

factors. Parks et al. (2004) and Rosario et al. (2004) cite strong anti-gay-and-lesbian sentiment 

within families, religion, and communities of color, particularly Black communities, as 

contributing factors. Often, families, religion, and communities serve as supports when 

confronting racism and prejudice in the United States. Thus Greene (as cited by Parks et al., 

2004, p. 243) notes, “For lesbian and gay men of color, disclosing a lesbian or gay sexual 

orientation can be viewed as an act of treason against the culture and the family.” 

Dubé and Savin-Williams (1999) found racial/ethnic-specific differences in timing and 

sequencing of identity milestones and disclosure to family members. They also discovered that 

fewer than half of ethnic minority youths in their study had disclosed to a family member. In 

another study, African American and Latina lesbian women were more similar to each other than 

compared to White lesbians in terms of reported age of milestones (Parks et al., 2004). Further, 

lesbians of color were less likely than their White counterparts to disclose their identity to non- 

family groups. Alternately, Grov et al. (2006) found no racial differences in the age of “coming 

out to self” and others. However results did indicate that people of color were less likely to be 

out to parents. 
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Results have been inconsistent, as other studies have found no differences in the ages of 

reported milestones among racial/ethnic groups (Grov et al., 2006; Rosario, Schrimshaw, & 

Hunter, 2008; Rosario et al., 2011). In an attempt to explain past contradictory results, Rosario et 

al. (2004) hypothesized that the inconsistencies found among previous studies reveal a more 

nuanced hypothesis; racial differences are only expected in aspects that are vulnerable to external 

influences. Research is yet to fully explore this hypothesis. 

Cohort Effects. A number of studies have found that milestones are occurring at earlier 

ages (Martos et al., 2015; Drasin et al., 2008; Grov et al., 2006; D’Augelli, 2003; Dubé, 2000). A 

cohort study of gay men found that the youngest cohort reported younger psychological, social, 

and sexual behavior milestones (Drasin et al., 2008). Others have found that younger cohorts 

experience a shorter duration between milestones (Martos et al., 2015). Only Savin-Williams and 

Diamond (2000) found later ages of milestone completion compared to previous studies (1-2 

years) except for male first same-sex sexual contact. Floyd and Bakeman (2006) found support 

for recent historical context in which there are more accepting attitudes as possibly leading to 

younger ages of milestones attainment. 

Discrepant data exists, illustrating that experiencing milestones at earlier ages may not be 

universal for all milestones. One recent report found that the youngest cohort in their study had 

the same age at first awareness as older cohorts (Martos et al., 2015). This is in contrast to results 

indicating that age of first awareness has dropped from junior high school to third grade 

(Grossman et al., 2014). Results in a study of developmental milestones and disclosure indicate 

that although disclosure of orientation is a relatively late occurrence in the sequence of 

milestones and of sexual identity, it is not necessarily a capstone experience of development 

(Maguen et al., 2002). Although the average age of disclosure may be similar across groups 
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(lesbian, gay, bisexual), the authors found that many bisexual women and lesbians experience 

their first same-sex encounter and disclosure at the same age. The authors hypothesize that for 

some, disclosure is closely linked to the experience of identity exploration opposed to serving as 

a simply function of informing others of their identity development (Maguen et al., 2002). 

Another line of inquiry involves the timing and sequence of self-labeling and same-sex 

sexual debut. Savin-Williams and Diamond (2000) found that two distinct groups exist: those 

who engage in same-sex sexual contact before labeling themselves (sex centered) and those who 

first labeled themselves then engaged in same-sex sexual contact (label first). Dubé (2000) 

compared cohorts and found that older cohorts were predominately sex centered whereas 

younger cohorts were label centered. Floyd and Bakeman (2006) found that contemporary youth 

are more likely to label first, though this does not preclude first same-sex sexual experiences 

from following closely behind. 

The Present Study 

 

The present study examines the age of attainment of six key sexual identity milestones 

among a diverse sample of contemporary LGB adolescents, aged 15-21 in three U.S. locations. 

Research has pointed towards younger ages of sexual identity milestone attainment and thus it is 

expected that this cohort of adolescents would report younger ages of milestone attainment 

compared to previous studies. Additional analyses will explore differences in sexual identity 

milestone attainment by gender identity, sexual identity, race/ethnicity, and geographic location. 

Though prior findings have produced mixed results, it is anticipated that between-group 

differences will emerge as the non-singular nature of adolescent identities has been supported. 



SEXUAL IDENTITY MILESTONES 27 
 

 

 

Method 
 

Participants 

 

Data come from a three-site longitudinal panel study of risk and protective factors for 

suicide among 1,061 lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer/questioning (LGBTQ) youth. 

Data for these analyses are from the first of four waves of data and were collected during 2012- 

2013. Only LGB identified participants were retained for these analyses (N=835). 

Approximately half of the sample identified as bisexual; bisexual men make up 15% of the 

sample (n =128) and bisexual women make up 31% of the sample (n=256). A third of the sample 

(32%, n=266) identified as gay and the remaining 22% of participants identified as a gay/lesbian 

woman (n=185). Youth ranged in age from 15 to 21 with a mean age of 18.32. A majority of 

participants were recruited in a large city in the northeast (n=404). Participants were also 

recruited in one western city (n=223) and one city in the southwest (n =153). Additional 

demographic information can be found in Table 1. 

Measures 

 

Demographics. Participants’ age was assessed with one question asking participants their 

birthday. Another question asked participants “How would you describe your sexual identity?” 

Response options included “Gay,” “Lesbian”, “Bisexual but mostly gay or lesbian”, “Bisexual 

but equally gay/lesbian and heterosexual/straight”, “Bisexual and mostly straight”, “Queer”, 

“Questioning”, and “Other”. For these analyses all participants who reported any of the listed 

bisexual identities were categorized as bisexual. 

A similar question, “What is your gender identity?” asked participants to select their 

gender identity from the following options: “Female,” ”Male,” “Queer,” “Trans-women” or 

“Trans-man.” Space was also provided for write in responses if preferred gender identity was not 
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listed. As stated above, only cis-gender male and female identified participants were included in 

the final sample. 

Participants reported their race/ethnicity as Asian, Black, White, Hispanic, American 

Indian/ Native American (AI/NA), Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander (NH/PI), Multi-Racial, and 

Other Race. Due to small sample size (NH/PI) were combined with Asian participants and 

AI/NA participants were merged with participants who identified as another (Other) race. In 

addition, participants who chose more than one category were recoded as multi-racial. 

Milestones. Six sexual identity milestones were assessed in this study. All participants 

were asked to respond to the following questions: “How old were you when you first became 

aware that you felt different than other people your same sex, even though you might not have 

labeled these feelings (first awareness),” “How old were you when you first realized that these 

feelings were sexual (first sexual awareness),” “How old were you when you first labeled 

yourself lesbian/gay/bisexual/queer (first label as LGB),” and “How old were you when you first 

told someone that you were lesbian/gay/bisexual/queer (first disclosure)?” 

An additional question on attraction, “How old were you the first time you were attracted 

to a male/female (first attraction)” was only asked of participants who reported experiencing 

same-sex sexual attraction in the previous year. Similarly, only participants who engaged in a 

sexual encounter with the same-sex in the previous year were asked their age the first time they 

engaged in sexual activity with the same-sex (first same-sex sexual experience). 

Only numerical responses between one and twenty-one years of age were retained for 

analyses. Qualitative responses such as “Since I was born,” “Young,” and “As long as I can 

remember” were excluded from analyses. 
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Data Analysis 

 

Descriptive statistics were produced to understand mean ages, standard deviations, and 

range of ages of milestone attainment by sexual identity, gender identity, race/ethnicity, and site. 

Independent one-sample t-tests were employed to examine differences in age of milestone 

attainment by gender identity. One way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was used to determine 

differences, if any, among mean milestone ages by demographic characteristics. Bonferroni post 

hoc comparison analyses were performed when ANOVA analyses were significant. All tests 

were performed at the <.05 level of significance. 

Results 

 

The mean age of first feeling different was 10.6 years old (SD=3.8). It took most 

participants approximately a year and a half to realize that these feelings were sexual (M=12.0, 

SD=3.1). This coincided with the average age participants reported first being attracted to 

someone of the same-sex (M=12.3, SD=3.7). About two years after these initial 

feelings/attraction(s) many youth began to disclose their sexual identity to others (M=14.4, 

SD=2.4) and label themselves as LGB (M=14.6, SD=2.6). Shortly after, most youth reported 

their first same-sex sexual experience (M=15.1, SD=2.9). Full means, medians, standard 

deviations, and ranges can be found in Table 2. 

Group differences were first tested for age of first feeling different than others of the 

same sex. Significant group differences were found for both race/ethnicity and sexual identity. 

Black youth had the oldest mean age of feeling different (M=11.4, SD=3.9), a year later than the 

mean age of Hispanic youth (M=10.3) [F(7, 800)=2.66, p=0.0279]. Further, significant 

differences by sexual identity were found. Compared to gay males, bisexual males reported later 

ages of realizing different feelings were sexual (M=12.8, SD=3.5). Similar findings were found 
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for bisexual females as they reported significantly older ages of this milestone (M=13.0, SD=2.8) 

compared to gay men (M=11.7, SD=3.3) and gay/lesbian women (M=12.2, SD=3.1) [F(3, 

807)=6.45, p=0.0003]. 

Significant differences in first realization that feelings of being different were sexual 

varied by both gender identity and sexual identity. Female participants reported slightly later 

ages of this milestone (M=12.6, SD=2.9) compared to male participants (M=12.0, SD=3.4) 

(t(813)=-2.69, p=0.0074). Bisexual males and bisexual females did not significantly differ from 

each in in realization that feelings of being different were sexual. However significant 

differences were found when comparing bisexual men to gay men and bisexual women to gay 

men and lesbian women [F(3,811)=8.56, p<.0001]. 

Almost all groups assessed had no significant differences in first age of labeling oneself 

as LGB or age of first disclosure to someone else. The only exception was race/ethnicity; 

Compared to Hispanic youth, Black youth reported significantly later ages of labeling oneself as 

LGB [F(5, 805)=3.87, 0.0018] and disclosing to others compared to Hispanic youth [F(5, 

728)=2.75, p=0.0181]. 

With the exception of sexual identity, there were no group differences in the age of first 

same-sex attraction. Bisexual men were significantly younger than lesbian women at their first 

age for same sex sexual attraction [F(3,700)=4.65, p=0.0031]. Finally, no group differences were 

found for age for first same-sex sexual encounter. 

Discussion 

 

In this study I investigated ages of sexual identity milestone attainment among a recent 

cohort of diverse adolescents. Results indicate that compared to past studies, participants in this 

study reported younger mean ages of milestone attainment for some milestones, but not all. 
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Further, comparisons revealed significant differences between groups, but those differences are 

not universal for all milestones. Gender identity, sexual identity, and race/ethnicity demonstrated 

age differences for some milestones; geographic location was not significantly related to 

differences of milestone age for any sexual identity milestone. 

Data reveal that mean age of first feeling different than others is similar to ages found in 

past studies (D’Augelli, 2003; Grossman, et al. 2014). This finding may indicate that age of 

feeling different is less likely to be influenced by environmental and social factors compared to 

other milestones such as age of label and disclosure. 

In this study, age of first same-sex sexual attraction was assessed. Compared to studies 

that did not specify type of attraction (sexual or romantic), mean age of first same-sex attraction 

was older in this study (Drasin et al., 2008; Floyd & Stein, 2002, Maugen et al., 2002). 

Compared to results that specifically assessed same-sex sexual attraction, our sample reported 

experiencing this milestone an average of one year later (Martos et al., 2015). Other results from 

that study show older cohorts reporting earlier ages of sexual attraction compared to more recent 

cohorts (Martos et al., 2015). Katz-Wise (2014) found similar ages of first same-sex attraction to 

this study when measuring romantic attraction. 

It is plausible that participant interpretation of attraction as being sexual attraction, 

romantic attraction, or both, may explain some of the age discrepancies found between this study 

and others. However the similar results of Katz-Wise (2014) to this study do not support this 

explanation. Rather, it may be that more recent cohorts are shifting to later experiences of first 

same-sex sexual attraction. To better understand when and how youth are experiencing first 

same-sex attraction, further research must delineate between romantic or physical attraction. 
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Additional investigation is needed to determine if and why later ages of same-sex sexual 

attraction are related to the attainment of other milestones. 

Conversely, the mean age of first labeling oneself as LGB and first disclosing to another 

that they are LGB to is younger in this study than in a number of previous studies (D’Augelli, 

2003; Floyd & Stein, 2002; Katz-Wise, 2014; Martos et al., 2015). Martos et al. (2015) found a 

downward trend in age of labeling when comparing older cohorts to younger cohorts. Our study 

sampled adolescents even younger than those in that study. Thus there is support that younger 

ages found of our study are an indication of earlier labeling as LGB. One possible explanation 

for this younger trend may be greater emphasis on LGB issues and greater LGB acceptance 

factor into this shift. Examinations comparing different age cohorts may further support this 

assertion. 

Similar to labeling and disclosing oneself as LGB, age of first same-sex sexual encounter 

is younger than that of previous studies (Floyd & Stein, 2002; Katz-Wise, 2014; Maugen et al., 

2003) but it is similar to sexual debut among opposite-sex sexual debut (Cavazos-Rehg, Krauss, 

Spitznagel, Schootman, Cottler, &Bierut, 2011). The mean age of first same-sex sexual 

encounter found in this study is similar to the average age of opposite-sex sexual debut found in 

analyses of eight years of the Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance System (YRBSS) (Cavazos- 

Rehg et al., 2011). It is possible that this decline in age of same-sex sexual encounters has been 

influenced by reduced stigma regarding same-sex sexual activity as well as in advances in LGB 

health, particularly in the area of HIV/AIDS. 

Prior studies have indicated that females report later ages of milestone attainment for the 

milestones measured in this study. Our results do not replicate these previous findings. In this 

study, females report older ages of milestone attainment for only two milestones and the same 
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mean age for another. The remaining three milestones reveal younger ages of milestone 

attainment for females compared to males. Although all but one milestone showed gender 

differences, only of these differences was statistically significant. 

Results indicate that sexual identity, not gender identity, account for greater significant 

differences in age of sexual milestone attainment. Both feeling different and realizing that those 

feelings were sexual varied by sexual identity. Compared to gay men, both bisexual males and 

bisexual females had older ages of feeling different. Similar results were found for realizing that 

those feelings were sexual; bisexual males reported older ages compared to gay men and 

bisexual females reported older ages compared to gay men and lesbian/gay women. Further, 

bisexual men reported the oldest mean age of same-sex attraction and were reported significantly 

older ages of same-sex attraction compared to lesbian/gay women. 

Similar to many other studies, racial differences were nuanced (Grov et al., 2006; Rosario 

et al., 2008; Rosario et al., 2011). No differences were found among Asian, “Other” race, and 

White participants. Few differences were found among Black, Multi-Racial and Hispanic youth. 

Prior research has hypothesized, and failed to find, differences by race or has found very  

nuanced results, similar to those found in this study. This study only examined race as a 

demographic factor and did not capture the unique experiences of racial/ethnic minority youth. It 

has been suggested that cultural factors such as community integration, etc. may account for 

these differences. Future research should include measures of identity salience and integration  

for race and sexual identity to further understand the unique ways that race/ethnicity may 

influence sexual identity attainment. Further, racism and experiences of discrimination should be 

explored. Little is known about how bias among those with multiple marginalized identities may 

impact milestone development. 
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This study is one of the few of its kind to include participants from multiple geographic 

locations. Interestingly, though participants hailed from varying regions in the country, no 

differences for any milestone were found. Although there is clear evidence that many sexual 

identity development patterns exist, youth, regardless of geographic location, are experiencing 

sexual identity milestones at similar ages. 

Research on this topic has come a long way from Cass. Early milestone work was 

focused on the experiences of White primarily gay men. Much of the subsequent research 

followed similar patterns. More contemporary research has aimed to understand sexual identity 

development and milestone attainment among diverse groups of LGB individuals. Though the 

focus of inquiry on milestones has expanded, many studies are still limited to single group 

samples or small sample sizes. Recent research has called for further understanding of between 

group differences. 

Many studies assessing age of milestone attainment tend to use small convenience 

samples, often without racial/ethnic diversity. This leads to erasure of race/ethnicity by either 

exclusion from the study or by grouping together racial/ethnic minorities to focus on the 

comparison of White versus non-White identities. This study has robust race/ethnicity diversity 

that allowed for between and within group comparisons. 

Further, many studies fail to recognize the unique experiences of bisexual individuals. 

 

Often, male and female bisexuals are combined together to create an overall “bisexual” 

comparison group or they are simply lumped together with other non-heterosexual females (i.e. 

all non-hetero females vs. all non-hetero males). A number of studies have shown that bisexual 

experiences may and will be different in many circumstances. This study further elucidated the 

milestone experiences of bisexual males and females. 
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Strengths of this study include its size, allowing for multiple group comparisons, its 

geographic reach, as it allowed insight into milestone attainment across the country, and it’s 

timing, as relatively little research has been published about milestone attainment with recent 

samples of adolescents. This study has many strengths but its limitations must be noted. 

Although the study sample is large, it is sampled from community events, community 

centers, snowball sampling etc. As with many studies of the lives of LGB youth, findings may 

not be generalizable to hard to reach youth. Further, this study did not look at intersectionality of 

identities (i.e. experiences of Black lesbians, Asian males, etc.). Although complex, greater focus 

needs to consider multiple identities of adolescents, with knowledge that gender, sexual, and 

racial/ethnic identities frequently do not operate separate from each other (Purdie-Vaughns & 

Eibach, 2008). 

First same-sex sexual attraction and first same-sex sexual encounter were only assessed 

among those who had experienced attraction or same-sex sexual encounters in the previous year 

respectively. Thus, this measurement method decreased sample sizes for both milestones and 

limited the generalizability of those responses to recently same-sex sexually attracted and/or 

recently sexually active participants. 

More detailed assessment of age is needed to truly differentiate events. Most studies, 

including this one, assess milestones using fill-in responses that ask for age of milestone 

attainment. As this study and numerous others have shown, a number of these milestones happen 

in fairly quick succession and thus, more sensitive assessment methods are necessary to fully 

understand the way in which milestone attainment unfolds 

The aim of this study was to understand milestone attainment among a diverse group of 

contemporary adolescents. Results showed that compared to past findings, many youth are 
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experiencing milestones at earlier ages than in the past. Subsequent research is needed to 

understand the effects, if any, that this may have on psychosocial outcomes and achievement for 

these adolescents. 
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Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of a Diverse Sample of LGB Youth (N=835) 
 

 n (%) M 

 
Age 

  
18.3 

Male 394 (47.2) 
 

Female 441 (52.8)  

Race 

Asian 

 

41 (4.9) 

 

Black 209 (25.2)  

Hispanic 183 (22.0)  

White 162 (19.5)  

Multi 195 (23.5)  

Other 41 (4.9)  

Sexual Identity 

Lesbian 

 

185 (22.2) 

 

Gay 266 (31.9)  

Bisexual Male 128 (15.3)  

Bisexual Female 256 (30.7)  

New York City 404 (48.4) 
 

Tucson 153 (18.3)  

  San Francisco 278 (33.3)  
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  Table 2. Average Age of Milestone Attainment Stratified by Key Participant Demographic Information (N=835)  
 

 First Sexual First   First Same-Sex 

First Awareness Awareness Attraction First Label First Disclosure Sexual Encounter 

 
 

Total 

M (SD) 

10.6 (3.8) 

Range 

1-21 

M (SD) 

12.37 (3.1) 

Range 

2-21 

M (SD) 

12.3 (3.7) 

Range 

2-21 

M (SD) 

14.6 (2.6) 

Range 

3-21 

M (SD) 

14.4 (2.4) 

Range 

5-21 

M (SD) 

15.1 (2.9) 

Range 

5-21 

Gender             

Male (n=394) 10.4 (3.9) 2-20 12.06 (3.4) 2-21 12.5 (3.7) 2-21 14.6 (2.8) 3-21 14.5 (2.7) 5-21 15.4 (2.9) 5-21 

Female (n=441) 10.8 (3.7) 1-21 12.6 (2.9) 4-19 12.1 (3.7) 2-21 14.6 (2.4) 5-21 14.4 (2.2) 6-21 14.9 (2.9) 5-21 

Race             

Asian (n=41) 10.7 (4.0) 4-18 12.0 (3.4) 4-18 13.2 (3.1) 4-17 14.5 (2.7) 8-20 14.8 (1.8) 8-17 15.9 (2.5) 13-21 

Black (n=209) 11.4 (3.9) 1-21 12.7 (3.3) 2-21 12.6 (3.9) 2-21 15.1 (2.6) 4-21 14.9 (2.4) 6-21 15.3 (2.9) 6-21 

Hispanic (n=183) 10.3 (3.8) 1-19 12.1 (3.0) 3-18 11.9 (3.8) 2-19 14.0 (2.6) 3-20 14.0 (2.3) 5-20 15.2 (2.8) 5-21 

White (n=162) 10.4 (3.7) 1-19 12.7 (2.7) 3-19 12.4 (3.2) 3-19 14.7 (2.4) 5-20 14.4 (2.5) 5-21 15.3 (2.6) 5-21 

Multi-Racial (n=195) 10.0 (3.8) 2-18 12.1 (3.4) 2-19 11.9 (3.8) 4-21 14.6 (2.6) 5-20 14.4 (2.5) 5-20 14.7 (3.2) 5-20 

Other (n=41) 11.0 (3.6) 4-18 12.6 (3.1) 4-19 13.0 (3.5) 5-21 14.2 (3.0) 5-21 14.3 (2.6) 8-21 14.7 (3.4) 6-20 

Sexual Identity             

Lesbian/Gay Women (n=185) 10.3 (3.8) 1-21 12.2 (3.1) 5-19 11.5 (3.9) 4-21 14.5 (2.5) 5-21 14.2 (2.3) 6-21 14.6 (2.9) 6-20 

Gay Men (n=266) 9.9 (3.8) 2-19 11.7 (3.3) 2-18 12.2 (3.8) 2-21 14.4 (2.9) 3-20 14.3 (2.6) 5-20 15.2 (2.9) 5-20 

Bisexual Man (n=128) 9.1 (4.1) 2-20 12.8 (3.5) 2-21 13.2 (3.4) 4-19 15.1 (2.7) 5-21 15.0 (2.7) 5-21 15.7 (3.0) 5-21 

Bisexual Woman (n=256) 9.1 (3.6) 1-19 13.0 (2.8) 4-18 12.5 (3.5) 2-21 14.7 (2.3) 7-21 14.5 (2.1) 9-21 15.2 (3.0) 5-21 

Site             

New York City (n=404) 10.6 (3.8) 2-20 12.1 (3.3) 2-21 12.0 (3.8) 2-21 14.4 (2.8) 3-21 14.5 (2.5) 5-21 15.2 (2.9) 5-21 

Tucson (n=153) 10.5 (3.8) 1-19 12.5 (3.1) 3-18 12.6 (3.5) 3-19 15.0 (2.4) 5-20 14.4 (2.6) 5-20 15.2 (3.1) 5-21 

San Francisco (n=278) 10.7 (3.8) 1-21 12.7 (3.0) 4-19 12.6 (3.7) 2-21 14.7 (2.4) 7-21 14.3 (2.2) 5-21 15.0 (2.9) 5-21 
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CHAPTER III: AGE OF SEXUAL IDENTITY MILESTONE ATTAINMENT AS A 

PREDICTOR OF MENTAL HEALTH AND SUBSTANCE USE AMONG LESBIAN GAY 

AND BISEXUAL ADOLSCENTS: THE MODERATING ROLE OF BIAS-BASED 

VICTIMIZATION 

Introduction 

 

Ages that lesbian, gay, and bisexual (LGB) identified individuals “come out” or 

experience sexual identity milestones have changed over time. Recent studies have found that 

younger cohorts experience many traditional milestones of sexual identity development primarily 

during adolescence, compared to older cohorts who reported older ages of milestone attainment 

(Dubé & Savin-Williams, 1999; Grov, Bimbi, Nanin, & Parsons, 2006; Maguen, Floyd, 

Bakeman, & Armistead, 2002; Martos, Nezhad, & Meyer, 2015; Parks & Hughes, 2007). 

Coming out during adolescence may be challenging for young people as they work to integrate 

their LGB identity with other types of identity development (IOM, 2011). Further, they may lack 

coping skills necessary to process change (Parks & Hughes, 2007). Thus, it has been suggested 

that younger milestone attainment may have repercussions on an individual’s adjustment and 

well-being. 

Previous studies that included LGB identified individuals who experienced older ages of 

milestone attainment (e.g. Floyd & Stein, 2002; Rosario, Scrimshaw, & Hunter, 2011; Rosario, 

Hunter, Maguen, Gwadz, & Smith, 2001) found mixed results for physical and mental health 

outcomes. Patterns of identity formation (recent vs. early development) were not associated with 

psychological distress and self-esteem, yet identity integration was (Rosario et al., 2011). Self- 

disclosure of sexual identity was not significantly related to self-esteem, distress, or risky sexual 

behaviors (Rosario et al., 2011) but was related to more negative consequences of drinking and a 
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greater number of alcohol dependence symptoms among lesbian women who disclosed early 

(Parks & Hughes, 2004). 

Bias based victimization is another factor closely related to the well-being and healthy 

development of young people. Numerous studies have illustrated high rates of LGB based 

victimization (Birkett, Espelage, Koenig, 2009; Kosciw, Greytak, Bartkiewicz, Boesen, & 

Palmer, 2012; Ybarra, Mitchell, Kosciw, Korchmaros, 2015). To date there is little knowledge of 

the possible connection of age of milestone attainment, LGB-based victimization, and mental 

and physical health outcomes. The current study examined the relationship between the age of 

five sexual identity milestones and indicators of mental health status and substance use among a 

recent cohort of LGB identified young people. LGB victimization is proposed to moderate the 

association between age of milestone attainment and mental health and substance use outcomes. 

Adolescence 

Adolescence is a critical time period composed of biological, psychological, social, and 

economic transitions (Steinberg, 2014). During this time period, adolescents tend to have more 

influence from parents and schools and have less legal rights, possibly impacting physical and 

mental health outcomes (IOM, 2011; Martos et al., 2015). It is also a time period that sees 

increased risk for depression, suicidality, and substance abuse. Adolescence serves as a peak 

time for the clinical onset of mental illness (Paus, Keshavan, & Gieddem 2008). One in five 

young people will have a mental illness that persists into adulthood (Kessler, Berglund, Demler, 

Jin, Merikangas, & Walters, 2005). Levels of substance use also begin to increase during this 

time (Chen & Jacobsen, 2012). It is alarming then, that compared to their heterosexual 

counterparts, LGB adolescents are more likely to report depressive symptoms (Becker, Cortina, 

Tsai, Eccles, 2014), suicide ideation and attempt (Becker et al., 2004; Marshal et al., 2011), and 
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increased substance use (Marshal et al., 2008; Marshal et al., 2009; Rosario, Reisner, Corliss, 

Wypij, Calzo, & Austin, 2014). 

Much of the extant literature focusing on milestone attainment and psychosocial 

outcomes was conducted among cohorts reporting older mean ages of milestone attainment. 

Findings suggest that many in the most recent cohorts experience a majority of milestones during 

adolescence; analyses of milestone attainment, the age(s) that one first experiences milestones, 

have consistently trended younger over the past twenty years (Troiden, 1998; Drasin, Beals, 

Elliott, Lever, Klein, and Schuster, 2008; Martos et al., 2015). There is a clear need to bridge the 

gap in literature and explore the implications of coming out in adolescence. Further explorations 

of milestone attainment and outcomes are necessary to understand existing links between 

milestone age and mental and physical health outcomes. 

“Coming Out” and Sexual Identity Milestones 

 

Sexual identity is the label individuals assign themselves based upon the most salient 

aspects of their life such as sexual attractions, fantasies, desires, behaviors, and relationships 

(Savin-Williams, 2011). The self-ascribed term may accurately reflect the entirety of ones 

sexuality; alternatively, it may give priority to some domains over others (e.g. sexual attractions 

over behavior). Coming out, the process of sexual identity development, was historically 

described by stage sequential models that followed a standard set of experiences that preceded 

and followed self-identification as lesbian, gay, or bisexual (LGB) (Cass, 1979, Coleman, 1982; 

Troiden, 1988). These stages included behaviors that served as benchmarks or milestones of 

sexual identity development (Floyd & Stein, 2002). Critiques of these models have arisen 

through the years, such as their expectation of linearly completing all stages/milestones and 
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inadequacies in describing all non-heterosexual developmental trajectories (Bilodeau & Renn, 

2005). 

Based on evidence that stage models are mostly unsuccessful at capturing the varied 

trajectories of sexual identity development, researchers began to focus evaluations of sexual 

identity development on both the timing and sequence of commonly experienced milestones 

(Cox & Gallois, 1996; Floyd & Stein, 2002; Grov et al., 2006; Parks & Hughes, 2007; Rosario et 

al., 2008). First same-sex sexual attraction, first self-label, first disclosure, and first same-sex 

sexual experience are typically considered traditional milestones of sexual identity development 

(IOM, 2011; Maguen et al., 2002). 

The assessment of milestone attainment, the age that one experiences a milestone, 

extends beyond timing and sequence to understanding adjustment and well-being. Investigations 

into mental health outcomes found that patterns of identity integration were associated with 

indicators of psychological adjustment (Rosario et al., 2011) and path analyses revealed the 

important link between the coming-out process and self-esteem and distress (Rosario, Hunter, 

Maguen, Gwadz, & Smith, 2001). Others have argued that disclosure of identity status has 

indirect effects on mental health (Hatzenbuehler, 2009; Pachankis, 2007). Conversely, Floyd & 

Stein (2002) did not find consistent associations between developmental trajectories and 

emotional distress or self-esteem. 

Age of first disclosure has been found to be negatively associated with the number of 

alcohol-related consequences such as driving while drunk in a sample of lesbian women (Parks 

& Hughes, 2007). Even when demographic characteristics were controlled, lesbian women who 

were younger when they came out to others tended to experience more negative consequences of 

drinking. Those who reported younger ages that they first questioned and first decided about 
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their lesbian identity were associated with lifetime problem drinking indicators (Parks & Hughes, 

2007). 

Evidence demonstrates the higher risk for mental health issues and substance use and 

abuse among LGB young people. In an effort to prevent these outcomes and promote resilience, 

research has sought to understand risk and protective factors that moderate the association 

between sexual identity and indicators of negative adjustment. It has been posited that coping 

with stressors is the mechanism through which younger ages of milestone attainment predict 

negative outcomes (Rosario et al., 2011). However little evidence has been found to support that 

coping alone serves to moderate the effect of milestone age and mental health and substance use 

outcomes. It has been suggested that victimization, discrimination, and inequality may serve as 

an underlying mechanism that is responsible for disparities (Marshal et al., 2009). Thus, it is 

possible that victimization may better explain the relationship between milestone age and 

psychosocial outcomes. 

LGB-Based Victimization 

 

LGB youth frequently report high rates of victimization (Birkett et al., 2009; Ybarra et al., 

2015). In a 2011 national survey, 92% of LGB identified students reported being verbally 

harassed and almost half reported physical harassment (Kosciw et al., 2012). Research has 

documented the connection between younger ages of milestone attainment, particularly the age 

that youth first label and disclose their sexual identity, and victimization (Corliss, Cochran, 

Mays, Greenland, & Seeman, 2009; D’Augelli, 2003; D’Augelli, Pilkington, and Hershberger, 

2002). D’Augelli (2003) found that bisexual and lesbian females who identified and disclosed at 

earlier ages experienced more lifetime victimization. Similar results were found when comparing 

high school and college students: those who disclosed in high school reported more victimization 
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than those who disclosed in college (D’Augelli et al., 2002). Fully understanding the connection 

between milestone attainment and victimization is important as the deleterious consequences of 

victimization, particularly bias-based victimization, are well documented. 

Much of the existing research has found that LGB and transgender youth who experience 

victimization in schools experience a variety of negative mental and physical health outcomes. A 

large body of literature examines the school experiences of LGB youth (Kosciw et al., 2012; 

Kosciw, Palmer, Kull, & Greytak, 2013; Russell, Ryan, Toomey, Diaz, and Sanchez, 2011). 

Specifically, there has been a strong focus on understanding how LGB and transgender youth 

experience victimization in schools (Greene, Britton, & Fitts, 2014; Russell, Everett, Rosario, 

and Birkett, 2014; Russell et al., 2011; Toomey, Ryan, Diaz, Card, & Russell, 2013). 

Russell et al. (2011) found that LGB and transgender school victimization was linked to mental 

health outcomes and risk for STDs and HIV. Further, they found that even modest reductions in 

victimization result in significant long-term health gains. Other studies have found links between 

victimization and alcohol use (Collier, Beuskom, Bos, & Sandfort, 2013), overall substance use 

(Goldbach, Tanner-Smith, Bagwell, & Dunlap, 2014), depression and suicidality (Burton, 

Marshal, Chisolm, Sucato, & Friedman, 2013; Liu & Mustanski, 2012), and sexual risk taking 

(Bontempo & D’Augelli, 2002). 

To further understand the ways and frequency in which bullying and victimization occur, 

particularly in schools, research as begun to assess the motivation(s) behind the victimization 

(Russell, Toomey, Ryan, & Diaz, 2014; Toomey & Russell, 2013). Bias-based bullying and 

victimization has support to show that targeting of specific aspects of one’s identity can have 

deleterious consequences. In a large population-based sample, Russell, Sinclair, Poteat, and 

Koenig (2012) found that youth who experienced bias-based victimization were more like to 
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experience a variety of negative health outcomes including substance use, risky behaviors, and 

poor academic achievement. Though evidence clearly demonstrates that age of milestone 

attainment is connected to victimization and there are deleterious consequences for LGB young 

people who are victimized, research has yet to explore how these factors interact to impact LGB 

youth. 

The Current Study 

 

The current study contributes to the existing body of knowledge of sexual identity 

milestone attainment by examining the following: (1) age of first awareness, sexual attraction, 

label as LGB, disclosure, and same-sex sexual encounter predicting depressive symptoms, self- 

esteem, and alcohol, marijuana and drug use; (2) lifetime experiences of LGB-based 

victimization predicting depressive symptoms, self-esteem, and alcohol, marijuana and drug use; 

and (3) the moderating effect of LGB victimization on the association between age of milestone 

attainment and depressive symptoms, self-esteem, and alcohol, marijuana and drug use, after 

controlling for demographic factors. 

Corresponding to the goals of this study, the following hypotheses were proposed: (1) 

younger age of milestone attainment will predict higher levels of depressive symptoms, lower 

levels of self-esteem, and greater amounts of substance use; (2) lifetime experiences of LGB 

victimization will predict higher levels of depressive symptoms, lower levels of self-esteem, and 

greater amounts of substance use; and (3) victimization will moderate the association between 

age of milestone attainment and each outcome, where those who experienced LGB victimization 

will report a higher number of depressive symptoms, lower levels of self-esteem, and greater 

amounts of substance use will differ by lifetime experiences of  victimization, after controlling 

for demographic factors. 
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Method 
 

Sample 

 

Data for this study came from the first of four waves of a longitudinal panel study of risk 

and protective factors for suicide among lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and 

queer/questioning (LGBTQ) youth. Between 2012 and 2013 self-report questionnaires were 

administered in English to 1,061 youth aged 15-21. Only cis-gender LGB identified participants 

were retained for these analyses (N=835). Participants were recruited from community based 

organizations, community events, and prior participant referrals in three locations across the 

United States: one large city in the northeast (n=404), one city on the west coast (n=223) and one 

city in the southwest (n =153). 

The study consisted of similar numbers of male (n=394) and female (n=441) participants. 

 

Approximately half of participants identified as bisexual; bisexual males made up 15% of the 

sample (n =128) and bisexual females made up 31% of the sample (n=256). Of the remaining 

participants, 32% identified as gay (n=266) and 22% identified as a gay/lesbian woman (n=185). 

The racial/ethnic makeup of the sample was diverse with a quarter of the sample identifying as 

Black (n =209; 25%), followed by Multi-Racial (n =195; 24%), Hispanic (n =183, 22%), White 

(n =162; 20%), Asian (n =41; 5%), and Other Race (n =41; 5%). Youth ranged in age from 15 to 

21 with a mean age of 18.3(SD=1.8). 

Measures 

 

Demographic Characteristics. The overall study asked participants to identify their 

gender as male, female, queer, trans-man, or trans-woman. Alternately, it also provided a write- 

in option. For the purpose of this study, only male and female identified participants were 

retained for analyses. The number of male participants (n=394) was similar to female 



47 
 

 
 

participants (n=441). The overall sample was racially/ethnically diverse. Approximately 80% 

(n=669) identified as non-White. 

Sexual Identity. One question asked participants “How would you describe your sexual 

identity?” Possible responses included “Gay,” “Lesbian,” “Bisexual but mostly gay or lesbian,” 

“Bisexual but equally gay/lesbian and heterosexual/straight,” “Bisexual and mostly straight,” 

“Queer,” “Questioning,” and “Other.” To allow for a sample size to complete appropriate 

analyses, all three bisexual options were combined. Only lesbian, gay, and bisexual identified 

participant’s responses were used in the present study. 

Sexual Identity Milestones. Five questions assessed attainment of the following sexual 

identity milestones: First awareness of feeling different, first same-sex sexual attraction, first 

time labeling as LGB, first disclosure, and first same-sex sexual encounter. Means and standard 

deviations of these variables are found in Table 1. 

Lifetime Sexual Identity Victimization. Experiences of lifetime sexual identity 

victimization in six areas was assessed by an open ended question that asked participants, “In 

your lifetime, how often have any of the following things happened to you because of your 

sexual orientation or identity or because people think you are lesbian, gay, bisexual, or 

transgender?“ The six domains assessed were verbal insults; threats of physical violence; objects 

being thrown; being punched, kicked, or beaten; threats with a knife, gun or other weapon, and 

sexual assault/rape. Responses for each domain were dichotomized to 0 (did not experience this 

victimization) and 1 (experienced this victimization). 

Depressive Symptoms. The Beck Depression Inventory-Youth (BDI-Y) (Beck, 2001), a 

20-item assessment of thoughts, feelings, and behaviors within the previous two weeks, assessed 

depressive symptoms. All items were rated on a four-point scale (0=never; 3=always) then 
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summed, producing an overall score between 0 and 60 (a= .95). 

 

Self-Esteem. Self-esteem was measured using the 10-item Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale 

(Rosenberg 1979). Participants responded to items (e.g., “I feel I have a number of good 

qualities”) on a 4-point scale (1 = strongly disagree; 4 = strongly agree). We created a mean 

composite self-esteem score, where higher scores indicated higher self-esteem (a= .86). 

Substance Use. Three items assessed how many times in the previous 12 months 

participants consumed alcoholic beverages (including beer, wine, and liquor), used marijuana or 

hashish, or used drugs other than alcohol, marijuana, or hashish. Response options for each 

question ranged from 1 (Never) to 7 (40+ times). 

Data Analysis 

 

First, study variables were examined using descriptive statistics and bivariate Pearson 

correlation coefficients in SAS 9.4. Next, separate multivariate regressions were computed to 

explore the relationship between each of six sexual identity milestone variables, depressive 

symptoms and self-esteem. These analyses allowed examination of the overall association 

between these variables, accounting for age, race/ethnicity, sexual identity, gender identity, and 

geographic location. 

To account for the ordinal response options for alcohol, marijuana, and drug use, ordered 

logistic regression was used to examine sexual identity milestones predicting the substance use 

outcomes. Moderation analyses were performed to assess if relationships between milestone 

attainment variables and the six outcomes differed by victimization history. 
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Results 

 

Mean ages of sexual identity milestone attainment varied between milestones. Among 

study participants, first awareness was typically the first milestone experienced (M=10.6, 

SD=3.8). This milestone was followed by participant’s first reporting sexual attraction to 

someone of the same-sex (M=12.3, SD=3.7). Both first label and first disclosure were reported to 

occur around the same time (M=14.6, SD=2.6 vs. M=14.4, SD=2.4, respectively). The oldest 

mean age was found for first same-sex sexual experience (M=15.1, SD=2.9). 

Over 70% of study participants experienced one or more types of victimization (n=559). 

 

The most commonly experienced type of victimization was verbal insults (n=559; 67%). 

Approximately one third of the sample reported threats of physical violence and/or objects being 

thrown at them. A similar number of participants experienced threats of assault with a knife or 

gun and or sexual assault/rape. Table 1 shows sample demographic information stratified by 

victimization type. 

To evaluate the hypothesized association between age of milestone attainment and 

depression and self-esteem multivariate regression analyses were performed. Regression results 

revealed no statistically significant associations between any of the six milestones of sexual 

identity development and depressive symptoms or self-esteem (see Table 2). 

Table 3 presents unstandardized betas, standard errors, odds ratios and confidence 

intervals of age of sexual identity milestone predicting alcohol, marijuana, and drug use. Alcohol 

use was significantly associated with age of first awareness, age of first sexual attraction, age of 

first disclosure, and age of first same-sex sexual experience. In all analyses, older age of 

milestone attainment was associated with lower reported alcohol use. Age of first label as LGB 

was not associated with alcohol use. 
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Marijuana use was significantly predicted by all six sexual identity milestone variables 

(Table 4). Similar to alcohol use, older age of milestone attainment predicted less reported 

marijuana use. Of the six milestones assessed, age of first disclosure predicted the largest amount 

of change (B=-.12, p=<.0001). 

All six sexual identity milestone variables were significantly associated with other drug 

use (Table 5). Similar to alcohol and marijuana use, older age of milestone attainment predicted 

less reported drug use. In these analyses both age of first label as LGB (B=-.11, p=.0002) and age 

for first disclosure predicted the greatest amount of change (B=-.13, p=.0002). 

History of victimization was significantly associated with alcohol use [F(19,804)=5.95, 

p=0.0149]. The model including control variables and victimization explained 14% of the 

variance in alcohol use. Results for marijuana use revealed only a marginal association with 

victimization (F(19,804)=3.87, p=0.0495). The third substance use variable, drug use, was 

significantly associated with victimization (F(19,805)=5.35, p=0.0210). This model explained 

only 8% of the variance of drug use. 

To test the moderating effect of victimization, final analyses consisted of models that 

included each predictor (milestone), victimization, and the interaction of the two, along with 

control variables. Although all but one predictor variable and the moderator variable were 

significantly associated with each substance use outcome, no significant moderating effect was 

found throughout all analyses. 

Discussion 

 

Results of the study demonstrate that younger age of milestone attainment is associated 

with greater reports of alcohol, marijuana, and drug use. Victimization, though associated with 

substance use, does not moderate the relationship between age of milestone attainment and 
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greater reports of substance use. These findings are particularly relevant as they highlight risks 

factors for negative outcomes among a recent cohort of LGB identified young people. Results of 

this study build upon past investigations of sexual identity milestone attainment and our results 

provide updated findings. 

Hypothesis one was partially supported by study findings. Even when age, gender 

identity, geographic location, and sexual identity were held constant, younger age of milestone 

attainment significantly predicted more substance use. Results were significant for all sexual 

identity milestones except age of first label as LGB, which did not significantly predict higher 

reported occurrences of alcohol use. Consistent with past findings (D’Augelli, 2002; Floyd & 

Stein, 2002), results did not indicate a significant association between milestone age and both 

depressive symptoms and self-esteem. 

As expected, hypothesis two was confirmed: victimization was significantly associated 

with a higher number of depressive symptoms, higher reported alcohol use, higher marijuana 

use, and higher drug use. The only exception was self-esteem, which was not significantly 

associated with victimization. In this study, victimization was theorized to act as a moderator 

between sexual identity milestones and each of the six outcomes. Surprisingly, and contrary to 

the third hypothesis, no support was found to indicate that victimization moderated any 

association between milestone attainment and the study outcomes. 

The mean age of sexual identity milestone attainment ranged from first awareness of 

feeling different at age 10 to first same-sex sexual experience at age 15. Mean ages for first label 

as LGB, first disclosure, and first same-sex sexual experience were all younger in our study 

compared to mean ages reported in other studies (Floyd & Stein, 2002; Katz-Wise, 2014; 

Maugen et al., 2002). 
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Results from this study provide opportunities for other inquiries into this important topic. 

 

Although results tie into the literature by providing a reason why younger LGB young people 

may be using substances, results were unable to capture more detailed information such as why 

younger ages of milestone attainment were associated with not only substance use, but also 

greater reports of substance use. It was thought that examining victimization would lead to better 

understanding of possible mechanisms, however results did not support that. One possible 

explanation for this is the age young people experience LGB-based victimization. In this study 

only experiences of victimization were assessed, not the timing of this victimization. It is 

possible that specifying victimization that precedes or follows milestone attainment may be a 

better way to measure the impact of victimization on the predictor and outcome variables. 

Further, delineating victimization type (i.e. verbal, threats with weapons, sexual assault) may 

provide more nuanced analyses to understand victimization as a mechanism that moderates the 

association between age of sexual identity milestone attainment and mental health and substance 

use outcomes. 

To my knowledge, no study has examined sexual identity milestone attainment as a 

predictor of substance use. The results of this study suggest that accounting for sexual identity 

milestone attainment may help researchers better understand substance use disparities among 

LGB young people. It is well documented that substance use and abuse in adolescence puts 

young people at risk for not only short-term consequences, but also high-risk substance abuse 

trajectories that continue in to adulthood (Marshal et al., 2009). 

Study results are best interpreted when acknowledging the limitations of the study. First, 

all data were collected through self-report measures rather than objective measures. Some 

measures, such as age of milestone attainment, may be subject to recall bias. There has been 
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some support for measures such as the Life History Calendar as an alternative measure of 

capturing the timing and sequence of sexual identity development (Fisher, 2012). Future research 

should continue to explore the best ways to learn about age of milestone attainment. This study 

was limited to three cities in the United States and thus, may not be representative of LGB youth 

that do not reside in those regions or live in rural areas. In addition, participants were largely 

recruited from community centers or events and likely affiliated with LGBTQ youth 

communities. Like other research in this field, experiences of these young people may not be 

representative of the experiences of all LGB youth and may focus on the most out and most 

vulnerable. Finally, this study simplifies the complex process of sexual identity development. It 

is acknowledged that factors unmeasured in this study such as family acceptance, social support, 

community cohesion, etc. influence milestones and their association with health and well-being. 

Findings from the current study suggest that greater alcohol, marijuana, and drug use is 

predicted by younger ages of sexual identity milestone attainment. Results remained unchanged 

even when age, sexual identity, gender identity, race, and geographic location were held 

constant. Investigating the potential moderating role of victimization revealed that a majority of 

youth in this study experienced bias-based victimization based on their real or perceived sexual 

identity but experiences of victimization did not moderate the relationship between age of 

milestone attainment and mental health outcomes. Together, these findings add to a body of 

literature that is beginning to better understand sexual identity milestone attainment among 

recent cohorts of LGB young people. Results indicate the importance of better understanding 

mechanisms that can promote resilience, particularly at younger ages of sexual identity 

development. 
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Table 1. Experiences of Victimization Stratified by Sample Demographic Variables 

  

Any type of 

victimization 

 

 

Verbal Insults 

Threats of 

Physical 

Violence 

 

Objects 

Thrown 

Punched 

Kicked, 

Beaten 

Threats of 

knife/gun 

assault 

 

Sexual 

Assault/Rape 

n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) 

Overall 599 (71.7) 559 (67.0) 300 (35.9) 240 (28.7) 179 (21.4) (16.3) 143 (17.1) 

Gender        

Male 327 (83.0)*** 309 (78.4)*** 187 (47.5)*** 153 (38.8)*** 114 (28.9)*** 92 (23.4)*** 84 (21.3)** 

Female 272(61.7)*** 250 (55.7)*** 113 (25.6)*** 87 (19.7)*** 65 (14.7)*** 44 (10.0)*** 59 (13.4)** 

Race        

Asian 29 (70.7)** 28 (68.3)* 12 (29.3) 6 (14.6) 8 (19.5) 7 (17.1) 4 (9.8)* 

Black 142 (67.9)** 126 (60.3)* 62 (29.7) 56 (26.8) 43 (20.6) 44 (21.1) 39 (18.7)* 

Hispanic 136 (74.3) 132 (72.1)* 72 (39.3) 55 (30.0) 39 (21.3) 29 (15.9) 30 (16.4)* 

White 130 (80.3)** 122 (75.3)* 57 (35.2) 46 (28.4) 30 (18.5) 14 (8.6) 16 (9.9)* 

Multi-Racial 135 (69.2)** 124 (63.6)* 80 (41.0) 64 (32.8) 48 (24.7) 35 (18.0) 47 (24.1)* 

Other 26 (63.4)** 26 (63.4)* 16 (39.0) 12 (29.3) 10 (24.4) 6 (14.6) 7 (17.1)* 

Sexual Identity        

Lesbian/Gay Woman 137 (74.1)*** 129 (69.7)*** 67 (36.2)*** 49 (26.49)*** 38 (20.5)*** 27 (14.59)*** 32 (17.3)** 

Gay Man 230 (86.5)*** 216 (81.2)*** 128 (48.1)*** 108 (40.6)*** 79 (29.7)*** 62 (23.3)*** 61 (22.9)** 

Bisexual Man 97 (75.8)*** 93 (72.7)*** 59 (46.09)*** 45 (35.16)*** 35 (27.3)*** 30 (23.4)*** 23 (18.0)** 

Bisexual Woman 135 (52.7)*** 121 (47.3)*** 46 (17.97)*** 38 (14.8)*** 27 (10.55)*** 17 (6.6)*** 27 (10.6)** 

Site        

New York City 298 (73.8) 275 (68.1) 158 (39.1) 125 (30.9) 88 (21.8) 71 (17.6) 76 (18.8) 

Tucson 108 (70.6) 107 (69.9) 42 (28.1) 37 (24.2) 29 (19.0) 22 (14.4) 24 (15.7) 

San Francisco 193 (69.4) 177 (63.7) 99 (35.6) 78 (28.1) 62 (22.3) 43 (15.5) 43 (15.5) 
 

Note. ***=p<.001, **=p<.01, **.>05 
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Table 2. Results of Multivariate Linear Regression Analyses Examining the Association between Age of 

  Milestone Attainment and Depressive Symptoms and Self-Esteem  
 

Depressive 

Symptoms Self-Esteem 

 þ SE þ SE 

Age of First Awareness -.14 .12 .01 .04 

Age of First Attraction -.16 .13 -.02 .05 

Age of First Label as Lesbian, Gay or Bisexual .23 .18 .07 .06 

Age of First Disclosure .40 .20 .06 .07 

Age of First Same-Sex Sexual Encounter .01 .19 .10 .07 

Note. Age, gender identity, sexual identity, and geographic location are controlled for in all 

regression models. ***p<.001 **p<.01 *p<.05 
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Table 3. Summary of Ordinal Logistic Regression Results for Variables Predicting Alcohol Use 

 þ SE Wald X2
 df OR CI% p 

Age of First Awareness -.06 .02 12.13 1 0.94 0.91-0.98 0.0005 

Age of First Attraction -.07 .02 13.27 1 0.94 0.90-0.97 0.0015 

Age of First Label as Lesbian, Gay or Bisexual -.02 .03 0.73 1 0.98 0.93-1.03 0.3943 

Age of First Disclosure -.07 .03 5.81 1 0.93 0.88-0.99 0.0159 

Age of First Same-Sex Sexual Encounter -.07 .03 6.86 1 0.93 0.88-0.92 0.0088 

Note. Age, gender identity, sexual identity, and geographic location served as controls 
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  Table 4. Summary of Ordinal Logistic Regression Results for Variables Predicting Marijuana Use  
 

 þ SE Wald X2
 df OR CI p 

Age of First Awareness -.05 .02 10.15 1 0.95 0.92-0.98 0.0014 

Age of First Attraction -.05 .02 6.97 1 0.93 0.92-0.99 0.0083 

Age of First Label as Lesbian, Gay or Bisexual -.07 .03 6.71 1 0.94 0.89-0.984 0.0096 

Age of First Disclosure -.12 .03 15.34 1 0.89 0.84-0.94 <.0001 

Age of First Same-Sex Sexual Encounter -.06 .03 5.02 1 0.94 0.89-0.99 0.0251 

Note. Age, gender identity, sexual identity, and geographic location are controlled for in all regression models. 
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  Table 5. Summary of Ordinal Logistic Regression Results for Variables Predicting Drug Use  
 

 þ SE Wald X2
 df OR CI% p-value 

Age of First Awareness -.06 .02 8.57 1 0.94 0.91-0.98 0.0034 

Age of First Attraction -.06 .02 9.07 1 0.94 0.91-0.98 0.0026 

Age of First Label as Lesbian, Gay or Bisexual -.11 .03 13.44 1 0.90 0.85-0.95 0.0002 

Age of First Disclosure -.13 .03 13.97 1 0.88 0.82-0.94 0.0002 

Age of First Same-Sex Sexual Encounter -.09 .03 9.28 1 0.91 0.91-0.97 0.0023 

Note. Age, gender identity, sexual identity, and geographic location are controlled for in all regression 

models. 
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CHAPTER IV: A LIFETIME OF DISCRIMINATION: EXAMINING EXPERIENCES OF 

RACISM AS PREDICTORS OF SEXUAL IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT AMONG 

RACIALLY AND ETHNICALLY DIVERSE LGB YOUTH 

Introduction 

 

Sexual identity milestones are frequently considered benchmarks of sexual identity 

development (Floyd & Stein, 2002; Maguen, Floyd, Bakeman, & Armistead, 2002). There is 

evidence that age of sexual identity milestone attainment is associated with psychosocial 

outcomes that include suicidality (D’Augelli & Hershberger, 1993), substance use (Parks & 

Hughes, 2007). It has been hypothesized that cultural attitudes and beliefs favoring 

heterosexuality serve to delay sexual identity development among racial/ethnic minority LGB 

people (Rosario, Schrimshaw, & Hunter, 2004) however research on racial/ethnic differences in 

sexual identity milestones has been limited. Few inquiries have focused explicitly on 

racial/ethnic differences in milestone attainment (Grov, Bimbi, Nanin, & Parsons, 2006; Rosario 

et al., 2004). Studies that have measured racial/ethnic differences have frequently posited that 

racial/ethnic minorities would report later ages of milestone attainment (Rosario et al., 2004). 

Expected later age(s) of milestone attainment were largely hypothesized to be a result of socio- 

contextual factors such as cultural norms and familial influences and attitudes about same-sex 

attractions and behaviors (Loiacano, 1989; Rosario et al., 2004; Rust, 1996; Savin-Williams, 

1996) 

Despite strong rationale and theory to support the hypothesis that sexual identity 

milestones vary by race/ethnicity, results have not consistently supported this reasoning; many 

studies have found that when milestone age(s) vary by race/ethnicity, they do not differ across all 

racial/ethnic groups or across all milestones, or simply do not differ at all (Dubé & Savin- 
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Williams, 1999; Grov et al., 2006; Parks, Hughes, & Matthews, 2004; Rosario et al., 2004). Few 

inquiries have examined other factors beyond race/ethnicity alone and cultural/familial norms to 

explain why disparities in racial/ethnic age of milestone attainment exist. 

Race/ethnicity and sexual identity are distinct but overlapping identities (Parks et al., 

2004). Within intersectionality research there some who support the assertion that that those with 

multiple subordinate group identities (i.e. identify as LGB and a racial/ethnic minority) will 

experience more discrimination (Purdie-Vaughs & Eibach, 2008), which could likely influence 

identity development. As such, racism (in LGB communities) (Loiacano, 1989; Savin-Williams, 

1996) as well as homophobia in racial/ethnic communities were proposed to limit the 

internalization and disclosure of sexual identity (Greene, 1997; Morris, Waldo, & Rothblum, 

2001). The prominent hypothesis, that cultural and familial norms influence milestone age is 

rooted within homophobia, however racism, both within the LGB community as well as overall 

life experiences, have yet to be investigated as factors that influences age of milestone 

attainment. Therefore, the present study examined racial/ethnic differences among five sexual 

identity milestones, overall lifetime experiences of racism, and the possible mediating role of 

racism in the prediction of age of milestone attainment to better understand sexual identity 

development among multiple racial/ethnic groups. First I will review the literature on sexual 

identity developmental milestones, differences by race/ethnicity, and the negative consequences 

of racism. I will then present results from a multi-site study of LGB identified young people that 

examined ages of sexual identity milestone attainment across race/ethnicity, reported lifetime 

experiences of racism, and analyses examining the mediating role of racism in the relationship 

between race/ethnicity and sexual identity milestone attainment. 
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Sexual Identity Development 

 

Stage models of sexual identity development were developed to explain the resolution of 

internal conflict related to identifying as lesbian or gay, also commonly labeled “the coming-out 

process” (Bilodeau & Renn, 2005). Vivian Cass (1979) developed one of the earliest stage 

models of sexual identity development (Kenneady & Oswalt, 2014). Although it remains the 

most cited stage model of sexual identity development (Kenneady & Oswalt, 2014) it has faced 

criticism for a number of its assumptions as well as its generalizability (Horowitz & Newcomb, 

2002; Kenneady & Oswalt, 2014; Malcolm, 2008; Savin-Williams, 2011). The main critiques of 

this model are its assumptions of linear and sequential trends of sexual identity development 

among all LGB people (Horowitz & Newcomb, 2002), its assumption that males and females 

develop sexual identities similarly (Floyd & Bakeman, 2006; Grov et al., 2006), and that it 

describes universal experiences regardless of race/ethnicity (Adams & Phillips, 2009; Chun & 

Singh, 2012; Rowen & Malcolm, 2003). Stage models that followed also focused their inquiries 

on predominately White samples (Brady & Busse, 1994; Fassinger & Miller, 1997; Levine, 

1997, Rust, 1993). 

To better understand sexual identity development in ways that consider multiple 

trajectories, research began to focus on the timing and sequence of sexual identity milestones 

(Floyd & Stein, 2002; Grov et al., 2006; Parks & Hughes, 2007; Rosario et al., 2004). Sexual 

identity milestones are events that are found to typically occur as one develops a lesbian, gay, or 

bisexual identity. Frequently assessed sexually identity milestones include awareness of first 

feeling different than those of the same sex, whether or not they realize these feelings are sexual, 

first experiencing a same-sex sexual attraction, first labeling oneself as lesbian, gay, or bisexual, 

first disclosing their LGB to someone else, and first same-sex sexual encounter (Floyd & Stein, 
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2002; Maguen et al., 2002; Rosario, Schrimshaw, Hunter, & Braun, 2006) 

 

Race/Ethnicity and Milestone Attainment 

 

Subsequent studies demonstrated that milestone timing and sequence are not universal 

processes and vary at both group and individual levels. The scope of inquiries in this field 

expanded to include research examining between and within-group differences for gender 

identity, sexual identity, and race/ethnicity. Frequently race/ethnicity was solely considered and 

researched as a demographic characteristic within milestone studies. In some cases, researchers 

were unable to compare all racial/ethnic groups and condensed all non-White participants in to 

one minority category. Whether it was lack of planning, little interest in group comparisons, or 

small sample sizes, early limitations restricted the body of knowledge of between group 

differences for many racial/ethnic groups. To date, few studies, which several exceptions noted 

below, have specifically focused on racial/ethnic differences in sexual identity development. 

Much of the research examining racial/ethnic sexual identity milestones has hypothesized 

that cultural factors, such as norms and attitudes of family, friends, and neighborhoods influence 

the age of milestone attainment (Dubé & Savin Williams, 1999; Grov et al., 2006; Parks et al., 

2004; Rosario et al., 2004). To date, findings across studies have been varied, demonstrating 

nuanced racial/ethnic differences (see Grov et al., 2006; Martos, Nezhad, & Meyer, 2015; Parks 

et al., 2004; Rosario et al., 2004; Savin-Williams, 1996). Ethnic specific differences in timing 

and sequencing of identity milestones and disclosure to family members have been found (Dubé 

& Savin-Williams, 1999). In a sample of lesbian women, African American and Latina women 

were more similar to each other than to White lesbians in reported age of milestone attainment 

(Parks et al., 2004). Further, lesbians of color are less likely than White lesbians to disclose their 

identity to non-family groups (Parks et al., 2004). However, Grov et al. (2006) found no racial 
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differences in the age of “coming out to self” and others. However their results did indicate that 

racial differences exist when disclosing to a parent. 

Further work in this area has been called for, but few studies have published work 

proposing new mechanism(s) to explain the often inconsistent findings. Structural inequities, 

such as racism, have been found to confine the scope of possibilities in choosing one’s cultural 

identification (Tummala-Narra, 2016). To date, no study has measured racism as it relates to 

identification as LGB or sexual identity milestones. 

A robust body of literature documents racism as it relates to health inequities (Priest, 

Paradies, Trenerry, Truong, Karlsen, & Kelly, 2012).  There is a strong and consistent 

relationship between racism and negative mental health outcomes including, anxiety, depression, 

and psychological stress for both youth and adults (Paradies, 2006; Priest et al., 2012; Williams 

& Mohammed, 2009), Racism has also been negatively associated with physical health including 

increased blood pressure and poor self-rated health among those who self-report experiencing 

racial discrimination (Krieger & Sidney, 1996; Smart Richman, Pek, Pascoe, & Bauer 2010). 

Given the documented scope of the negative implications, there is reason to believe that racism 

may impact sexual identity milestones, accounting for differing paths of milestone development 

between adolescents. 

Current Study 

 

The present study examines lifetime experiences of racism and age(s) of sexual identity 

milestone attainment among a racially/ethnically diverse group of young people from three 

geographic locations in the United States. Previous research posited that racial/ethnic minorities 

experience sexual identity milestones at later ages due to cultural and familial influence(s) (e.g., 

Icard, 1986; Loiacano, 1989; Martinez & Sullivan, 1998; Savin-Williams, 1996). Findings to 
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support these theories have been limited and alternate hypotheses have not been tested. This 

paper will examine the role of racism in milestone attainment through the following research 

questions: (1) Do racial/ethnic differences in age of milestone attainment exist?; (2) Are there 

differences in lifetime experiences of racism across groups?; (3) Does the experience of racism 

explain, through mediation, the relationship between race/ethnicity and milestone outcome? 

It is expected that racial/ethnic differences in age of milestone attainment will emerge but 

similar to previous literature, these findings will be inconsistent across all racial groups. 

Additionally, young people, particularly young people of color, will report more lifetime 

experiences of racism. Finally, racism will at least partially mediate the relationship between 

race/ethnicity and sexual identity milestones, explaining some of the variance between 

racial/ethnic differences in age of sexual identity milestone attainment. 

Method 

 

Participants 

 

Data come from a three-site longitudinal panel study of risk and protective factors for 

suicide among 1,061 lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer/questioning (LGBTQ) youth. 

For the purpose of this study, only LGB identified cisgender participants were retained for 

analyses (N=835). Recruitment took place in three geographic locations across the United States: 

one large city in the northeast (n=404), one city on the west coast (n=223) and one city in the 

southwest (n =153). Forty-seven percent of study participants identified as male (n=394) and 

53% as female (n=441). Approximately half of participants identified as bisexual (n=384; 46%). 

Remaining participants identified as gay males (n=266; 32%) or a gay/lesbian females (n=185; 

22%). The racial/ethnic makeup of the sample was diverse; a quarter of the sample identified as 

Black (n =209; 25%), followed by almost a quarter that identified as Multi-Racial (n=195; 24%), 
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22% identified as Hispanic (n=183), 20% identified as White (n=162), 5% as Asian (n=41), and 

5% identified as Other Race (n=41; 5%). The mean reported age of participant’s was 18. For 

more detailed demographic information see Table 1. 

Measures 

 

Sample Characteristics. Participants’ age was assessed by one question asking 

participants their birthday. Gender was assessed by a single question that asked, “What is your 

gender identity?” Response options were: female, male, queer, trans-women or trans-man. 

Participants were also able to write in a response if their preferred gender identity was not listed. 

Only male and female identified participants remained in final analyses. 

Participant’s reported their race/ethnicity as Asian, Black, White, Hispanic, American 

Indian/Native American (AI/NA), Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander (NH/PI), Multi-Racial, and 

Other Race. Due to small sample size (NH/PI) were combined with Asian participants and 

AI/NA participants were merged with participants who identified as another (Other) race. 

Participants who identified as more than one racial/ethnic group were recoded as multi-racial. 

 

Participants were asked, “How would you describe your sexual identity?” Possible 

response options were “Gay,” “Lesbian,” “Bisexual but mostly gay or lesbian,” “Bisexual but 

equally gay/lesbian and heterosexual/straight,” “Bisexual and mostly straight,” “Queer,” 

“Questioning,” and “Other.” To allow for separate analyses for bisexual males and bisexual 

females, all three bisexual options were combined. Only lesbian, gay, and bisexual identified 

participant’s responses were used in the present study. 

Sexual Identity Milestones. All participants were asked to respond to the following 

questions: “How old were you when you first became aware that you felt different than other 

people your same sex, even though you might not have labeled these feelings (first awareness),” 
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“How old were you when you first labeled yourself lesbian/gay/bisexual/queer (first label),” and 

“How old were you when you first told someone that you were lesbian/gay/bisexual/queer (first 

disclosure)?” An additional question on sexual attraction, “How old were you the first time you 

were sexually attracted to a male/female (first attraction)” was only asked of participants who 

reported experiencing same-sex sexual attraction in the previous year. Similarly, only 

participants who engaged in a same-sex sexual encounter in the previous year were asked the age 

of the first time they engaged in same-sex sexual activity with the same-sex. Mean ages of 

milestone attainment and standard deviations are found in Table 1. 

Racism. One question from the Racism and Life Experiences Scale- Brief (RaLES-B) 

(Harrell, 1997) was used to assess lifetime experiences of racism. The question, “Overall, during 

your lifetime, how much have you personally experienced racism, racial discrimination, or racial 

prejudice?” Response options were Not at All, a little, Some, A Lot, and Extremely. 

Data Analysis 

 

Descriptive sample characteristics are found in Table 1. Bivariate descriptive analyses of 

lifetime experiences of racism stratified by sample demographic characteristics were produced 

(Table 2). Adjusted and unadjusted logistic regression analyses were used to examine if lifetime 

experience(s) of racism varied by race/ethnicity (Table 3). Multivariate regression analyses were 

employed to test the association between lifetime experiences of racism and each milestone 

variable. Potential controls included age, gender identity, sexual identity, and geographic 

location. Further analyses tested the mediating role of racism on the relationship between 

race/ethnicity and age of milestone attainment. Following Baron and Kenny’s (1986) four-step 

model of mediation analyses, the significance of the following regressions were tested: total 

effect between race/ethnicity and milestone age, the effect of race/ethnicity on racism, and the 
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indirect effect of race/ethnicity on milestone age mediated by racism. If only the first three 

criterions were met then racism partially mediated the relationship between race and milestone 

age. However non-significant results of the direct effect of race/ethnicity on milestone age 

adjusted for racism indicate fully mediated models. 

Some research has criticized this method in favor newer statistical methods (Hayes, 

2012). Thus the PROCESS macro in SAS (Hayes, 2012) was used to further assess this 

meditational model. PROCESS, which utilizes ordinary least squares (OLS) analytic framework 

also includes bootstrapping for the construction of asymmetric confidence intervals for 

evaluation of indirect effects. All analyses were completed using SAS 9.4. 

Results 

 

Racism 

 

Overall, 72% of young people in the study reported ever experiencing racism. Of that 

number, 28% experienced some racism and an additional 15% experienced a lot or an extreme 

amount of racism. Males and females reported similar experiences of racism; 70% of females 

reported ever experiencing racism and 74% of males reported experiencing racism. Lesbian 

females, gay males, and bisexual females had similar percentages of participants reporting 

experiencing racism. Bisexual males reported the highest percentage (83%) of ever experiencing 

racism. A full description of lifetime experiences of racism stratified by sample characteristics is 

found in Table 2. 

No racial/ethnic differences in reports of lifetime experiencing racism were found when 

comparing Asian, Black, Hispanic, Multi-racial, and Other race participants to each other, 

Conversely all racial/ethnic groups were found to report two to three times higher odds of ever 

experiencing racism compared to White participants (Table 3). 
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Race/Ethnicity Predicting Milestone Age 

 

Overall, few significant group differences were found for race/ethnicity. Only age of first 

feeling different, age of first labeling oneself as LGB, and age of first disclosing to others was 

found to be significantly different. The mean age of feeling different was older for Black youth 

compared to the mean age for Multi-Racial youth (M=11.4 vs. M=10.0) [F(5, 802)=3.11, 

p=0.0078]. Similarly, Black youth reported significantly later ages of labeling oneself as LGB 

[F(5, 805)=3.87, 0.0018] and disclosing to others compared to Hispanic youth [F(5, 728)=2.75, 

p=0.0181]. 

Racism Predicting Milestone Age 

 

Multivariate regression analyses showed a significant association between lifetime 

experiences of racism and age of first feeling different (b=-.38, t(1, 805)=-3.12, p=.0019), though 

racism only explained a marginal portion of the variance (R2=.01, F(1, 805)=9.73, p=.0019). All 

other analyses did not produce statistically significant results (Table 4). 

Mediation Models 

 

To test for mediation, four regression equations were run for each milestone. First, the 

outcome (milestone age) was regressed on the predictor variable (race). This relationship was 

significant for age of first feeling different (þ =-.09 (p=.0092)) but not for age of first attraction, 

age of first label, age of first disclosure, and age of first same-sex sexual experience. Therefore, 

second and third equations were only analyzed for age of first feeling different. In the second 

equation, the mediator (lifetime experiences of racism) was regressed on the predictor variable 

(race/ethnicity). Results indicated that there was not a significant association. The third equation 

involved regressing the outcome (age of first feeling different) concurrently on race/ethnicity and 
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racism. Results indicated that the significant relationship between race and age of first feeling 

different remained significant (þ =.009 (p=.0152)). 

The PROCESS macro by Hayes (2012) was used to further explore this model. The 

bootstrapped confidence intervals indicated that the true indirect effect of race/ethnicity on age 

of first feeling different mediated by racism is 95% likely to range from -.0499 to .0009, 

indicating that racism does not mediate the relationship between race/ethnicity and age of first 

feeling different. 

Discussion 

 

Racial/ethnic differences exist in age of milestone attainment among a recent cohort of 

LGB identified young people though results were nuanced. Further, a majority of young people 

in this study experienced some degree of racism in their lifetime. Although racial differences 

were detected and experiences of racism were reported among participants, lifetime experiences 

of racism did not mediate the relationship between race/ethnicity and age of milestone 

attainment. 

The first hypothesis stated that age of milestone attainment would vary by race/ethnicity. 

Similar to previous studies, racial/ethnic differences were found but were not consistent across 

all racial/ethnic groups and not for all milestones all (Dubé & Savin-Williams, 1999; Grov et al., 

2006; Parks et al., 2004; Rosario et al., 2004). Significant differences only emerged for three 

milestones: age of first feeling different, age of first label as LGB, and age of first disclosure. 

Further, differences were only found among Black, Hispanic, and Multi-Racial young people. In 

all cases, Black youth reported later ages of first feeling different, first labeling themselves as 

LGB, and first disclosing to another person. 
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A majority of young people reported experiencing racism in their lifetime, confirming the 

second hypothesis. Compared to White participants, those who identified as Asian, Black, 

Hispanic, Multi-racial, or other race had two to three times higher odds of reporting ever 

experiencing racism. Of note, however, is that these differences were not statistically significant 

at the p<.05 level. Recent research has begun to recognize that p-values should not be used as a 

single index to substitute for scientific reasoning (Wasserstein & Lazar, 2016). In the case of 

these analyses, all confidence intervals, and the presumed true values, did not include zero. 

Confidence intervals were wide for both Asian and Other race participants. 

 

Based on Asian and Other race confidence intervals there may be a generally small effect 

size and samples of these subgroups may not be large enough to detect a robust statistical 

difference. However the wide confidence intervals among these groups also show large 

variability in experiences of racism and are important to consider in future research. Evidence 

does not exist to support hypothesis three. Results of the Baron and Kenny (1986) mediation 

analyses as well as the indirect effects and confidence intervals estimated with bootstrapping 

through the PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2012) indicated that racism does not mediate the 

association between race/ethnicity and age of milestone attainment. 

Questions remain as to why nuanced race/ethnic differences persist throughout studies of 

sexual identity development. Prior research hypothesized that familial and cultural norms and 

homophobia within communities would result in later age in sexual identity milestone attainment 

among racial/ethnic minority young people (Dubé & Savin-Williams, 1999; Grov et al., 2006; 

Parks et al., 2004; Rosario et al., 2004). This study offered a novel explanation for persistent but 

nuanced differences in sexual identity milestone attainment among racial/ethnically diverse 

groups of young people. 
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As other studies have found, these results suggest that there is some variation between 

racial/ethnic groups ages of sexual identify milestone attainment, however these results indicate 

that racism does not explain these differences. Future research is needed to discern what factors 

account for this variability and what effect it has on health and well-being factors related to age 

of milestone attainment. 

Study Limitations and Strengths 

 

To my knowledge this was the first study to posit racism as an explanation for differing 

age of milestone attainment among multiple racial/ethnic groups. Strengths of this study include 

its racial/ethnic diversity that allowed for between group comparisons that went beyond White 

versus non-White identities. Sampling from multiple regions in the United States improved 

generalizability of the results. The relatively large sample size allowed for a greater 

representation of experiences of young people. 

Study limitations must also be noted. First, all data were collected through self-report 

measures. Some measures, such as age of milestone attainment, are potentially subject to recall 

bias. This study was limited to three cities in the United States and thus, may not be 

representative of LGB youth outside of these geographic regions. In addition, participants were 

largely recruited from community centers or events, which, like other research in this field, may 

not be representative of the experiences of all LGB youth. This study only includes male and 

female identified LGB young people. Thus, results may not be generalizable to those who do not 

identify as male or female. Little research has evaluated milestones as they relate to those who 

identity as transgender. It is possible that the milestones proposed for sexual identity 

development are not fully, or at all, applicable. Further, only lesbian, gay, and bisexual 

participants were retained for this study and other identities were excluded. 



72 
 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

In summary, similar to previous research (Grov et al., 2006; Martos et al., 2015; Parks et 

al., 2004; Rosario et al., 2004; Savin-Williams, 1996), racial/ethnic differences in sexual identity 

milestones found in this study were nuanced. This study addressed a gap in the literature and 

proposed a new mechanism, racism, to explain racial/ethnic differences in age of milestone 

attainment. Results indicated that racism was not a significant mediating factor in the 

relationship between race/ethnicity and sexual identity milestone attainment. This highlights a 

need for future research to address other potential factors that may account for the variability 

found among racial/ethnic groups in age of sexual identity milestone attainment. 
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  Table 1. Demographic Characteristics and Mean Age(s) of Milestone Attainment Stratified by Race/Ethnicity  

  Asian (n=41) Black (n=209) Hispanic (n=183) White (n=162) Multi-Racial (n=195) Other Race (n=41)  
 

 n (%)/M (SD) n (%)/M (SD) n (%)/M (SD) n (%)/M (SD) n (%)/M (SD) n (%)/M (SD) 

Age 18.4 (1.9) 18.8 (1.8) 17.9 (1.8) 17.9 (1.8) 18.4 (1.8) 18.8 (1.7) 

Gender Identity       

Male 21 (51.2) 96 (45.9) 97 (53.0) 70 (43.2) 93 (47.7) 16 (39.0) 

Female 20 (48.8) 113 (54.1) 86 (47.0) 92 (56.8) 102 (52.3) 25 (61.0) 

Sexual Identity       

Lesbian 5 (12.2) 57 (27.3) 40 (21.9) 30 (18.5) 42 (21.5) 9 (22.0) 

Gay 15 (36.7) 65 (31.1) 66 (36.1) 53 (32.7) 54 (27.7) 12 (29.3) 

Bisexual Male 6 (14.6) 31 (14.8) 31 (16.9) 17 (10.5) 39 (20.0) 4 (9.7) 

Bisexual Female 15 (36.7) 46 (25.1) 46 (25.1) 62 (38.3) 60 (30.8) 16 (39.0) 

Age of first Awareness 10.7 (4.0) 11.4 (3.0) 10.3 (3.8) 10.4 (3.7) 10.0 (3.8) 11.0 (3.6) 

Age of first Sexual Attraction 13.2 (3.1) 12.6 (3.9) 11.9 (3.8) 12.4 (3.2) 11.9 (3.8) 13.0 (3.5) 

Age of First Label as LGB 14.5 (2.7) 15.1 (2.6) 14.0 (2.6) 14.7 (2.4) 14.6 (2.6) 14.2 (3.0) 

Age of first Disclosure 14.8 (1.8) 14.9 (2.4) 14.0(2.3) 14.4 (2.5) 14.4 (2.5) 14.3 (2.6) 

Age of first same-sex sexual experience 15.9 (2.5) 15.3 (2.9) 15.2 (2.8) 15.3 (2.6) 14.7 (3.2) 14.7 (3.4) 
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  Table 2. Lifetime Experiences of Racism Stratified by Sample Characteristics  
 

 None A little Some A lot Extreme  

n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) p-value 

Overall 230 (27.7) 240 (28.9) 234 (28.2) 103 (12.4) 24 (2.9)  

Gender      .5761 

Male (n=394) 101 (25.7) 110 (28.0) 119 (30.3) 52 (13.2) 11 (2.8)  

Female (n=441) 129 (29.5) 130 (29.7) 115 (26.3) 51 (11.6) 13 (3.0)  

Race      <.0001 

Asian (n=41) 8 (19.5) 14 (34.2) 14 (34.2) 4 (9.8) 1 (2.4)  

Black (n=209) 55 (26.4) 66 (31.7) 60 (28.9) 19 (9.1) 8 (3.9)  

Hispanic (n=183) 44 (24.2) 54 (29.7) 58 (31.9) 21 (11.5) 5 (2.8)  

White (n=162) 72 (44.4) 48 (29.6) 26 (16.1) 13 (8.0) 3 (1.9)  

Multi-Racial (n=195) 41 (21.2) 48 (24.9) 65 (33.7) 35 (18.1) 4 (2.1)  

Other (n=41) 8 (19.5) 9 (22.0) 11 (26.8) 10 (24.4) 3 (7.3)  

Sexual Identity 

Lesbian/Gay Female 

     .4508 

(n=185) 53 (28.8) 56 (30.5) 49 (26.6) 20 (10.9) 6 (3.3)  

Gay Male (n=266) 79 (29.8) 67 (25.3) 81 (30.6) 31 (11.7) 7 (2.6)  

Bisexual Male (n=128) 22 (17.2) 43 (38.6) 38 (29.7) 21 (16.4) 4 (3.1)  

Bisexual Female (n=256) 76 (29.9) 74 (29.1) 66 (26.0) 31 (12.2) 7 (2.8)  

Geographic Location      .0057 

New York City (n=404) 129 (31.9) 122 (30.2) 104 (25.7) 39 (9.7) 10 (2.5)  

Tucson (n=153) 42 (27.6) 45 (29.6) 35 (23.0) 27 (17.8) 3 (2.0)  

San Francisco (n=278) 59 (21.5) 73 (26.6) 95 (34.6) 37 (13.5) 11 (4.0)  
 

Note. p-values reported from tests of mean differences within groups. 
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  Table 3. Logistic Regression Analyses of Race/Ethnicity Predicting Racism  

  OR CI AOR CI  
 

White (ref) -- -- -- -- 

Asian 3.3 1.44-7.59 3.24 1.38-7.62 

Black 2.23 1.44-3.45 2.88 1.78-4.66 

Hispanic 2.51 1.59-3.97 2.80 1.74-4.50 

Multi-racial 2.97 1.87-4.72 3.26 2.01-5.29 

Other 3.30 1.44-7.59 3.77 1.61-8.81 

Note. OR=Odds ratio. CI=Confidence Interval. AOR=Adjusted odds ratio. All 

analyses adjusted for age, gender identity, sexual identity, and geographic location 
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Table 4. Regression Analyses of Lifetime Racism Predicting Age of 

  Sexual Identity Milestone Attainment  

  b SE t p-value  
 

Age of first feeling different -.63 .31 -2.03 .0424 

Age of first attraction -.06 .13 -.47 .6409 

Age of first label as LGB -.17 .08 -.79 .4322 

Age of first disclosure -.09 .08 -1.07 .2844 

  Age of first same-sex sexual experience -.14 .12 -1.22 .2246  
 

Note. OR=Odds ratio. CI=Confidence Interval. AOR=Adjusted odds ratio. All 

analyses adjusted for age, gender identity, sexual identity, and geographic location 
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CHAPTER V: CONCLUSIONS 
 

Overview of the Three Papers 

 

The aim of the three papers presented in this dissertation was to examine sexual identity 

milestone attainment and related associations with psychosocial outcomes among a recent cohort 

of LGB identified young people. The focus of the three papers was on understanding current 

age(s) of milestone attainment, between-group differences, and the potential impact of LGB- 

based victimization and racism on sexual identity milestone attainment. All three papers used 

data collected from a four-wave longitudinal panel study of risk and protective factors for suicide 

among young people aged 15-21 in three geographic locations across the United States. 

The first paper examined age of milestone attainment and group differences across  

gender identity, racial identity, sexual identity, and geographic location for six sexual identity 

milestones: age of first feeling different (first awareness); age of realizing that different feelings 

were sexual (first sexual awareness); first same-sex sexual attraction (first attraction); first label 

as LGB (first label); first disclosure to another (first disclosure); and first same-sex sexual 

experience (first same-sex sexual experience). Results suggest that age of milestone attainment is 

younger for some milestones, but not for all, when compared to previous cohorts. 

The second paper examined the relationship between both age of milestone attainment 

and LGB-based victimization with five outcomes: depressive symptoms, self-esteem, alcohol 

use, marijuana use, and other drug use. Further analyses examined LGB-based victimization as a 

moderator of the association between milestone age and the outcomes listed above. Results 

indicated that younger age of milestone attainment was associated with greater alcohol, 

marijuana, and drug usage. Victimization was not found to moderate the relationship between 

milestone attainment and substance use. 
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The field has mostly moved beyond stage models of sexual identity development to the 

study of milestone attainment due to evidence, but also theory, that sexual identity development 

is different across people and also across groups. Literature has highlighted the inability of 

traditional stage models to fully explain sexual identity development across all racial/ethnic 

groups. However, even with the focus now turned to the study of milestone attainment, questions 

remain about sexual identity development and race/ethnicity. Much of the research that has 

included measures of race/ethnicity have found nuanced differences among racial groups and 

little explanation as to why they exist. Paper three examined racial/ethnic differences in 

milestone attainment and offered a possible explanation for some of the differences, that lifetime 

experiences of racism impact sexual identity development. Racial/Ethnic differences in 

experiences of racism emerged but did not explain racial/ethnic differences in age of milestone 

attainment. 

Summary of Findings 

 

Results presented in this dissertation demonstrated that for a number of the sexual 

identity milestones assessed, average age of attainment was younger than that of other cohorts 

from previous studies. Milestone attainment varied by characteristics such as gender identity, 

racial/ethnic identity, sexual identity, and geographic location but these differences were not 

consistent across milestone assessed, nor were there differences among all groups. Results of this 

dissertation add to the growing body of literature focused on understanding timing and sequence 

of milestone attainment instead of only considering sexual identity development though an 

oversimplified stage model of development. Like other studies of milestone development, results 

from this dissertation have shown variation among groups and highlight the differing trajectories 

of development. 
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Previous studies have documented associations between sexual identity and substance use 

as well as victimization and substance use. Less is known about age of milestone attainment and 

substance use. Considering its demonstrated connection to substance use and a large body of 

literature examining its impact on LGB youth, it was thought that victimization would moderate 

any associations found between age of sexual identity milestone attainment and substance use. 

Contrary to this hypothesis, the associations between age of milestone attainment and substance 

use did not vary by experiences of LGB-based victimization. 

Paper three focused on understanding sexual identity milestone attainment across 

racial/ethnic groups. Similar to findings in other studies, racial/ethnic differences in milestone 

attainment emerged, but these differences were nuanced with certain racial/ethnic groups 

(primarily Black youth) reporting later ages of milestone attainment compared to Hispanic and 

Multi-racial youth. Racism was posited as a factor that would mediate the relationship between 

race/ethnicity and age of milestone attainment, however results did not support this. 

Implications and Next Steps 

 

Results indicated that younger age of milestone attainment was associated with greater 

use of substances such as alcohol, marijuana and other drugs. Much of the work in this area has 

focused on substance use among LGB adults or older adolescents. Interventions tailored to the 

needs of LGB young people are necessary. General anti-drug and alcohol campaigns may not be 

successful in deterring young people from starting substance use or influencing cessation among 

LGB young people as their reasons for initiating substance use may different from the general 

public. Rather, tailored interventions and evaluation of programs targeting this population is 

needed. 
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Research that explores resilience and risk factors for substance use among those whose 

sexual identity development initiates earlier than others is also needed. Particularly important is a 

greater understanding of the factors that promote and hinder resilience among early adopters of a 

LGB identity and how this information can be used to implement and provide supportive 

assistance to LGB young people in schools, communities, and beyond. 

The deleterious consequences of victimization, particularly bias based (LGB-based) 

victimization are well documented, as are the implications and related negative outcomes related 

to racism. LGB youth of color may, and are likely to be, experiencing discrimination based on 

their race/ethnicity, sexual identity, or both. Little literature exists fully exploring and 

understanding how these two forms of bias operate within young people and how it impacts 

sexual identity development. 

Little work has sought to understand how racial/ethnic identity development and sexual 

identity development, two processes likely to be occurring at the same time, develop over time 

and influence each other. Racial/ethnic minority LGB youth are developing identities that are 

distinct but overlapping and research needs to address the multi-dimensionality of young 

people’s identities. 

Summary 

 

The three papers presented in this dissertation examined sexual identity milestone 

attainment among a recent cohort of diverse LGB identified young people. Age of milestone 

attainment was conceptualized to be younger for recent cohorts and vary by socio-contextual 

factors such as LGB-based victimization and racism. Collectively, results indicated that young 

people experience bias based on both their sexual and racial/ethnic identities, but bias did not 

explain differences in age of milestone attainment predicting substance use nor does it explain 
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racial/ethnic differences in milestone attainment. It is known that bias based victimization has 

deleterious consequences for the health and well-being of young people. Research, particularly 

among contemporary cohorts, has not specifically addressed how bias during the coming out 

process may influence other milestones and ultimately psychosocial outcomes. Additionally, 

very little research has addressed dual bias, particularly among milestone attainment. Further 

research is needed to address these and other issues influencing sexual identity development 

among contemporary LGB identified young people. 
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