PARENTS OF GAY YOUTH

Questions:

If you are a parent of a gay youth what was your initial reaction when you first heard that your son/daughter was gay or lesbian?

If you are a healthcare giver and you have had to deal with the parents of a gay youth, what were their issues or worries?

A parents come to you, their child has just come out to them what should you know and how do you proceed.

Parents who have just discovered that their child is gay usually feel a lost, frequently anger, some may be in a state of denial, while others may feel some relief but all of them will have to mourn. .   

Losts:  Often many parents live through their children and even if they don’t most parents clearly have hopes and ambitions for them.   These usually include marriage, children, and a career.    Frequently parents are under the misconception that if their child is gay that these ambitions may not be fulfilled or at least not in the way they had hope.   Of course, this doesn’t mean that a child who is gay cannot enter into a committed relationship, have children or even have the career they choose.  

Lost:  Parents may fear for the future health of their child both physical and mental.   They are for sure aware of the possibility of HIV/AIDS and possibly of the increase chance for mental illness, substance abuse and gay bashing.   The incidence of all these problems is greater in the gay male population and the latter two in the lesbian population.   If proper precautions are taken the chance of HIV/AIDS is not dramatically increase,  if support is given mental health is improved and while gay bashing is a risk if one develops street smarts that can be decreased.

Lost:  They will feel a lost of trust in their own judgment and in their child honesty.    A lost in their ability to judge people: how could they have been so wrong about an individual who is so close to them?  Secondly, how could their child have deceived them and make them believe that he or she is straight even if for a brief  period of time?   They must be reassured that the act of coming out is extremely difficult for a gay individual and that their child has cared enough to divulge this information to them and therefore their child must have great trust in them as a parent.

Lost:  They have to admit to themselves that their child is not only a sexual being but also a gay sexual being.   While the former is extremely difficult because it is a concrete reminder that their child is maturing it is made easier by the fact that dating, marriage, childbirth is a socially desirable and adopted way of life. The fact that the child is gay is disturbing since it often activates many of the negative sexual  taboos that have been bred into all of us.

Lost:  Questioning of their faith especially if they belong to a religion where homosexuality is very negatively perceived.    They then have to reconcile their religious belief system with offering support to their child.  This could be extremely difficult and at times may be irreconcilable.

Lost:  Because the act of coming out changes the child, the parent and the relationship that they have to each other.

Lost: Parents also have to come out to others. 

The parents reaction:

May include:

Are you sure? 

Usually, by the time a child comes out to a parent they have had to reconcile themselves to the fact that they are gay, come out to themselves and often to others so they have clearly decided for themselves that they are gay.

It’s just a phase, your too young to know, it’s a fad.    

Again while sexual experimentation may be a phase by the time a young person comes out to a parent many of these conflicts have been resolved.

What did I do wrong?

It is nothing that they have done, since homosexuality is multifactorial.  It appears that environment, while it may play a part in sexual development,  is not the primary determining factor.

How could he/she do this to me?

Remind the parents that this isn’t about themselves but about their child.

So how can  you help a parent?

1 – Remind them that this is still their child. That they shoudn’t be too quick in making decisions that they may regret in the long run.

2 – Encourage them to reaffirm their love and acceptance for their child.   It is OK to be confused or upset and if they are, they should acknowledge this to their child since they can’t hide these feelings so it is better to acknowledge them while reaffirming their love.  Hopefully they can then elaborate a plan together with their child on how to deal with these emotions. 

3 – Don’t blame yourself.

4 – Allow yourself your feelings.

5 – Get support for yourself? Seek advice from FFLAG, a counselor or a trusted adviser.

6 – You may even feel relief because you may have sensed that something was wrong with your child, now you know so move on.

7 – Educate yourself about gay and lesbian issues, the more you know the less anxious you will be.

8 – Educate yourself about AIDS

9 – Don’t mourn losses that you may not actually have.

10 – Be honest if your having a hard time.

11 – Trust that your feelings will evolve.   It is often common for parents to experience grief, loss and fear, but over time these feelings may change.

12 – Be compassionate if your child is having a hard time.

13 – Actions can speak as loudly as words, both positively and negatively.

14 – The unexpected benefits, e.g. a great hair cut, more importantly it may improve communication since an important barrier has been removed.

15 – Enjoy the rewards of participating in you child’s world.

16 – Testing, testing, testing by the child of their commitment and their love, so be prepared to be challenged.

What if a parent is questioning if a child is gay.

Why is the parent questioning?

The child fits some stereotype that the parent may have.   The effeminate boy who is not interested in sports and spends lots of time with girls or the young woman who dresses in pants doesn’t wear make-up and is interested in sports, trucks and guns.

While this may in fact indicate that the adolescent is sexually interested in individuals of his or her own gender this may be a misconception.   So the parent should avoid labeling this behavior too early and should try to accept their child as is.   

The parent finds evidence of same sex sexual interest.  What has been found? Is it really evidence that the child might be gay or lesbian? Or is it a reflection of their biases.

Even if it is, it is best for the parents to wait for the adolescent to discuss the issue with them.   The adolescent maybe avoiding discussing this issue, because he or she hasn’t resolved for him/herself his or her own sexual identity.   The parents must allow the adolescent to deal with his or her sexual identity on his or her own term.   The adolescent must learn to deal with his or her inner homophobia, apply the label of homosexual to him or herself and learn to accept this label.   So it is best not to confront.

A parent who suspects that his or her child is gay, may have the same feelings of a parent whose child has just come out to him or her.   The parents should be encourage to educate themselves by reading  books, surfing the web and talking with other parents about homosexuality and the myth involved.   In doing this, the parents prepare themselves to deal with their son or daughter and hopefully starts to understand the difficulties that their child is facing.

If the parents want to help further they can leave some educational material or attempt to open a discussion on the issue based on a television program, a movie, a book, a magazine or an educational poster.     

The parent who learns from someone else.

There may be a lot of anger and a feeling of betrayal but again until the child has come out to them they don’t know for sure.   Whatever, it is always best again to allow the child to progress at their own pace.   

Summary:

When a child comes out to a parent it is never easy but the parent should be reminded that the welfare of their child should come first and that they should inform themselves.

