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Abstract

Introduction Coming out as gay can be a psychologically challenging event, and recall of a negative coming out experience
can initiate subsequent identity changes in gay men. We tested whether baseline levels of identity resilience and internalized
homonegativity moderate these effects.

Methods A between-participant experimental study, with an ethnically diverse sample of 333 gay men in the United Kingdom (UK),
examined levels of contemporaneous identity threat of reflecting upon recollections of either a coming out experience that had a
negative or a stabilizing effect on self-schema. Data were collected in 2020 and analyzed using multiple regression and path analysis.
Results Path analysis showed that a model predicting level of identity threat after recall of a negative coming out experi-
ence fitted the data well. Identity resilience was negatively correlated with internalized homonegativity and distress during
memory recall. Both distress and homonegativity correlated positively with identity threat. The relationship between recalling
a negative coming out experience and distress was mediated by the perceived typicality of the recalled experience.
Conclusions Through its effects on distress and internalized homonegativity, identity resilience reduces the threatening effect
of recollecting a negative coming out experience upon contemporary identity.

Policy Implications Offering gay men awareness of the social and psychological routes to raising identity resilience may be
beneficial in reducing internalized homonegativity and the ongoing effects of remembered negative coming out experiences.

Keywords Identity process theory - Identity resilience - Identity threat - Coming out - Internalized homonegativity - Gay
men

Introduction

This article focuses on the impact of recalling a significant
“coming out” experience (disclosure of one’s gay identity
to others) for identity processes in a sample of gay men in
the United Kingdom (UK). There has been research into the
impact of coming out among gay men in a variety of cultural
contexts, much of which shows the adverse psychological
impact of coming out in homonegative social contexts (e.g.
Ryan et al., 2015). This is especially the case for gay men
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who themselves exhibit internalized homonegativity (Brown
& Trevethan, 2010; Jaspal et al., 2019), that is, the “direction
of negative social attitudes [about their sexual orientation]
toward the self” (Meyer & Dean, 1998, p. 161). However,
there has been no experimental research among gay men in
the UK examining the impact on identity threat of recalling
an experience of coming out to someone significant. Fur-
thermore, no research has hitherto examined the potential
protective role of identity resilience among gay men who
are at risk of negative affect, such as distress, and identity
threat. This study begins to address this lacuna by examining
the psychological impact of recalling a significant coming
out experience in an ethnically diverse sample of gay men
in the UK.

Identity Threat and Identity Resilience
This study draws on identity process theory (IPT) (Breakwell,

2001, 2015a, c¢), which posits that people strive to achieve a
sense of identity characterized by self-esteem, self-efficacy,
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personal continuity, and positive distinctiveness. When these
identity principles (which are also sometimes referred to
as “motives”, Vignoles et al., 2011) are curtailed due, for
instance, to a change in one’s social context, the individual
experiences identity threat. Facing a negative reaction from
someone significant when coming out as gay is likely to
result in identity threat (Jaspal & Siraj, 2011).

People engage in varied types of activity operating at
the intra-psychic, through to the interpersonal, group, inter-
group, and societal levels in order to achieve personally
satisfactory levels of the identity principles and, indeed,
to protect them from threat—both pre-emptively and reac-
tively (Breakwell, 2015b; Chryssochoou, 2014; Jaspal,
2019; Lyons, 1996). It is noteworthy that, although the four
identity principles are distinct, under some circumstances
they do tend to be correlated (Breakwell & Jaspal, 2021).
For instance, having a negative experience of disclosing an
important element of identity, such as one’s sexual orienta-
tion, may plausibly challenge all of the identity principles
simultaneously, given that this can cause identity uncertainty,
low self-esteem and negative distinctiveness (Bregman
et al., 2013; Jaspal & Siraj, 2011; Willoughby et al., 2010).
It is therefore reasonable to conceptualize identity threat in
terms of perceived reductions to the overall level four
identity principles.

Recent developments in IPT (Breakwell & Jaspal, 2021;
Breakwell, 2020a, b) have focused upon the concept of iden-
tity resilience. Identity resilience is achieved when individu-
als perceive their identity configuration to be characterized
by personally satisfactory levels of self-esteem, self-efficacy,
continuity and positive distinctiveness. Identity resilience
reflects the subjective belief in one’s capacity to understand
and overcome challenges, one’s self-worth and value, cer-
tainty of who one is and will remain despite changes that
occur in one’s context, and one’s self-construal as positively
distinctive from others. Higher self-ratings of these four
characteristics reflect greater resilience. Identity resilience
reflects the capacity to maintain a stable sense of self against
threats. Accordingly, IPT states that the extent to which
one’s identity is characterized by self-esteem, self-efficacy,
continuity and positive distinctiveness at any one time will
significantly influence the capacity to cope with stressors
with the potential to threaten identity, such as recalling an
adverse reaction to one’s sexual identity disclosure.

Each of the four principles that comprise identity resil-
ience has been shown individually to be instrumental in
facilitating favourable coping responses to stressors (Brewer,
1991; Dumont & Provost, 1999; Sadeh & Karniol, 2012).
However, the significance of overall identity resilience
in influencing such reactions has not been established in
gay men. Our study specifically examines the relationship
between identity resilience and internalized homonegativity
and distress to which gay men who experience a negative
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coming out experience are susceptible (Ryan et al., 2015;
Williamson, 2000).

Recent research into the concept of identity resilience
(Breakwell & Jaspal, 2021) has yielded two important find-
ings: first, that identity resilience appears to perform a pro-
tective role against negative affective experiences, such as
fear; and second, that negative affective experiences that
do arise (when levels of identity resilience are low) prompt
changes in the perceived contemporaneous levels of the
identity principles. The latter point has also been demon-
strated in empirical studies of event recall and the self—
Ritchie et al., (2016) found that the extent to which recall-
ing a past event was related to positive affect determined
the “strength” of identity when it was recalled. In a similar
vein, we predict that identity resilience will be inversely
associated with distress when recalling a negative coming
out experience. Indeed, it has been shown that gay men are
especially susceptible to distress in view of negative social
representations of homosexuality and coercive heteronor-
mativity (Assi et al., 2020; Williamson, 2000). In this study,
distress is defined as a state of emotional suffering character-
ized by self-focussed negative affective experiences, such
as guilt and shame. As such, distress is in turn likely to be
positively associated with identity threat.

Psychological Impact of (Internalized)
Homonegativity

Since the decriminalization of homosexuality in Britain in
1967, social attitudes have changed significantly and sur-
vey studies consistently show that there are generally high
levels of endorsement of same-sex relationships in British
society (NatCen, 2019). However, sexual minorities do still
report facing sexuality-related stigma, often manifested
in more subtle ways (Nadal et al., 2016). There has also
been some work on the impact of stigma associated with
sexual orientation on the psychological wellbeing of sexual
minorities, which shows that stigma results in poorer mental
health (Meyer, 2003). However, there has been only limited
research into the impact of coming out as gay on identity
threat, in particular (e.g. Jaspal & Siraj, 2011). As a major
stress-inducing experience for many gay men, the impact
of coming out on identity threat is an important focus for
research.

Existing research shows that stressors, such as victimiza-
tion, rejection from significant others and homonegativity,
increase the risk of depressive symptomatology, including
depression, psychological distress, suicidal ideation and
self-harm, in sexual minorities (Jaspal et al., 2019; Meyer,
2003). Stressors of this kind may follow a negative coming
out experience (D’Augelli, 2002; Igartua et al., 2003; Legate
et al., 2012) and, accordingly, are likely to result in identity
threat.
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Internalized homonegativity has been identified as a com-
mon psychological response to exposure to such stressors
(Williamson, 2000). Internalized homonegativity refers to
the assimilation-accommodation of negative social attitudes
toward one’s sexual orientation at a psychological level and
can contribute to a devaluation of the self and internal con-
flicts (Meyer & Dean, 1998). This self-schema constitutes
a means of making sense of stigma encountered in one’s
social context and its acceptance and incorporation within
the identity structure. There is an established empirical link
between internalized homonegativity and poor mental health
outcomes in gay and bisexual men (Herek & Garnets, 2007),
including negative affective experiences, such as distress
(Meyer, 2003; Williamson, 2000). However, the implica-
tions of internalized homonegativity for identity threat have
not yet been studied. As a negative self-hatred psychological
schema, which is clearly aversive for self-esteem and posi-
tive distinctiveness, internalized homonegativity is likely to
be positively associated with identity threat.

Coming Out and Subsequent Recall

In Western societies, such as the UK, coming out is fre-
quently represented as a positive step in one’s social and psy-
chological development and being out as the desirable end
state for sexual minority people (Cain, 1991; Ragins, 2004).
However, there is also a debate about the significance of
coming out (Alonzo & Buttitta, 2019) and of identity labels
(Hammack et al., 2019) in a so-called “post-gay” society,
that is, in a society where it is assumed that there are high
levels of social acceptance and little need to use sexual iden-
tity labels for self-definition (Ghaziani, 2011). We contribute
to this debate by focusing on the psychological implications
of distinct types of coming out experience—those perceived
to precipitate some form of negative change vs. those per-
ceived to result in stability.

Sexual minority people are more likely to come out, and
to experience better psychological outcomes, in contexts
in which their identity authenticity is supported by others
(Wells & Kline, 1987). Conversely, hostility and silence
from family members can challenge psychological wellbe-
ing in gay men who contemplate coming out to their families
(Nordqvist & Smart, 2014). However, an under-explored
dimension of coming out is its impact on identity processes
among gay men. A negative coming out experience may
involve changes in relationships with others (especially
significant others, such as one’s parents and siblings), and
disruptions to self-esteem and continuity (Ryan et al., 2015;
Weinstein et al., 2012). Therefore, we hypothesize that
recalling a negative coming out experience is likely to cause
feelings of identity threat.

Coming out may be best thought of in terms of a contin-
uum (Mohr & Fassinger, 2000). Developmental stage-based

models of coming out focus on the internal psychological
and external social factors that shape the coming out expe-
rience (e.g. Coleman, 1982; see also Jaspal, 2019). People
come out repeatedly as they meet new people. They vary
in the extent to which they come out—some continue to
discuss their sexual orientation with other people while
others never revisit this topic after their initial coming out
experience. While positive experiences of coming out can
have affirmative outcomes for identity, psychological well-
being and health outcomes, a negative coming out experi-
ence (especially to significant others) can have deleterious
effects. The effects may be felt long after the actual com-
ing out experience as individuals recall, or are reminded
of, that experience (Ryan et al., 2015). Furthermore, they
may be primed to recall the experience when anticipating
coming out in the present or future, potentially shaping their
decision-making and behavior in relation to coming out
(see Meyer, 2003).

The fading affect bias (Ritchie & Batteson, 2013; Walker
et al., 2003) refers to the tendency for negative affect, such
as distress, to fade more rapidly than positive affect from
the occurrence of an event (e.g. a significant coming out
experience) to its subsequent recall. The fading affect bias
is smaller for events that are subjectively deemed important
for identity than for relatively unimportant events (Ritchie
et al., 2006). Moreover, events for which there is not yet
psychological closure are less susceptible to fading affect
bias (Beike & Wirth-Beaumont, 2005; Ritchie et al., 2006).
A negative coming out experience is likely to be psychologi-
cally significant because it concerns a typically important
element of identity. Furthermore, when significant others
(e.g. family members) are involved, a negative coming
out experience may not be characterized by psychological
“closure”.

In their study, Ritchie et al. (2016) found that negative
affect associated with event recall was associated with
three regulatory identity goals: esteem, continuity and
meaningfulness. Ryan et al. (2015) found that recalling
a negative coming out experience was related to nega-
tive affect but that recalling a positive experience had
no discernible effect on affect. However, to understand
this relationship further, we examine the potential medi-
ating role of an additional variable which taps into the
perceived typicality of one’s coming out experience of
one’s overall coming out experiences. After all, a nega-
tive coming out experience which is deemed to be more
typical is likely to reinforce the view that opposition to
one’s sexuality is consensual and commonplace (Jolley &
Jaspal, 2020); it may induce uncertainty and fear in rela-
tion to future and present, and therefore result in greater
feelings of distress (Burgess et al., 2007). We therefore
predict that the relationship between recalling a nega-
tive coming out experience and distress will be mediated
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by the perceived typicality of the recalled coming out
experience, with greater typicality being associated with
greater distress. More generally, this line of thinking is
consistent with research showing that distress is prevalent
in gay men struggling to assimilate and accommodate
their sexual orientation in identity (Bybee et al., 2009;
Williamson, 2000).

A Social Psychological Model Explaining
Contemporaneous Identity Threat in Gay Men

Consistent with IPT (and specifically the concept of iden-
tity resilience) and the literature on event recall, inter-
nalized homonegativity and negative affect, we propose
the following model predicting identity threat in gay men
who are asked to recall a significant coming out experi-
ence (Fig. 1). The following four specific hypotheses are
tested:

1. In comparison to those in the stability condition, partici-
pants in the negative change condition will report higher
identity threat upon recall of their coming out experi-
ence, even when controlling for the effects of internal-
ized homonegativity and distress on identity threat.

2. The relationship between being in the negative change
condition and feeling distress upon recall of one’s com-
ing out experience will be mediated by the perceived
typicality of the recalled experience, with greater per-
ceived typicality being associated with greater distress.

3. Identity resilience will be negatively associated with
both internalized homonegativity and distress upon
recall.

4. Both internalized homonegativity and distress following
recall will be positively associated with identity threat.

Internalized homonegativity

Method
Design

A between-participant experimental study was conducted
to examine the effect of recalling the experience of com-
ing out to someone significant which resulted in negative
change (negative change condition) vs. that of coming out
to someone significant which resulted in things staying the
same (stability condition).

Participants

An ethnically diverse sample of 333 gay male participants in
the UK was recruited on Prolific (https://www.prolific.co/),
a popular online participant recruitment platform in 2020.
To be eligible to take part in the study, participants had to be
registered on the platform as being aged 18 or over and gay.
Table 1 provides the main characteristics of the participant
sample. Ethnic diversity in the sample was sought in order
to explicitly avoid “White” bias and not in order to be used
to examine ethnic differences.

Procedure

All questionnaires were administered and completed
online. First, participants completed measures of identity
resilience and internalized homonegativity. They were
then randomly allocated to one of the following two exper-
imental conditions: half were asked to recall and describe
in 2-3 sentences a coming out experience which resulted
in negative change (negative change condition) and half
a coming out experience that resulted in things remain-
ing the same (stability condition). The manipulation was

IDENTITY THREAT UPON RECALL ]

[ IDENTITY RESILIENCE

) N

RECALLING A NEGATIVE
COMING OUT EXPERIENCE

Fig. 1 A model predicting current identity threat in gay men
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Table 1 Socio-demographic characteristics of the sample

Ethnicity White British ~ South Asian Black African  Black Carib- Mixed (White/ Mixed (White/ Mixed White
bean Black) Asian) (Other) Other
N=210(63.1%) N=52(15.6%) N=6 (1.8%) N=8 (2.4%) N=26(7.8%) N=22(6.6%) 1(0.3%) 8 (2.4%)
Religion No religion Christianity Judaism Hinduism Islam Sikhism Other
N=248 (74.5%) N=59 (17.7%) N=7 (2.1%) N=2 (0.6%) N=T72.1%) N=1(0.3%) N=9 (2.7%)
Relationship Single Monogamous  Open Engaged Married Civil partner- Other
ship
N=168 (50.5%) N=22(6.6%) N=72(21.6%) N=16(4.8%) N=17(5.1%) N=26(7.8%) N=123.6%)
Income <£10,000 £10,000 to £20,000-29,999 £30,000- £40,000- £50,000- £60,000>
£19,999 39,999 49,999 59,999
N=83(249%) N=49 (14.7%) N=62(18.6%) N=47(14.1%) N=33099%) N=22(6.6%) N=37(11.1%)
Job status Employed Self-employed Student Retired Unemployed Other
N=181 (544%) N=35(10.5%) N=52(15.6%) N=16(4.8%) N=45(13.5%) N=4(1.2%)
Education =~ GCSE/O- A-/ AS-Levels Undergraduate  Postgraduate Apprenticeship  Other
Levels
N=48 (14.4%) N=67 (20.1%) N=147 (44.1%) N=66 (19.8%) N=2 (0.6%) N=3(0.9%)

intended to prime participants to recall, and keep in mind,
a noteworthy coming out experience that brought about
either negative change or stability. While keeping this spe-
cific experience in mind, participants were asked to indi-
cate how typical this experience was of their other coming
out experiences and how upset they felt by this particu-
lar coming out experience. (The latter was essentially a
manipulation check.) They then completed measures of
contemporaneous distress and identity threat. Finally, they
provided demographic information, including age, self-
identified gender, sexual orientation, religion, educational
attainment, occupation and income. Participants provided
electronic consent, were debriefed and thanked for their
time. They were paid a token amount for participating in
the study.

Measures
Identity Resilience

The Identity Resilience Index (Breakwell, Fino & Jaspal,
2021) comprising 16 items with responses on a 5-point
scale (1 =strongly disagree to 5 =strongly agree) was
used. Items included “On the whole, I am satisfied with
myself” and “There is continuity between my past and
present”. A higher score indicated higher identity resil-
ience (a=0.83).

Internalized Homonegativity

The Internalized Homophobia Scale (Herek et al., 2009)
comprising 9 items with responses on a 5-point scale
(1=not at all true of me to 5=very true of me) was used.
Items included “T wish I weren’t gay” and “I have tried to
become more sexually attracted to women”. A higher score
indicated higher internalized homonegativity (a=0.88).

Typicality of Coming out Experience

Participants was asked to indicate the extent to which the
coming out experience they described was typical of their
general experiences of coming out on a 5-point scale (1 =not
at all typical to 5 =very typical).

Being Upset by the Coming out Experience Recalled

The following four items were used to measure the extent of
being upset by the recalled coming out experience, which
acted primarily as a manipulation check: “To what extent
did this experience upset you at the time?”, “To what extent
does remembering this experience upset you currently?”,
“To what extent does remembering this experience upset you
in general?” and “How often does remembering this experi-
ence upset you in general?” The four items were summed,
and a higher score indicated feeling more upset by one’s
coming out experience (a=0.87).
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Table 2 Descriptive statistics

. . Continuous variables Mean SD Minimum Maximum

for the key variables of this

study Age 33.01 12.10 18 74
Identity resilience 52.89 8.79 20 74
Internalized homonegativity 15.56 6.80 9 41
Perceived typicality of coming out experience 3.15 1.04 1 5
Being upset by recalled coming out experience 8.68 4.21 4 20
Distress 5.95 2.68 4 15
Identity threat 6.63 3.22 4 19

Distress out experience and distress. Internalized homonegativity

Four items were used to index the extent to which partici-
pants were feeling a variety of emotions indicative of distress
immediately after they had described a significant coming
out experience while they were still completing the ques-
tionnaire. Participants indicated the extent (1 = very slightly
or not at all to 5 =extremely) to which they were—at that
moment—feeling guilty, ashamed, distressed and upset. Rat-
ings of the four feelings were summed, and a higher score
indicated feeling more distress (¢ =0.81).

Identity Threat

The Identity Threat Scale was created consisting of 4 items
(see Appendix) with responses on a 5-point scale (1 =not at
all true of me to 5=very true of me). A higher score indi-
cated higher identity threat (¢ =0.78).

Results

Descriptive Statistics

Table 2 provides the descriptive statistics for the main vari-
ables in this study.

Correlations

Identity resilience was negatively associated with internal-
ized homonegativity, perceived typicality of one’s coming

was positively associated with feeling upset upon recall of
one’s coming out experience, distress and identity threat.
Perceived typicality of one’s coming out experience was
negatively associated with feeling upset upon recall. Feel-
ing upset upon recall was positively associated with dis-
tress and identity threat. Distress was positively associated
with identity threat (Table 3).

Differences by Condition (Negative Change vs.
Stability) in Pre- and Post-Manipulation Measures

Independent-sample ¢-tests bootstrapped at 1000 samples
indicated no significant differences between those assigned
to the negative change and those assigned to the stability
conditions on the pre-manipulation measures of identity
resilience or internalized homonegativity (p > 0.05).

As regards the post-manipulation measures, further tests
showed that participants assigned to the negative change
condition reported feeling more upset [# (331)= —7.98,
p=0.001] and more identity threat [¢ (331)= —4.36,
p=0.001] upon recall of their coming out experience than
those assigned to the stability condition. They also per-
ceived their recalled coming out experience to be less typi-
cal of their general coming out experiences [f (331)=4.02,
p=0.001] than those assigned to the stability condition.
There was no significant effect of the condition on distress.

Table 4 provides a summary of the means, standard
deviations, Cohen’s D and 95% confidence intervals.

Table 3 Independent-sample z-test examining the effect of condition (negative change vs. stability) on key variables

Negative change Stability p-value Cohen’s  95% confidence intervals
N=166 N=167 (two-tailed) D

Perceived typicality of coming out experience M SD M SD 0.001 0.44 0.225, 0.679
292 1.10  3.37 0.94

Feeling upset upon recall of one’s coming out experience M SD M SD 0.001 0.87 —4.25398,-2.52421
1037 426  6.99 3.43

Identity threat M SD M SD 0.001 0.48 —2.18781, .80577
7.39 356  5.89 2.65
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Table 4 Correlations between

. . . 1 2 3 4 5

the main variables of interest
1. Identity resilience
2. Internalized homonegativity —.23%*
3. Perceived typicality of coming out experience .08 .02
4. Being upset by recalled coming out experience -.09 21%* —.14%
5. Distress —.24%%* 41%* .10 28%*
6. Identity threat —-.11 35k .01 53k A40%*
*p<.05; ¥%p <001

Multiple-Regression Model Predicting Identity Path Analysis

Threat

Stepwise multiple regression was conducted to examine
which variables predict the variance of identity threat. Inter-
nalized homonegativity, distress and the condition (stabil-
ity =0 vs. negative change = 1) were inserted as predictors,
and identity threat as the dependent variable.

Internalized homonegativity was entered at step 1 and
explained 12% of the variance in identity threat. At step 2,
internalized homonegativity and distress explained 20% of
the variance in identity threat. R-square change was 0.08,
and F-change was 32.95 (p <0.001). At step 3, internalized
homonegativity, distress and the condition explained 26%
of the variance in identity threat. R-square change was 0.06,
and F-change was 27.95 (p <0.001). The regression model
was statistically significant [F (3, 332)=39.47, p<0.001;
R*= 0.26]. Of all predictors, distress with a f=0.31,
S.E.=0.06, (r=6.01, p<0.001) was the most powerful, fol-
lowed by the condition with a f=0.25, S.E.=0.31, (t=5.29,
p<0.001), and internalized homonegativity with a #=0.23,
S.E.=0.03, (t=4.47, p<0.001). This supports hypothesis 1.

Internalized homonegativity

B =-.16*

Path analysis was performed with a bootstrap at 1000 samples
with the main predictors of identity resilience and condition
(stability =0 vs. negative change = 1) and the mediators (inter-
nalized homonegativity, perceived typicality of the recalled
coming out experience, and distress upon recall) to predict the
dependent variable of identity threat. Model fit was excellent
with;(2 (7, 333)=3.95, p>0.05, a root mean square error of
approximation (RMSEA) of 0.00, a Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI)
of 1.03 and a Comparative Fit Index (CFI) of 1.00. As depicted
in Fig. 2, there were four main pathways to identity threat.

First, identity resilience was negatively associated with
distress with a f= —0.17, S.E.=0.02, p <0.05.

Second, identity resilience was negatively associated with
internalized homonegativity with a f= —0.25, S.E.=0.04,
p<0.001, which in turn was positively associated with iden-
tity threat with a =0.32, S.E.=0.02, p <0.001. There was
also a mediation effect. Internalized homonegativity was
also positively associated with distress, with a f=0.37,
S.E.=0.02, p<0.001, was in turn was positively associated
with identity threat with a #=0.31, S.E.=0.06, p <0.001.

B=37%*

[ IDENTITY RESILIENCE

)

Perceived typicality of recalled
coming out experience

COMING OUT EXPERIENCE

RECALLING A SIGNIFICANT
(O=stability, 1=negative)

Fig.2 Path analysis predicting current identity threat in gay men

( B = .31%*
L Distress upon recall IDENTITY THREAT UPON RECALL

* p=<.05
** p=<,001
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Third, being in the negative change condition had a sta-
tistically significant positive effect on identity threat with a
$=0.25,S.E.=0.30, p<0.001.

Fourth, being in the negative change condition was asso-
ciated with perceiving the recalled coming out experience
as being less typical of one’s general coming out experi-
ences witha f= —0.22, S.E.=0.11, p<0.001, with in turn
was positively associated with distress with a f=0.10,
S.E.=0.13, p<0.05. As indicated above, distress was posi-
tively associated with identity threat. This supports hypoth-
eses 2—4.

Discussion

We examined some of the factors that predict level of iden-
tity threat upon recall of a negative coming out experience.
All four of the hypotheses that comprise our theoretical
model were supported. The results indicate that the act of
recalling even an isolated, atypical coming out experience
that precipitates negative change has the power to induce
identity threat. The data also suggest that negative affect
(i.e. distress) and identity threat upon recall may be accentu-
ated by internalized homonegativity but that an additional
amount of the variance in identity threat is explained by
the experimental condition (i.e. actually recalling a negative
experience). This would appear to be consistent with the
minority stress theory (Meyer, 2003, p. 675), which high-
lights “the excess stress to which individuals from stigma-
tized social categories are exposed as a result of their social,
often a minority, position”. Stressors, such as homonegativ-
ity, rejection and victimization, to which gay men may be
exposed—albeit to varying degrees—may render the experi-
ence of having a (minority) gay identity a threatening one
(Breakwell, 2015a) and may in turn accentuate the adverse
psychological effects of recalling even an atypical negative
coming out experience (cf. Ritchie & Batteson, 2013). More
generally, our findings demonstrate the psychological sig-
nificance of coming out and of using sexual identity labels
such as “gay” in contemporary gay society (cf. Alonzo &
Buttitta, 2019).

Our theoretical model predicting perceptions of cur-
rent identity threat that is aroused by being asked to recall
and describe an experience of coming out to a significant
other was supported by the path analysis. The experimental
manipulation entailed asking participants to recall a coming
out experience that resulted in a negative change in their
lives or one that resulted in something staying the same.
The model predicts the experimental condition will have a
direct effect on identity threat, and it did: threat was greater
if the recall involved negative change (Ritchie et al., 2016).
It is notable that we compared a negative change with sta-
bility. Had we compared a negative change with a positive
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change, we might have expected an even greater disparity
in the impact on identity threat. Identity threat was indexed
in terms of perceived current challenge to the four identity
principles described in IPT (self-efficacy, self-esteem, con-
tinuity and positive distinctiveness). It is worth emphasiz-
ing that the measure of identity threat was focussed upon
the challenge to identity at the time of the experiment from
recall of coming out events in the past. We did not ask par-
ticipants to say how much identity threat they experienced
immediately following the coming out experience.

As hypothesized, there was an indirect effect of recall-
ing a negative coming out experience and distress through
perceived typicality of the recalled experience. More specifi-
cally, perceiving a negative experience to be more typical of
one’s overall coming out experiences (perhaps because it is
perceived to be common) was associated with increased dis-
tress upon recall. This would suggest that perceiving nega-
tive coming out experiences to be commonplace in one’s
life may compromise psychological wellbeing (manifested
in our study as distress) upon recall of a negative coming out
experience. This may be rooted in the perception that one’s
sexuality is not accepted by others (especially by significant
others) and that one’s value as a gay man is thus question-
able and in the possible anticipation of negative experiences
upon future sexual identity disclosure (Ryan et al., 2015;
Weinstein et al., 2012). The latter has been referred to as
hypervigilance and is characterized by negative psychologi-
cal outcomes, such as avoidance behaviours (Jolley & Jaspal,
2020). Incidentally, this line of thinking is also consistent
with the empirical observation in our study that internalized
homonegativity is positively associated with both distress
and identity threat.

In contrast to previous work which has examined the col-
lective impact of esteem, continuity and meaningfulness on
decreasing negative affect while recalling a past memory
(Ritchie et al., 2016), identity resilience is a measure of
the combined strength of the four identity principles which
represent a broader conceptualization of selfhood, includ-
ing self-efficacy and distinctiveness (Breakwell, 2015a). It
was expected to affect the amount of current identity threat
experienced through influencing the extent of internalized
homonegativity and negative affect aroused by recall of the
experience. This was found to be the case. Identity resilience
is negatively related to internalized homonegativity and dis-
tress upon recall. This suggests that identity resilience may
be protective against negative cognitive and affective states,
such as internalized homonegativity and distress, which are
in turn associated with the onset of identity threat (Breakwell,
Fino & Jaspal, 2021).

The internalized homonegativity measure, which was
taken prior to the introduction of the experimental condi-
tion and thus is not influenced by it, was hypothesized to
be a direct predictor of current identity threat. This was the
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case. Internalized homonegativity, in part, reflects the con-
temporaneous inability of the assimilation-accommodation
and evaluation processes of identity to comply with the iden-
tity principles of self-esteem, self-efficacy, continuity and
positive distinctiveness. Since internalized homonegativity
represents a negative self-schema (i.e. that being gay is a
flaw in one’s identity), the assimilation-accommodation and
evaluation of being gay are unlikely to produce satisfactory
levels of the identity principles, resulting in identity threat
(Breakwell, 2015a, b, c¢). In addition, greater internalized
homonegativity was hypothesized to be positively associ-
ated with distress generated during recall of the coming out
experience. This proved to be so. Finally, higher distress
associated with the recalled experience was predicted to lead
to greater identity threat, which was supported in the data.

The pivotal role of internalized homonegativity in this
model should not be underestimated. As measured in this
study, internalized homonegativity is focused upon feelings
of dissatisfaction with being gay. Various factors have been
shown to increase the risk of internalized homonegativity, such
as prejudice, shame and group memberships perceived to be
incompatible with one’s sexuality (Jaspal, 2019; Williamson,
2000). No research has previously examined the potential pro-
tective effect of identity resilience. Our data show that identity
resilience was significantly negatively correlated with inter-
nalized homonegativity, supporting this hypothesis. Internal-
ized homonegativity may be a cipher for ambivalence about
gay identity and, as a consequence, when faced with recalling
a negative coming out experience, may be intensifying both
negative emotions (i.e. distress) and threat to current identity.

The effectiveness of the experimental manipulation in
surfacing perceived contemporary identity threat is nota-
ble. Simply recalling and describing a negative change con-
comitant upon a coming out experience triggers feelings
of reduced self-worth, competence and uniqueness besides
increased pressure for change. The extent of this change is
enhanced by the negativity of the emotion aroused by the
memory and the level of pre-existent internalized homonega-
tivity felt. This further clarifies the fading affect bias (Ritchie
& Batteson, 2013; Walker et al., 2003), which would suggest
that negative memories fade more rapidly—existing inter-
nalized homonegativity may play a key role in accentuating
the effect of the negative memory on contemporary affect
and identity processes.

One key contribution this study makes is to emphasize the
continuing potency of negative experiences as part of com-
ing out. This potency is manifest in both the emotion that
is aroused during recall and recounting of the experience
and in its ability to precipitate perceived changes in current
identity. A further contribution the study makes is to illus-
trate that prior identity resilience is related to a less nega-
tive emotional reaction, and this militates against current
identity threat. Consistent with other recent work in this area

(Breakwell & Jaspal, 2021), the results suggest that identity
resilience performs a protective function against negative
affect and identity threat. It may therefore constitute a useful
construct for psychological practitioners working with gay
men who are experiencing, or at risk of, decreased psycho-
logical wellbeing due to sexuality-related minority stress.

Limitations and Future Directions

This study has some limitations which should be addressed
in future research. First, it will be important to extend the
study to a larger and more representative sample in the
future. Although we recruited an ethnically diverse sample,
the relatively small subsamples of ethnic minority individu-
als (e.g. those of Indian heritage vs. those of Black Carib-
bean descent) precluded the analysis of group differences.
This would be a worthwhile focus of future research. Sec-
ond, the study examined the effects of recall of negative and
stability experiences during coming out. It did not explore
the effects of recall of positive experiences. This shifts the
emphasis of the study toward the more damaging aspects of
the process of coming out. Since the objective was to explore
identity threat, this seemed reasonable. However, it would
be advantageous to replicate the study using the recall of
positive experiences of coming out. Third, we focused on
distress as an indicator of negative affect because in previous
research it has been shown to be relevant to the experience of
gay men. Future work ought to examine other potentially rel-
evant indicators of negative affect, such as guilt and shame,
as well as those of positive affect, such as pride.

Social and Policy Implications

Some conclusions that can be drawn from this study have
social and policy implications. The findings indicate that
identity resilience is a useful predictor of emotional response
to recalled negative experiences, and that negative affect is
associated identity threat reflected in perceived changes
across four elements of the self-schema (self-esteem, self-
efficacy, continuity and distinctiveness). The insidious
effects of internalized homonegativity are evident. It accen-
tuates both distress and identity threat upon recall. Perceiv-
ing a negative coming out experience to be typical (perhaps
because it actually is) is associated with greater distress
upon recall. Distress and identity threat following recall are
related. The findings indicate the potentially lasting effects
of a negative coming out experience, with those who recall
it reporting higher identity threat and (through perceived
typicality of the recalled experience) higher distress.
Bridging IPT and minority stress theory, our findings sug-
gest that recall of a negative coming out experience may be
sufficient to compromise psychological wellbeing among
gay men. Conversely, recalling a coming out experience that
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resulted in stability was associated with higher psychologi-
cal wellbeing. There may therefore be merit in the directed
recall of positive events in relation to coming out among
gay men in therapeutic settings. This may serve to offset
the psychological adversity that is clearly generated by the
recall of negative coming out events. Such directed recall
may function as a form of personal empowerment for gay
men who may be struggling to assimilate and accommodate
their sexuality in identity. Nevertheless, it must be acknowl-
edged that identity threat is not avoidable—it will inevitably
occur over the life-course but the objective must be to enable
people to manage threats to identity in effective, proactive
and sustainable ways. In fact, some threats to identity may
even be harnessed to promote positive change in identity and
in one’s broader social context. Our data suggest that identity
resilience is a core construct for facilitating the effective
management of threats to identity.

Social and policy initiatives to challenge homonegativity
in all its guises, and to promote more favourable conditions
for coming out, are essential. These must be cognisant of
the evolving nature of prejudice and especially “micro-
aggressions” which may increase the risk of internalized
homonegativity and have insidious effects for identity pro-
cesses. Importantly, innovative approaches to reducing the
risk of internalized homonegativity among gay men, would
be advantageous in reducing distress and identity threat.
Interventions to promote feelings of identity resilience,
which may be a buffer against the negative psychological
effects of negative coming out experiences, would be ben-
eficial. Counselling and psychotherapy for gay men strug-
gling with sexual identity issues may focus on developing
a greater sense of identity resilience in clients, given its
association with decreased threat and more effective cop-
ing, using techniques from cognitive-behavioural therapy
whose aim is to change maladaptive patterns of thinking
and behaviour (Jaspal, 2018). Furthermore, social prescrib-
ing approaches (e.g. Husk et al., 2016) that can facilitate
the acquisition of social support may help build feelings of
identity resilience in gay men.

Appendix. The Identity Threat Scale

Please think carefully about the experience you just
described. While doing so, please indicate the extent to
which you each statement is true of you when you think
about this experience.

It undermines my sense of self-worth.

It makes me feel less competent.

I feel that my identity has changed.

It makes me feel less unique as a person.

=
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Items are scored as follows: (1 =strongly disagree, 2=disa-
gree, 3=neither agree nor disagree, 4 =agree, 5=strongly agree.

Availability of Data and Materials The dataset can be accessed by con-
tacting the corresponding author.
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