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Abstract
This study aims to examine the timing and sequencing of 
sexual identity development among lesbian, gay, and bisexu-
al (LGB) individuals in Minas Gerais, Brazil, and to assess how 
institutional and social contexts shape these processes. We 
use data from the Manas Survey (PMa), comprising 754 online 
questionnaire responses and 33 semi-structured interviews. 
Employing a sequential transformative mixed-method de-
sign, we estimate key identity milestones and analyze how 
gender, race/color, religion, and place of residence structure 
recognition and disclosure trajectories. Quantitative results 
indicate significant gender differences and earlier milestones 
among younger cohorts. Qualitative evidence shows that 
these trajectories unfold under prolonged family depen-
dence, religious moral regulation, and racial and territorial 
inequalities. Earlier recognition does not necessarily imply 
greater autonomy, as disclosure often occurs within con-
texts of continued economic and emotional vulnerability. The 
findings suggest that classical milestone models require con-
textual reinterpretation in settings characterized by strong 
family centrality and uneven social change.

Resumen
Este estudio tiene como objetivo examinar el momento y la 
secuencia del desarrollo de la identidad sexual entre perso-
nas lesbianas, gays y bisexuales (LGB) en Minas Gerais, Brasil, 
y evaluar cómo los contextos institucionales y sociales mol-
dean estos procesos. Utilizamos datos de la Encuesta Manas 
(PMa), que incluye 754 cuestionarios en línea y 33 entrevis-
tas semiestructuradas. Mediante un diseño mixto secuencial 
transformativo, estimamos hitos clave de la identidad y ana-
lizamos cómo el género, la raza/color, la religión y el lugar de 
residencia estructuran las trayectorias de reconocimiento y 
revelación. Los resultados cuantitativos indican diferencias 
de género significativas e hitos más tempranos entre co-
hortes más jóvenes. La evidencia cualitativa muestra que 
estas trayectorias se desarrollan en contextos de prolon-
gada dependencia familiar, regulación moral religiosa y 
desigualdades raciales y territoriales. El reconocimiento tem-
prano no implica necesariamente mayor autonomía, ya que 
la revelación suele ocurrir en condiciones de vulnerabilidad 
económica y emocional.
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Introduction

In recent years, discussions about the markers of sexual identity develop-
ment and their impact on the life course of lesbians, gays and bisexuals 
(LGB) have gained prominence in the scientific literature. The work of 
D’Augelli and Grossman (2001) gained notoriety by investigating the ages 
at which LGB people recognized themselves as different from their peers, 
identified themselves as LGB and disclosed their sexual identity. The re-
sults indicated that the average age at which men perceived themselves 
as different was 13, while for women it was 16. Men self-identified at age 
22, and women at 25. Disclosing one's sexual identity to others occurred 
at the age of 28 for men and 29 for women. The average interval between 
recognition and disclosure was 5 years for men and 3 years for women. 
Subsequent studies have found similar results (Calzo et al., 2011; Fredrik-
sen-Goldsen et al., 2015; Martos, Nezhad, & Meyer, 2015), although there is 
still debate about the changes in these markers over the years and be-
tween different birth cohorts (Calzo et al., 2011; Martos, Nezhad, & Meyer, 
2015).

In Brazil, despite the scarcity of quantitative data on these markers, 
qualitative research offers valuable insights into the process of sexual 
identity development in this country (Matta et al., 2020; Taquette et al., 
2005; Taquette, & Rodrigues, 2015). Taquette and Rodrigues6 observed 
that, among men, the first homoaffective experiences occurred circum-
stantially, motivated by curiosity or a search for confirmation of desire. 
Among women, this process took place in more intimate and affective 
environments.

In a more recent study, Matta et  al. (2020) held focus groups with 59 
students aged between 13 and 18 to understand how sexual desire and 
orientation were perceived. The results showed that same-sex attraction 
generally develops during puberty and adolescence. Women associated 
the confirmation of desire with sexual experimentation, while men saw 
attraction as more definitive. The authors point out that heteronormativ-
ity and gender impositions from childhood onwards affect how sexuality 
is expressed and experimented with, resulting in a pattern similar to that 
found by Stewart et al. (2019) in the USA. 
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This gender difference is consistent with Diamond’s (2008; 2016) theory 
of sexual fluidity, based on a ten-year longitudinal study of women re-
cruited specifically for their non-exclusive attractions. Diamond found 
that most participants had experiences with both sexes over time, re-
gardless of their initial identity, and argued that female sexuality is 
subject to greater social surveillance and repression than male sexuality, 
which historically constrained women’s ability to explore same-sex desire 
outside a fixed identity label. Subsequent work (Diamond, 2016) found a 
comparable, though less pronounced, pattern among men, attributing 
the gender gap to differential social control rather than to an inherent 
difference in the plasticity of desire. Diamond’s sample was intentional-
ly recruited for fluid orientations, which may overstate fluidity relative to 
the general LGB population; nonetheless, her framework usefully high-
lights that sexual identity development reflects an interaction between 
individual experience and gendered social structures, rather than a fixed 
biological trajectory.

In addition, studies indicate that changes in the social environment have 
allowed young LGB people to recognize and disclose their sexual identity 
earlier (Russell, & Fish, 2016). However, there are still high risks of men-
tal distress among LGB adolescents, possibly due to the uncertainties of 
adolescence and questions about affective and sexual desires (Mojtabai, 
Olfson, & Han, 2016).

Empirical evidence has shown that the process of disclosing sexuality at 
very young ages can expose individuals to greater risks of violence and 
the use of alcohol and other drugs due to harm caused by social rejection 
(Rosario, Schrimshaw, & Hunter, 2006). Adolescence is already under-
stood as a period of intense conflict, in which the opinion of peers in 
relation to gender and sexuality norms is more strongly imposed (Mulvey, 
& Killen, 2015), leaving individuals more susceptible to bullying and social 
isolation (Horn, 2006; Nesdale, 2017; Poteat, & Anderson, 2012) motivated 
by homophobic behavior (Poteat & Anderson, 2012). All these behaviors 
directly affect mental health morbidity.

Another point to understand is the role of family relationships in this con-
text. Family support plays a protective role against health risk behaviors, 
especially among sexual minorities, where greater familial support is  
associated with positive physical and mental health markers (Ryan et al., 
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2010; Shilo, & Savaya, 2011). Lack of support, on the other hand, is linked to 
increased exposure to depression, victimization and self-injurious behav-
ior (Aranmolate et al., 2017; Donahue et al., 2017).

From an individual point of view, the sense of family support varies be-
tween sociodemographic groups. In the US, gay and bisexual Latino men 
reported more episodes of family rejection due to their sexual identity 
during adolescence than did their white peers (Ryan et al., 2009). Similar 
effects of familial rejection on health are observed among other minority 
groups in Brazil, although research with LGB Brazilians is still lacking. For 
example, in a study of the general population in Brazil, Souza, Baptista 
and Alves (2008) did not focus on sexual identity issues, but rather high-
lighted that among black and pardo people and individuals from low 
socioeconomic backgrounds, the lack of autonomy in relation to their 
family of origin was more prominent compared to their peers and had a 
significant impact on mental health.

In the Brazilian context, understanding the relationship between the 
family environment and mental health is crucial, as people tend to re-
main longer living in their parents’ home (Cunha, Wajnman, & Turra, 2018) 
and make the transition to adulthood at later ages (Menezes, Queiroz, 
& Verona, 2018) than in developed countries. For sexual minorities, this 
can affect the development of their sexual identity and their successful 
transition to adulthood. For LGB young adults, financial independence 
(White et al., 2016) and positive support networks are critical to improving 
their ability to manage the process of coming to terms with their sexual 
orientation and, consequently, their mental health.

Classical models of sexual identity development, such as D’Augelli’s mile-
stone framework and Diamond’s theory of sexual fluidity, have been 
largely developed in North American contexts characterized by earlier 
transitions to adulthood, greater individual autonomy, and comparatively 
secular institutional arrangements (D’Augelli, & Grossman, 2001; Diamond, 
2008; 2016). These models implicitly assume that processes of recogni-
tion and disclosure unfold primarily at the individual level, even when 
acknowledging the role of stigma. However, the minority stress frame-
work (Meyer, 2003; 2016) and life course approaches (Elder, & Shanahan, 
2007) suggest that sexual identity development is deeply embedded in 
historically situated institutional contexts. Social change, including legal 
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reforms, shifts in public opinion, and increased visibility of sexual minori-
ties, may alter exposure to stigma and expand symbolic repertoires of 
identification. Yet such transformations do not necessarily penetrate 
family structures at the same pace, particularly in societies where family 
centrality and intergenerational dependence remain strong (McDonald, 
1994; 1996; 2000).

In this sense, adopting a Global South perspective entails recognizing 
that sexual identity development unfolds within specific configurations 
of institutional change, social inequality, and family organization. There-
fore, rather than assuming that earlier recognition automatically reflects 
greater social inclusion, it becomes necessary to examine how social 
change interacts with sociodemographic variables to structure the tim-
ing, and sequencing of sexual identity milestones in Minas Gerais.

Minas Gerais offers a particularly instructive setting for this analysis. It is 
Brazil’s second most populous state, with an overall Municipal Human 
Development Index of 0.731 in 2010, placing it, on average, in the high hu-
man development range, but this average conceals substantial internal 
heterogeneity, with municipal-level indices ranging widely between eco-
nomically dynamic urban centers and impoverished rural and peripheral 
areas. This combination of overall socioeconomic development and pro-
nounced territorial inequality, alongside strong Catholic and evangelical 
religious traditions and family-centered social organization, makes Minas 
Gerais a productive site for examining how sexual identity milestones are 
shaped by uneven, rather than uniform, social change, a pattern plausi-
bly shared with other large, internally unequal Global South regions.

In this context, this study aims to deepen the understanding of LGB sex-
ual identity development from a Global South perspective, focusing on 
the Brazilian context and specifically on the state of Minas Gerais. We es-
timate key milestones of sexual identity development and examine how 
their timing and sequencing vary according to gender, race, religion, and 
place of residence. In doing so, we ask: at what ages do LGB individuals 
in Minas Gerais report recognizing themselves as different and disclos-
ing their sexual identity? How do intersecting social markers shape these 
trajectories? And to what extent do classical models of sexual identity de-
velopment adequately capture these processes within the institutional 
and familial arrangements characteristic of Brazil?
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Methods

This study used the database of the Manas Survey (PMa), a mixed-meth-
od study focused on the LGB population in Minas Gerais, Brazil. It was 
structured as a sequential transformative mixed-methods design (Cre-
swell, 2010), in which quantitative and qualitative phases were conducted 
consecutively and analytically integrated. The quantitative component 
aimed to estimate the timing and sequencing of sexual identity de-
velopment milestones and to identify gender and cohort differentials. 
However, consistent with mixed-methods scholarship (Axinn, & Pearce, 
2006; Mertens, 2007), survey-based indicators alone are insufficient to 
capture how family regulation, social change, and generational context 
shape these trajectories. Therefore, the qualitative phase was designed to 
provide interpretative contextualization and to explore the mechanisms 
underlying the statistical patterns observed. This approach allowed us to 
connect individual milestone timing to broader institutional transforma-
tions and family dynamics, strengthening the explanatory depth of the 
analysis.

PMa’s sample included 754 self-declared lesbian, gay and bisexual indi-
viduals, aged 18 and older, living in 68 cities in the state of Minas Gerais, 
who answered an online questionnaire, as described in Table 1. As par-
ticipation occurred through online recruitment, the sample does not 
represent the entire LGB population of Minas Gerais, particularly indi-
viduals with limited internet access or lower educational attainment. As 
part of the research process, the study was submitted to the National 
Research Ethics Committee (CAAE - 85561717.0.0000.5149) and was ap-
proved on May 15, 2018. All participants read and agreed to the informed 
consent form before taking part. 

Participants were recruited using respondent-driven sampling (RDS). Ini-
tial seeds were drawn from four sources: the attendee list of the most 
recent LGBT public policy conference in Minas Gerais (representing 21 so-
cial movements in fourteen municipalities); an updated registry of active 
LGBT social movements of Minas Gerais; a survey of LGBT student groups 
at state universities and federal institutes; and an active search for LGBT+ 
discussion groups on Facebook. These initial contacts were comple-
mented by dissemination through the university communication office 
and by dedicated study pages created on Facebook and Instagram to 
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increase sample heterogeneity, as well as by active recruitment among 
attendees of the 22nd Belo Horizonte LGBT Pride Parade (July 14, 2019). 
Each respondent was asked, at the end of the questionnaire, to refer up to 
three additional LGB acquaintances, generating successive recruitment 
waves. The questionnaire was administered through the LimeSurvey 
platform using individualized, single-use links, and remained open for 
approximately four months, between April 25 and August 23, 2019. A to-
tal of 1,506 links were sent; 948 individuals started the questionnaire, of 
whom 756 (79.75 %) completed it fully and 192 (20.25 %) partially. Two fully 
completed responses were excluded due to internal inconsistencies in 
the reported sex, gender identity, and sexual orientation variables, yield-
ing a final analytical sample of 754 respondents. The link access rate was 
62.95 %; the completion rate was 50.20 % of all links sent and 79.75 % of 
respondents who started the questionnaire.

In addition, a sub-sample of 33 LGB individuals living in fifteen munici-
palities, representing all of the state’s health macro-regions, was selected 
for interviews. Interview participants were selected to ensure variation in 
age, gender, race/color, and place of residence, allowing exploration of 
differential trajectories observed in the survey.

The qualitative sample size followed grounded theory conventions, 
which typically recommend approximately thirty interviews and rely on 
informational saturation as the stopping criterion (Creswell, 2010); data 
collection continued until no substantially new themes emerged, yielding 
a final sample of 33 interviews. Participants were selected among sur-
vey respondents, with priority given to public health system (SUS) users, 
residents of inland/rural municipalities, individuals with female gen-
der identities, and Black, Pardo, or Indigenous participants, since these 
groups were underrepresented in the online survey; prioritizing their par-
ticipation in the qualitative phase helped offset this limitation. Selection 
also ensured at least one participant from each of the state’s health mac-
ro-regions, as defined by the Minas Gerais State Health Department’s 
2019 Regionalization Master Plan. The semi-structured interview script 
(available upon request) was adapted from the protocol used in the Gen-
erations study (Frost et al., 2016) and organized into five thematic blocks: 
1) social and community identities and the process of recognizing oneself 
as LGB; 2) perceptions of historical and social milestones affecting sexual 
identity development over time; 3) access to and use of health services, 
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including mental health care; 4) a brief life history narrative, highlighting 
positive periods, difficult periods, and turning points, and 5) reflections 
on the positive aspects of being LGB and future plans. Interviews were 
conducted in person, in participants’ home municipalities, between July 
16 and August 21, 2019. The field team, composed of two researchers 
and two research assistants, most of whom identified as lesbian, gay, 
or bisexual themselves, matched interviewers to interviewees’ identities 
whenever possible, based on the rationale that shared experience could 
facilitate disclosure and enrich interpretation. Most interviews took place 
in public settings such as universities, shopping malls, and cafes; when 
participants requested that interviews be conducted at their residence, 
two researchers were present. All interviews were audio-recorded with 
participants’ consent and fully transcribed for analysis.

The marker variables were estimated based on the percentage of indi-
viduals who indicated: 1) the age at which they realized their difference 
from their peers; 2) the age at which they first revealed their LGB identity 
to someone, and 3) the delta, which consisted of subtracting the age of 
item 2 from item 1. These questions, proposed by D’Augelli and Grossman 
(2001) and used by Calzo et al. (2011) and Fredriksen-Goldsen et al. (2015) 
were incorporated into the PMa (Manas Survey, 2019) questionnaire. The 
adoption of these markers allows comparability with international re-
search while enabling contextual reinterpretation within the Brazilian 
institutional setting.

These markers were contextualized in the life course according to the age 
groups defined by the Child and Adolescent Statute (ECA) (Brazil, 1990) 
and the Youth Statute (Brazil, 2013) to define these phases: 1) childhood 
(events occurring up to 11 years of age); 2) pre-adolescence (between 12 
and 14 years of age); 3) adolescence (between 15 and 17 years of age); 4) 
youth (between 18 and 24 years of age), and 5) young adulthood or adult-
hood (over 25 years of age). The ages reported in each of the events were 
analyzed based on the age group to which each person belonged at the 
time of the interview. In addition, a simple ratio was calculated between 
men and women in relation to the average age reported for each of these 
events of interest within each age group at the time of the interview.

The qualitative phase aimed to examine how participants narrated pro-
cesses of recognition, disclosure, and negotiation of sexual identity within 
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their family, religious, and territorial contexts. The material was analyzed 
through content analysis (Bardin, 2009), with thematic coding guided 
by the study’s theoretical framework. The interviews were used to con-
textualize and interpret quantitative differentials, allowing identification 
of mechanisms linking milestone timing to family dynamics, religious 
norms, racialized experiences, and territorial inequalities. This integrative 
approach enhanced the analytical coherence between statistical pat-
terns and participants lived experiences.

Approximately 60 % of respondents were 29 years of age or younger and 
22 % were over 35. The majority were male (58 %), identified as gay (53 %), 
White or Asian (54  %) and had completed a college degree or more 
(60 %) (Table 1). The sub-sample covers all age groups and sexual orien-
tations analyzed. As shown in Table 2, variation in race/color and place of 
residence within the qualitative sub-sample allowed us to examine how 
intersecting social positions shaped access to support networks, expo-
sure to stigma, and the timing of recognition and disclosure. To preserve 
the identity of those interviewed, fictitious names were assigned (Table 
2) based on the initials of their affective-sexual identities.

Table 1. PMa sample composition, quantitative phase.

Variable Category PMa %

n = 754

Age 18 - 24 34.79

25 - 29 25

30 - 34 18.25

35+ 21.95

Sex Male 58.36

Female 41.64

Race White/Asian 53.84

Black/Pardo/Indigenous 46.16

Education Less than college degree 40.53

College degree or higher 59.47

Sexual orientation Lesbian 23.02

Gay 52.78

Bi/Pansexual 24.21

Source: PMa (2019).
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Table 2. Characteristics of interviewees - qualitative phase.

Pseudonym Age group Race Gender Id. Sexual Or.

1 Beatriz 18-24 Black Female Bisexual

2 Bento 25-29 White Male Bisexual

3 Bernardo 18-24 White Male Bisexual

4 Bianca 25-29 White Female Bisexual

5 Brenda 35+ Parda Female Bisexual

6 Bru 18-24 White Agender Bisexual

7 Gabriel 18-24 Black Male Gay

8 Gael 25-29 Parda Male Gay

9 Galileu 25-29 Black Male Gay

10 Garrido 25-29 White Male Gay

11 Gaspar 30-34 White Male Gay

12 George 18-24 White Male Gay

13 Geraldo 35+ Parda Male Gay

14 Gerson 25-29 Black Male Gay

15 Giacomo 25-29 Black Male Gay

16 Gilberto 18-24 White Male Gay

17 Gilmar 35+ Black Male Gay

18 Gilson 35+ Parda Male Gay

19 Giovanni 25-29 Parda Male Gay

20 Gregório 30-34 White Male Gay

21 Guido 35+ Black Male Gay

22 Guilherme 35+ White Male Gay

23 Guto 25-29 White Male Gay

24 Laila 35+ White Female Lesbian

25 Laís 18-24 White Female Lesbian

26 Larissa 18-24 White Female Lesbian

27 Laura 18-24 Parda Female Lesbian

28 Lia 30-34 White Female Lesbian

29 Lídia 18-24 Parda Female Lesbian

30 Liliane 25-29 Black Female Lesbian

31 Lola 25-29 Black Female Lesbian

32 Luana 18-24 White Female Lesbian

33 Patrícia 18-24 White Female Pansexual

Source: PMa (2019).
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Results

As far as the markers of sexual identity development are concerned, the 
average age at which they felt different is older for women in all age 
groups, with an upward trend in the oldest age groups. For men, this 
variation between age groups is not very evident, with men reporting 
having felt different from their peers when they were, on average, 14 
years old. Among women, the average age that marks the beginning of 
minority sexual identity development varies from 15 years (among those 
currently aged between 18 and 24) to 20 years (among those aged 35 or 
over) (Figure 1A). These results are reflected in the ratio of the average 
ages of women to men, with a tendency for this differential to grow in the 
older cohorts (Figure 1B).

This gender difference is statistically significant both overall (Welch’s t = 
9.73, p < 0.001; Mann-Whitney p < 0.001) and within every age group (all p 
< 0.001). Because the distribution of ages is right-skewed, we also report 
medians: the median age of self-perception is 16 years for women and 14 
years for men overall, with the female-male gap widening from 3 years 
in the youngest group (16 vs. 13) to 4 years in the oldest group (18 vs. 14).

The report of the age at which the person first told someone they were 
lesbian, gay or bisexual also shows differences between men and wom-
en, but less marked than that found for the perception of the start of 
sexual identity development (Figure 2A). The average age at which they 
first told someone they were LGB again is higher for women in all age 
groups, with an increasing trend in older age groups. Among women, 
the average age at disclosure is 17 years in the first age group, reaching 
25 years in the group aged over 34. Among men, the variation in average 
age at disclosure between age groups is smaller, ranging from 16 years 
(among those aged 18 to 24) to 20 years (among those aged 35 and over). 
When we look at the ratio of the average ages of women to men, we see 
a tendency for this differential to grow, from 7 % in the first age group to 
approximately 20 % in the last two groups (Figure 2B).

This difference is also statistically significant overall (t = 3.23, p = 0.001) 
and in every age group except 25-29, where it is only marginally signifi-
cant (p = 0.028 by t-test; p = 0.052 by Mann-Whitney). Median disclosure 
age is 18 years for both women and men overall, though the gap widens 
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at the tails of the distribution: among those aged 35 and over, the inter-
quartile range for women (19-30 years) is shifted upward relative to men 
(17-23 years).

When we look at delta (defined as the difference between the age at 
which they felt different and the age at which they disclosed their sex-
uality), although men report feeling different at an earlier age, delta is 
lower among women. Around 25 % of women disclosed their identity at 
the same age as they felt different (delta equal to zero), and 43 % had be-
tween 1 and 2 years of delta. Among men, these percentages are lower, at 
18 % and 21 % respectively (Figure 3A). The gender gap remains between 
the age groups, with men consistently tending to make the announce-
ment more than 3 years after the start of sexual identity development 
(Figure 3B).

The gender difference in delta is statistically significant overall (t = -8.62, 
p < 0.001) and in every age group (all p < 0.05). Median delta is 1 year for 
women and 4 years for men overall, confirming that the gender gap is not 
driven solely by a small number of long-delay cases: half of male respon-
dents took 4 years or more to disclose after first perceiving themselves 
as different, compared with 1 year or less for half of female respondents.

To evaluate whether these patterns hold once sex, race/color, religion, 
territory, and age group are considered jointly, we estimated linear re-
gression models (OLS with heteroskedasticity-robust standard errors) for 
each of the three milestones, summarized in Table 3. The gender gap in 
all three outcomes remains statistically significant and of similar mag-
nitude after adjustment (women recognize their difference 4.0 years 
later, disclose 2.1 years later, and have a 1.9-year shorter delta than men, 
all p < 0.001, net of race, religion, territory, and age group). Race/color was 
not a statistically significant independent predictor of any of the three 
milestones once the other covariates were included, suggesting that the 
racial patterning suggested by bivariate description is largely accounted 
for by its association with religion, territory, and age composition rather 
than operating as an independent driver of milestone timing. Territo-
ry (residing in the interior versus the capital/metropolitan region) was 
likewise not significant in any model. Religion showed a more selective 
pattern: identifying as Christian was associated with recognizing one’s 
difference 1.1 years later (p = 0.004) but, conditional on having recognized 
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it, disclosing with a 1.0-year shorter delta (p = 0.002) than respondents 
reporting no religion; identifying with an Afro-Brazilian religion was as-
sociated with disclosing 1.1 years earlier (p = 0.047) and a 1.3-year shorter 
delta (p = 0.004). Age group remained a strong, statistically significant 
predictor of all three milestones net of the other covariates, consistent 
with the cohort pattern described above.

Table 3. OLS regression coefficients (95 % CI) for age at  
self-perception, age at disclosure, and delta, by sex, race/color, 

religion, territory, and age group, PMa, Minas Gerais (2019).

Predictor Age at self-
perception

Age at 
disclosure

Delta

Intercept +12.07 
[+11.32;+12.82] 0.000*** +15.87 

[+15.23;+16.51] 0.000*** +3.80 
[+3.18;+4.42] 0.000***

Female (ref: male) +4.02 
[+3.24;+4.80] 0.000*** +2.09 

[+1.42;+2.75] 0.000*** -1.93 
[-2.45;-1.41] 0.000***

Black/Pardo/
Indigenous 
(ref: White/Asian)

-0.21 
[-0.89;+0.47] 0.544 -0.05

[-0.66;+0.56] 0.876 +0.16
[-0.39;+0.71] 0.570

Christian (ref: None/
agnostic/atheist)

+1.11 
[+0.35;+1.86] 0.004** +0.10

[-0.60;+0.80] 0.775 -1.00
[-1.63;-0.38] 0.002**

Other religion 
(ref: None/
agnostic/atheist)

-0.86
[-2.38;+0.66] 0.269 -0.61

[-1.97;+0.75] 0.378 +0.25
[-1.17;+1.66] 0.733

Afro-Brazilian 
religion (ref: None/
agnostic/atheist)

+0.21
[-0.99;+1.42] 0.728 -1.08

[-2.14;-0.01] 0.047* -1.29
[-2.18;-0.40] 0.004**

Interior/other 
municipality 
(ref: Capital/RMBH)

-0.61
[-1.36;+0.13] 0.106 -0.52

[-1.18;+0.14] 0.126 +0.10
[-0.46;+0.66] 0.734

Aged 25-29 
(ref: 18-24)

+1.56 
[+0.87;+2.25] 0.000*** +2.62 

[+2.00;+3.23] 0.000*** +1.06 
[+0.47;+1.65] 0.000***

Aged 30-34 
(ref: 18-24)

+2.10 
[+1.09;+3.12] 0.000*** +3.30 

[+2.45;+4.16] 0.000*** +1.20 
[+0.49;+1.91] 0.001**

Aged 35+  
(ref: 18-24)

+2.48 
[+1.30;+3.67] 0.000*** +5.34 

[+4.25;+6.43] 0.000*** +2.86 
[+1.91;+3.80] 0.000***

R2 0.173 0.197 0.148

N 754 754 754

Source: PMa (2019).

Regarding disclosure within the family, most respondents reported hav-
ing communicated their sexual orientation to at least one parent, with 
disclosure to mothers (80 %) considerably more frequent than disclosure 
to fathers. This asymmetry motivates the closer qualitative examination 
of the maternal relationship presented below.
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Figure 1. Age at first self-perception as different,  
by sex and age group, PMa, Minas Gerais (2019).

Source: PMa (2019).

Figure 2. Age at first disclosure of LGB identity,  
by sex and age group, PMa, Minas Gerais (2019).

Source: PMa (2019).

Figure 3. Delta (age at disclosure minus age at self-perception), 
by sex and age group, PMa, Minas Gerais (2019).

Source: PMa (2019).
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Recognition and first same-sex experiences

The qualitative results corroborate what was found in the quantitative 
data by demonstrating that the men interviewed usually started their 
process of recognizing themselves as gay or bisexual earlier than the 
women interviewed, but it took them longer from realizing it to disclos-
ing it to someone. For women, there is a longer time to understand their 
sexuality, later markers of sexual identity development and a shorter in-
terval between recognizing themselves and speaking out than for men.

I think that ever since I was a child I knew that there was some-
thing different about me, right? (Giacomo - gay, black, 25-29 years 
old).

It took me a long time to find this out, because I thought that 
since I was little I was someone who had a good relationship with 
other girls. (Luana - lesbian, white, 18-24 years old).

The perception of feeling different from one’s peers usually comes before 
the sexual experience itself. For some men, responses of sexual desire to 
pornography with men, together with the desire for sexual intercourse 
with men, play an important role in shaping sexual identity, particularly 
among older men. In these cases, the first sexual experiences are un-
derstood as sporadic, secret, confirmatory of desire and almost always 
disconnected from affectivity.

The options you had were nightclubs or those big movie theaters, 
so my first [sexual life] was in big movie theaters. [...] Sometimes I 
miss having [had] something more romantic. (Gilson - gay, pardo, 
35 years or older).

For women, this process is marked even more by doubts and questions. 
The process of recognizing one’s identity as a lesbian or bisexual can be 
marked by a longer period of experimenting with relationships with men 
in order to confirm desire. For bisexual women, this situation can be even 
more conflicting, since the desire for men can be understood as hetero-
sexuality. Unlike men, reports of first relationships with other women are 
generally with people close to them and in affectionate contexts
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In fact, it wasn’t until I was 20 years old that I realized I was bisex-
ual, I went through a heterosexual phase, until at some point I fell 
in love with a specific woman [...] could it be that I’m a lesbian and 
everything I’ve experienced was a lie? (Brenda - bisexual woman, 
pardo, 35 years or older).

Disclosure to family

Disclosing sexuality also has a gender difference. For some women, this 
process is only complete when disclosed to the family. Despite not being 
unanimous, women were more open to talking about their sexual iden-
tity with their families.

I think that when I tell my mother, it’s the moment that I’m out 
of the closet [...] even if I’ve told several people. (Brenda - bisexual 
woman, pardo, 35 years or older).

My family doesn’t know [...]. And even because of the issue of bi-
sexuality [...] disclosing that I’m only going to be with girls would 
be more peaceful than disclosing bisexuality. (Bianca - bisexual 
woman, white, 25-29 years old).

Among men, leaving sexuality hidden can reflect gender impositions. 
Because behavior that deviates from the ideal of masculinity is already 
socially understood as a demonstration of desire for men, the simple fact 
of not following this pattern becomes a form of indirect disclosure.

There was never a time to come out and say, I’m gay, they realized 
that I never took any girls home and then I showed up with a guy. 
(Gilson - gay, pardo, 35 years old or more).

Role models

The presence or absence of role models can also directly influence how 
people understand themselves as LGB. For most of the interviewees, ref-
erences were absent or marked by stigma. Some interviewees reported 
having people close to them who served as references, such as relatives 
or neighbors, or even seeing themselves as references today.
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When I was young I don’t think I had anyone to refer to (Patrícia - 
pansexual woman, white, 18-24 years old).

There’s a neighbor, he’s married. He’s gay. I used to look at him and 
think: “Wow, one day I want to be like him”. (Gabriel - gay, black, 
18-24 years old).

I’m kind of giving him a reference, showing him that it’s possible 
to live in the world of [the profession] and be gay. (Gilson, gay, par-
do, 35 years or older).

Media representation

The appearance of LGB people in the media was, to some extent, the first 
contact with an image of someone who was not heterosexual for many 
of the interviewees, even if it was always in the context of jokes and satire. 
The appearance of same-sex couples in soap operas or non-humorous 
programs or of openly lesbian or bisexual personalities is more recent and 
seems to have played a fundamental role in the lives of some interviewees.

I didn’t have much of a reference [...] other than the caricature gays 
we see on TV. (Guto - gay, white, 25-29 years old).

That Bruna Linzmeyer. [...] And being a slut, you know? And hav-
ing a white girl, with light eyes, who gets the big boys in the soap 
opera, but [says] I’m a slut! (Liliane - lesbian, black, 25-29 years old).

The media as a way of presenting, to some extent, LGB people, characters 
and stories to those who don’t have this close reference is indisputable. 
However, unequal access to the media and information can mean that 
some discussions reach some groups earlier than others.

At the time television didn’t exist in poor people’s homes. Especial-
ly in the community, very few people had television. (Gilmar - gay, 
black, 35 years old or older).

I grew up in a rural environment, in my house there was no in-
ternet, no more interactive media, I only had access to open TV. 
(Larissa - lesbian, white, 18-24 years old).
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Peer networks and socialization

In addition to references, whether distant or close, the process of de-
veloping sexuality is also very much mediated by peers. Having friends, 
making new friends who understand the questions surrounding the 
development of one’s sexual identity or even starting to frequent LGB 
socializing venues often proved decisive in reducing the pressure and 
sense of isolation in this process and being able to disclose one’s sexual-
ity to someone.

After I started to consolidate my group of LGBT people I felt safer 
and freer to express my sexuality. (Gael - gay, pardo, 25- 29 years 
old).

Territory and social context

In smaller towns the social context was characterized by a lack of socializ-
ing spaces, a reduced number of possible partners and peers, surveillance 
of behavior by neighbors and family and the impossibility of separating 
social roles. This led many people to live out their sexuality in hiding or 
move to the big cities.

At that time I lived in the countryside [...] gay was synonymous 
with infamy, with people nobody wanted to be. (Geraldo - gay, par-
do, 35 years old or more).

Inside there’s this thing: “You can’t hang out with these girls. If you 
hang out with these girls you’re a lesbian too”. (Liz - lesbian, black, 
25-29 years old).

Religion and religiosity

Another feature that draws attention is the centrality of religion in this pro-
cess, an element that becomes even more relevant in religious contexts 
such as Brazil. People who have grown up in religions where homosexual 
relationships are considered a sin, which is the majority situation in Minas 
Gerais, recognize that sexual identity is marked by violence and fear of 
divine punishment.
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I was even remorseful about the religious issue. [...] I felt a lot of guilt, 
I couldn’t masturbate because I felt a lot of guilt afterwards, it used 
to be for boys. (Bernardo - bisexual man, white, 18-24 years old).

I was brought up Catholic. [...] I’d look at a woman and feel at-
tracted, I’d think “let me concentrate here, it has to be on a man”. 
(Lia - lesbian, white, 30-34 years old).

It is worth pointing out that religion doesn’t have only a negative im-
pact. Some ways of experiencing faith and even some religions do not 
see same-sex desire or sexual practice as problematic.

I believe in God, but I don’t think the dogmas of the church are 
something I agree with very much. [...] I prefer to continue with 
my beliefs without being in a church. (Laura - lesbian, pardo, 18-24 
years old).

If you like a woman, if you like a man, what matters is the energy 
you have together, the love, the complicity, if you do good and all 
that. (Luana - lesbian, white, 18-24 years old).

Race and intersectionality

Finally, the results indicate that the intersectionality between race and 
sexuality presents significant differences in the development of the sex-
ual identity of sexual minorities in Minas Gerais.

I don’t know if sometimes carrying the burden of being a black 
woman is very heavy, I don’t know if sometimes carrying the bur-
den of being an LGBT woman is heavier. (Liz - lesbian, black, 25-29 
years old).

I realized that when you’re black, when you don’t have that 
standard of a fit body [...] within the valley, within the LGBT com-
munity, you’re going to suffer rejection. (Gabriel - gay, black, 18-24 
years old).

It can be seen in the statements that rejection based on race/color of-
ten precedes and is aggravated by the discovery of sexual identity. 
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Interviewees reported that the combination of the two identities (racial 
and sexual minority) creates a heavy burden, making social acceptance 
and integration even more difficult.

Discussion

Our results align with key findings in the international literature on sex-
ual identity development, while offering new insights into how these 
processes unfold under the institutional and family arrangements char-
acteristic of Brazil. Empirical evidence indicates variation in the age at 
which individuals recognize and disclose their sexual identity, although 
there is broad consensus that these processes largely unfold between 
pre-adolescence and late adolescence, a period marked by intense bio-
logical and social change (Calzo et al., 2011; D’Augelli, & Grossman, 2001; 
Diamond, 2008; Fredriksen-Goldsen et al., 2015; Martos, Nezhad, & Meyer, 
2015).

Interpreting these findings in light of the institutional and familial ar-
rangements discussed above, our results suggest that sexual identity 
milestones in Minas Gerais are shaped not only by individual psychologi-
cal processes, but by structural conditions that mediate recognition and 
disclosure. While international literature has documented earlier recog-
nition among younger cohorts, our data indicate that earlier recognition 
does not necessarily imply greater autonomy or safer disclosure con-
texts. In settings characterized by prolonged co-residence with parents 
and strong family centrality, disclosure often occurs under conditions of 
emotional and economic dependence, which may intensify vulnerability 
rather than reduce it. 

These findings suggest that while classical milestone models remain 
useful for identifying temporal patterns, they require contextual reinter-
pretation in settings where family dependence, religiosity, and structural 
inequalities significantly mediate recognition and disclosure processes.

Within this institutional and familial context, gender emerges as a key axis 
structuring how sexual identity development unfolds. In our sample, we 
observed that, as in the international literature (D’Augelli, et al., 2008; Sav-
in-Williams, & Ream, 2003), for men, behaviors outside the norm are often 
perceived as indicators of homosexuality, reflecting strong pressures for 
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gender conformity. On the other hand, women tend to recognize and 
disclose their sexuality later, in line with the idea of female sexual fluidity 
and the later discovery of desire for other women (Diamond, 2008).

These gendered dynamics are further shaped by other social markers, 
particularly religion, race/color, and place of residence. In Minas Gerais, 
Christian religions, deeply embedded in family and community life, often 
impose moral frameworks that constrain the recognition and acceptance 
of non-heteronormative sexual identities, a pattern less pronounced in 
more secularized contexts (Adamczyk, & Pitt, 2009). Religious family en-
vironments tend to enforce stricter norms around sexuality, which the 
literature associates with more complicated and, in some cases, delayed 
processes of acceptance and disclosure among young LGB individuals.

Sexual initiation experiences also play a significant role in this process. 
In Brazil, especially for men, these experiences are often in secret con-
texts, without much emotional involvement and associated with feelings 
of guilt, unlike what is observed in more liberal contexts. Covert experi-
mentation associated with guilt is thought to be associated with delays 
in self-acceptance and with a higher risk of engaging in risky sexual be-
havior (Parker, 2009).

Much of this framework, however, originates from research conducted 
in Global North contexts, where the “coming out” paradigm has often 
been treated as a universal developmental sequence. Scholarship on 
sexualities and queer studies produced in Latin America has challenged 
this assumption, arguing that models built around individualized, lin-
ear disclosure processes do not fully capture how sexual identities are 
lived, negotiated, and made public in the region (Barrientos, 2024; Fon-
seca Hernández, & Quintero Soto, 2009; López-Vicuña, 2004; Viteri, 2013). 
This literature emphasizes that family-centered social organization, the 
enduring influence of Catholic and evangelical religiosity, and marked 
socioeconomic and racial inequalities shape distinct trajectories of rec-
ognition and disclosure across Latin America and the broader Global 
South, which are not adequately captured by frameworks developed in 
the United States and Western Europe (Guy, 1997; La Fountain-Stokes, 
2009; Parker, 2009). Comparative regional evidence further shows that 
the recognition of sexual and gender minority rights in Latin America 
and the Caribbean remains highly uneven across countries, reinforcing 
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the need for contextually grounded analyses rather than the direct 
application of Global North models (Malta et  al., 2019). Situating the 
present study within this literature, we examine how milestones of sex-
ual identity development unfold in Minas Gerais, Brazil, attentive to the 
specific familial, religious, and structural conditions that distinguish 
this context from those in which the dominant theoretical models were 
originally developed.

In addition, racial and regional inequalities in Brazil exacerbate the chal-
lenges faced by sexual minorities. Our research indicates that black 
people and those living in rural or peripheral areas face additional diffi-
culties in accessing support networks and information about sexuality 
(Malta, 2024). This lack of access is associated in the literature with de-
layed recognition and acceptance of sexual identity (Meyer, 2003).

Family relationships, too, play a central role in the development of sexual 
identity and the emotional well-being of LGB youth (Lasala, 2010; New-
comb, 2019; Savin-Williams, & Ream, 2003). In Brazil, the family structure 
is often marked by strong emotional ties and an expectation of conformi-
ty to traditional gender and sexuality norms. Disclosure of non-normative 
sexual orientation can generate conflicts and tensions within the family, 
profoundly affecting the mental health of LGB individuals.

The relationship with mothers is a central aspect in the formation of sex-
ual identity and the emotional well-being of young LGB people. Mothers 
play a predominant role in the socialization of their children, which can 
amplify the impact of revealing one’s sexual orientation. The emotional 
and social burden faced by mothers in dealing with their children’s homo-
sexuality is also a gender issue, reflecting cultural expectations about the 
female role in maintaining the family unit and socializing children (Sou-
za, Baptista, & Alves, 2020). This additional burden can affect the mental 
health of both mother and child, creating a cycle of emotional suffering.

It is worth noting that this qualitative pattern of racialized experience did 
not translate into a statistically significant independent effect of race/col-
or on milestone timing in the multivariate model reported above (Table 
3). This apparent tension is not necessarily contradictory: race/color may 
shape the meaning, safety, and social consequences of recognizing and 
disclosing a sexual identity, as the interview material illustrates, without 
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necessarily shifting the average age at which these milestones occur 
once religion, territory, and cohort are held constant. In other words, our 
quantitative data speak to when milestones happen, while the quali-
tative material speaks to how they are experienced; race/color appears 
more consequential for the latter than for the former in this sample.

The delta indicator captures a dimension of sexual identity development 
that milestone ages alone do not: the duration for which an emerging 
identity is held privately before being shared. Conceptually, this interval 
can be read as a proxy for the length of the concealment period, during 
which individuals must manage awareness of a stigmatized identity 
without social support (Meyer, 2003). A shorter delta suggests condi-
tions facilitating relatively rapid disclosure once difference is perceived, 
whereas a longer delta suggests prolonged exposure to the psycholog-
ical demands of concealment, independent of when recognition itself 
occurs. That men in our sample display a consistently longer delta than 
women, despite recognizing their difference earlier, indicates that gen-
dered barriers to disclosure operate somewhat independently from 
gendered timing of self-recognition, reinforcing the value of examining 
these two milestones jointly rather than treating disclosure as a simple, 
immediate consequence of recognition.

The qualitative interviews were analyzed following Bardin’s (2009) con-
tent analysis procedures, using an initial coding scheme organized 
around the domains covered by the interview script (social and com-
munity identities, historical and social milestones, health indicators, and 
intervening factors such as gender, territory, religion, and minority stress) 
which was then reorganized into a smaller set of final thematic catego-
ries (mental health, sexual identity development, family relations, social 
environment, minority stress, gender, race/color, and territory) follow-
ing the thematic network procedure proposed by Attride-Stirling (2001). 
Read together, the interviews reinforce the quantitative patterns while 
adding interpretive depth: participants consistently linked the timing of 
disclosure to perceived shifts in family and institutional acceptance rath-
er than to age per se, and described mothers, rather than fathers, as the 
primary point of first disclosure within the family. Not all narratives fol-
lowed this pattern, however. A recurrent divergent case involved younger 
lesbian and bisexual women who described withholding disclosure from 
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both parents well into adulthood, in contrast to the broader tendency 
toward earlier disclosure among younger participants; these participants 
associated non-disclosure with specific family religiosity or with antici-
pated loss of financial and housing support, illustrating that structural 
dependence can offset the generational trend toward earlier recognition 
and disclosure observed elsewhere in the sample.

Taken together, our findings extend classical milestone models by 
demonstrating that the timing and sequencing of sexual identity de-
velopment cannot be understood independently of institutional and 
family arrangements. In Minas Gerais, prolonged co-residence with par-
ents, religious moral regulation, and racial and territorial inequalities not 
only shape when milestones occur, but also the conditions under which 
they are experienced. A life course perspective proves essential in this re-
gard, as it situates sexual identity development within broader processes 
of uneven social change. Rather than challenging the validity of exist-
ing frameworks, our results underscore the need to reinterpret them in 
light of structurally mediated trajectories characteristic of many Global 
South settings.

Final considerations

The aim of this study was to deepen our understanding of the devel-
opment of LGB sexual identities from the perspective of the global 
south, especially in the Brazilian context, by estimating the markers of 
sexual identity development in Minas Gerais and discussing the fac-
tors that impact this process in the state. We used the PMa database, a 
mixed-method study of the LGB population in Minas Gerais - Brazil.

The results corroborate international evidence regarding gender differ-
ences in the timing of recognition and disclosure, while highlighting how 
these processes are structured by contextual conditions in Minas Gerais. 
Although sexual identity milestones tend to occur during adolescence 
and early adulthood, their timing and sequencing are shaped by fami-
ly centrality, religiosity, racialized experiences, and territorial inequalities. 
The qualitative evidence underscores that milestone timing reflects not 
only individual development but also the social conditions under which 
recognition and disclosure become possible or constrained.
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This study has four main limitations that should be considered when 
interpreting the results. First, the sample is non-probabilistic: partici-
pants were recruited through respondent-driven sampling, which does 
not guarantee representativeness of the LGB population of Minas Gerais 
and may over-represent individuals embedded in denser or more visi-
ble social networks. Second, data collection relied on a self-administered 
online questionnaire, which systematically excludes LGB individuals with 
limited or no internet access, generally associated with lower income 
and educational attainment, and may therefore understate the barriers 
faced by the most socioeconomically vulnerable segments of this pop-
ulation. Third, the ages at which participants recognized and disclosed 
their sexual identity were self-reported retrospectively, which is subject 
to recall bias; participants may reconstruct these milestones in light of 
their current identity and circumstances, potentially smoothing or reor-
dering events relative to how they were actually experienced. Fourth, the 
cross-sectional design does not allow us to disentangle age, period, and 
cohort effects: differences observed across age groups may reflect true 
generational change, but they may also reflect the fact that older and 
younger participants were recalling milestones from different life stages 
and under different social conditions. Longitudinal or repeated cross-sec-
tional data would be required to adjudicate between these explanations 
with greater confidence.

Despite the limitations of the sample and the cross-sectional nature of 
the data, our findings are consistent with cohort-based research indicat-
ing earlier markers among younger generations (Calzo et al., 2011; Martos, 
Nezhad, & Meyer, 2015; Russell, & Fish, 2016). At the same time, our study 
extends this literature by demonstrating that earlier recognition does not 
necessarily correspond to greater autonomy, as disclosure often occurs 
within contexts of continued economic and emotional dependence. This 
highlights the importance of situating sexual identity development with-
in broader institutional and life course dynamics.

Beyond its empirical contribution, this study advances the literature by 
demonstrating that classical models of sexual identity development 
highlight the importance of embedding milestone frameworks with-
in institutionally specific life course dynamics when applied to settings 
characterized by strong family centrality, religious moral regulation, 
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and persistent racial and territorial inequalities. By integrating quantita-
tive and qualitative evidence within a life course framework, we show 
that milestone timing reflects not only individual developmental pro-
cesses, but also structurally mediated trajectories shaped by uneven 
social change.

In view of this, there is an urgent need to create appropriate instruments 
and methodologies for collecting data on sexual orientation and gender 
identity in Brazil’s household surveys and administrative records, which 
consider not only the multiplicity of identities, but also the dilemmas 
involved in collecting these data inside the home or in the presence of 
parents, especially in the case of younger people. The availability and 
quality of this data will enable longitudinal studies to be carried out, 
which are essential for understanding the differential effects of age, pe-
riod and cohort on the development of sexual minority identities in the 
country, considering all of Brazil’s regional, racial and territorial diversity.

These findings have implications for both research and public debate. Fu-
ture studies should further explore longitudinal patterns of sexual identity 
development in diverse Brazilian contexts, particularly in regions marked 
by pronounced socioeconomic and racial inequalities. Methodologically, 
the integration of survey-based milestone measures with in-depth qual-
itative inquiry proved valuable for capturing how institutional change 
and family dynamics interact over the life course. Strengthening data 
collection efforts that allow for intersectional analyses, especially those 
incorporating race/color, territory, and religion, remains essential for ad-
vancing a more nuanced understanding of sexual minority experiences 
in Brazil and other Global South settings.
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