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Abstract

The development of gay identity sexual among Malaysian gay men were not discussed openly in this
country. This is because the government do not approve same sex orientation lifestyle. However, gay men
exist in many communities in this country and they are living freely as a citizen and work in the country
like others. Malaysia is one of the countries that openly against the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transsexual
and Queer (LGBTQ). Nevertheless, they continue to develop their sexual identity as a part of their lives
which at the same time causes a great distress in them. Thus, their decision to identify themselves as gays
takes huge courage and effort. These courage and effort were found not only just intricately, since it
involves emotional and social support from their family, friends and communities. It is also believed that
this social support might help gay men to develop their self-efficacy as well. Therefore, it is in the interest
of the researchers to explore about self-efficacy by looking at emotional and social support they received
and its relation to the development of sexual identity among the gay men who lives in Malaysia. In this
qualitative research, semi structured questions were developed to explore sexual identity development
among the gay men. Six (6) respondents who have identified themselves as gay, aged between 21- 44 years
old, from different walk of life were interviewed. Data were analysed using thematic analysis. Our study
has found that emotional and social support, are the important factors that contribute to their self-efficacy
and help them in developing their sexual identity.
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1. Introduction

Malaysia is one of the countries that consider homosexuality is a criminal offense. Individuals who
are committed to homosexual practices will be penalized under the Malaysian Civil law or the Shariah law.
See (2019) stated that Malaysia’s understanding of sexuality and gender fails her international standards
and best practices. Survey conducted by PEW research centre in 2013 has also shown that 86% of
Malaysian believe homosexuality should not be accepted by the society. Due to these facts, individuals who
realised that they have same sex attraction may find themselves experiencing cognitive dissonance. This is
because they are living in the society that openly against homosexual practice. In addition, Kuga Thas
(2013) states that adult homosexuals and adolescent homosexuals in Malaysia have a tendency to
experience depression and suicide as a result of social pressures. Dworkin & Yi (2003) stressed that gay
men were more likely experiencing discrimination and assault by the homophobic individuals. This gives
the impression that negative experiences, oppression and pressure from a society that rejects homosexuals
contribute to extreme stress and suicidal tendencies among homosexuals.

It is important that public should understand them and to understand them it is crucial for
everybody to know the process of gay sexual orientation and identity development (Bailey, et al., 2016).
The development of gay sexual identity among LGBTQ has consumed not just their emotions as it is an
unprepared process but also found as unsupported, inconsistence, incongruence and stigmatised (Rosario,
et al., 2006) in the society which do not eccept or understand LGBTQ. This may hinder the discomfort
feelings by having friends or not wanting to have friends among the LGBTQ as reported in Mohr
& Sedlacek (2010) due to the barrier of lack of commonalities.

1.1. Gay sexual identity and social support

Sexual identity refers to how individuals conceptualize their romantic or sexual attractions to other
persons (Tatum, 2018). It was largely found that some LGBTQ individuals choose not to disclose their
sexual orientation identity, a concept known as “passing” (Hoffshire, 2017). The concept of passing
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represents the notion that homosexuality is an invisible identity which often can be hidden from others.
Berger (1992) also commented that passing leads to poor self-concept and potential emotional distress.
Since gay men were more satisfied with social support available from those who knew their sexual
orientation, Berger (1992), has also stated that most gay men were known as gay only to most members of
their networks. Besides that, close friends, siblings and persons who are close to them were also more likely
to be aware of their homosexuality than co-workers, parents, and more distant relatives. Therefore, in most
matters regarding personal issues these individuals choose to seek help or discuss their problems with their
closed ones who are in return will not weaken them as LGBTQ but who could understand them better.
These close friends are usually from the opposite gender as Gillespie et al. (2015) found that LGBTQ
individuals have fewer same-gender friends in comparison to heterosexual individuals.

The development of gay sexual identity is also believed to be well support by close friends who
understand and accept LGBTQ. Another encouraging finding by Mohr and Sedlacek (2010) that involved
2,925 college freshmen at a State University revealed that 42% of the students reported having or wanting
to have LGBTQ friends is an indication of support these individuals have. In a study conducted Gillespie
et al. (2015) found that, expressive, instrumental and companionate types of friendships are important and
strongly associated with LGBTQ overall life satisfaction which derived from the process of adopting the
identity consistently (Rosario, et al., 2006) and eliminating the undesirable dissonance between their
demeanours and distinctiveness as LGBTQ.

1.2. Self-efficacy and reassurance

As it is well defined by Bandura (1994, 2006a, 2006b) and Gecas (1989) self-efficacy is
individual’s sense of self-agency, borne out in a belief that they can accomplish a given task and, more
broadly, cope with life’s challenges. Besides, Bandura (1986, 1997) has also stated that the possible
consequences of behaviour which being predicted are intensely affected by self-efficacy as well.

In order to understand gay sexual identity development, it is important as well to understand the
concept of high self-efficacy and low self-efficacy. As suggested by Karbasi & Samani (2016) individuals
with high self-efficacy tend to engaging in make it happens compared to individuals with low
self-efficacy who prefer to avoid from engaging in it all together or just by let it be as it is. In conjunction
with developing gay sexual identity, higher self-efficacy leads individuals to enthral themselves in the
process of integration, incorporation and consolidation of LGBTQ self (Rosario, et al., 2006). These
processes which involve milestones and courage are necessary in high self-efficacy otherwise the
reassurance elements desired will be neglected hence leaving these individuals struggling in finding their
true sexual identity.

Though, in other study findings gay and lesbian students’ level of self-esteem and self-efficacy
were high (Jurial, Otig, and Gallinero (2015) which suggest that they have a positive attitude about
themselves, and they believe they can surpass almost all the challenges that come in their way. The study
also revealed that students’ level of self-efficacy showed a strong positive relationship with affective and
cognitive engagement. It can be assumed that that their positive beliefs that they can surpass their problems
can be strongly associated with how much they engage affectively and cognitively. As suggested in the
earlier study of Rosario, et al. (2006), youth gays and lesbians may have gone through the whole process
of LGBTQ milestones, before they could reliably accommodate themselves as one.

2. Objective

The objective outline of this research was to explore how emotional and social support from
friends and family could contribute to gay men’s self-efficacy in developing their gay sexual identity.
This is based on the notion that, gays who are living in a country which is not supporting LGBTQ are facing
with great distress in identifying themselves openly. They may be seen as different from the majority and
it takes such a huge courage and effort resulted from their high level of self-efficacy to be able to stand up
as gay. These internalised strong will of emotions coupled with social supports from close friends and
family have probably helped them in the development of their self-efficacy that needed to be explored in
order to understand them better.

3. Methodology

A Grounded theory approach were used in this research. The Grounded theoretical approach helps
researchers to explore and understand the process of gay sexual identity development and its relation to
self-efficacy. Participants in this study were recruited via snow balling technique as the research target
group were gay men. Six respondents were interviewed in this study. The sample size of the study was
sufficient enough for the saturation condition because after interviewing all the six respondents, there were
no new data found or relevant to the study. This is in line with the statements of Strauss and Corbin (1998)
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stated that when saturation can be achieved while no new or relevant data appears. Therefore, categories
are constructed according to the characteristics and dimensions that indicate variation, and the relationship
between themes in the data is robust and valid (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). In supporting the stand, Romney,
Batchelder and Weller (1986) have also stated that a sample as small as four individuals can provide
perfectly accurate information with a high level of confidence (.999) if they have a high level of competence
in the field studied.

In this study, the researchers used a semi-structured interview. There were 2 sections in the
interview session, namely Part A and Part B. Part A involves demographic data such as age, level of
education, occupation, race, place of residence, country of origin and if the respondent is in intimate
relationship with a spouse. While in section B, the questions are focusing on the exploring of the emotional
and social support they received and how it contributes to their self-efficacy and process of gay identity
sexual development. In light of constructing semi-structured interview protocol items that meet the purpose
of the study, researchers used questions constructed by Degges-White and Myer (2005) based on Cass
(1979) model as the guideline. A pilot study to formulate the questions constructed for the purpose of data
collection that answered the research questions was then administered.

As for the validation process, the interview questions were reviewed by two experts in the field of
counselling and psychology. These two experts were selected based on their experiences in the study of
homosexuality. It is important to highlight that the items formulated in this semi-structured interview are
serve as guideline which the researcher may expand further exploration in necessity in order to obtain the
information needed as outlined in the study objectives. All interviews conducted were recorded with the
consent from all respondents and it was used for the purpose of data transcript. The duration of the interview
was about two hours.

4. Analysis

Sexual identity is a process. It involves different types of attractions to others, as in this case on
the same-sex persons. These attractions can be divided into two types of urges that is sexual intimacy or
the urge to develop intimate relationship with another male. In this study, it was found that four of the
participants were aware of their initial aspiration to same sex attraction when they were in early teenager
and one of the participants was aware that his same sex attraction started to emerge while he was 7 year
old.

The analysis from the interview revealed that three participants were found to accommodating
their same sex attraction from the beginning and started to develop their gay identity secretly while the
other three participants did not accept their same sex attraction in them and denied the desirability towards
same sex at the early stage because they wanted to be accepted by the society and do not want to bring
shame to their family. However, those three began to accept their same sex attraction desire after
experiencing a turning point in their lives that made them started to think about their true sexual orientation.

4.1. Self-denial through suppressing and rejecting same sex attraction feeling

Three participants underwent a denial process in which they did not accept same-sex attraction
because they knew same-sex relationships were prohibited and will somehow affected their families in
many ways. As the result, they chose to suppress their feeling towards same-sex aspirations that they had.

Participant 1 suppressed his feelings after his father asked him off his same sex attraction
inclination and warned him not to hold on to that idea by any change. That incident has made participant 1
to suppress his feeling and did not want to think about it. This took place as at the time of happening he
wished to comply with the society’s rules and his family’s expectation. While the findings in Participant 2
who had also underwent same-sex attraction suppressed revealed that he never talked about same-sex
attractions or anything in line with the matter to other individuals because as a young adolescent he wanted
to be accepted by the majority group as one of their male members.

It was found clearly that both participants had experience suppressed emotion and did not think
about their same sex attraction because they knew that same sex attraction is not acceptable in the society
and could affect them and their family in return as in shown in their verbatim excerpts below.

Participant 1: “when I, was approached by my dad. He asked me if I am, and me trying to

conform with society and even their expectation as parents, I must suppress
and I don’t want to think about it, and I start dating...” (B49)

Participant 2: “I suppressed. You don’t talk about it, you don’t discuss about it, you don’t
mention to people. And then you, when you were young, you’re want of fit in,
when you’re young you just want to be like everyone else” (B74)

Besides self-denial by suppressing emotions towards same-sex attraction and fantasy, this study
has also able to disclose the act of emotional rejection towards same-sex feelings predisposition among the
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participants. It was found that one of the participants resorted to reject his feelings of same-sex attraction.
This is because according to him, he knew it was wrong to have same sex fascination and therefore has
tried to get a girlfriend in order to prove to him and society that he is a heterosexual. The verbatim excerpts
below shows his intention and example of his self-rejection act towards same-sex feelings.

Participant 3: “So in between that 12 years old until 14 years old I tried to find girlfriend,
because to help me not to become gay. I want to have a girlfriend so that I can
have feeling towards girls like that. It’s my own way lah, I have to find
girlfriend..., if not I become gay” (B43)

The above verbatim excerpts from the interviews showed that society rules, friends and family
were the pushing factors that lead to decision making in self-denying and self-rejecting on same sex
attraction.

4.2. Emotional and social support

Having accepted their own sexual identity, it was found that participants started to look for
emotional and social support. They will turn to their good friends or individuals that can accept their sexual
identity. However, at their earlier stage of self-acceptance, they were only feeling comfortable and willing
to disclose their same-sex attraction feelings to certain individuals because they were still unsure and fear
of rejection from the society. The verbatim excerpts below describe how important emotional and social
support are to them in their lives.

Participant 1: “I do, I do. But normally we mixed with my only group. That’s why, that’s why
once you out ah, you got to have a support group”. (B924)

Participant 2: “I grew and then I got involved with my first boyfriend. We were very happy. 1
was happy, so happy. I was so happy because I could be myself. But, because
there was so new, so fresh, I was closeted.” (B218)

Participant 3: “I more prone to hang out with the people that accepted me”. (B503)

Participant 4: “I never thought this community (gay) existed. Though I do not know anyone in
the club, but I feel I can share anything with them because they are gay like
me” (B302)

It is shown that through this process, social support has a positive impact on each participant and
this gives them the motivation to remain positive in continuing life as gay. Participants also prefer to
associate with individuals who can accept their sexual identity. This is because they do not want to feel
marginalized by the society. The majority of the participants prefer to associate with gays because they feel
there is unconditional acceptance. This is also having proven that emotional and social support were playing
important role in the contribution of self-efficacy among gays.

5. Discussion and conclusion

In this study, it was found that emotional and social support from friends or individuals that
accepting participants’ same-sex attractions contribute to their development of self-efficacy. As most of the
participants for this study indicated that without social supports from those who are close to them it is very
difficult for them to accept themselves as gay. Their self-acceptance as gay man definitely did not come
that easy for them. They were struggling with their emotions and in battle between trying to understand
who they are and social acceptance.

Half of the participants admitted that they were once in self-denial and self-rejection due to
pressure that they received from family and society in a way or another. From this study, it is also made
known that stigmatization and complying with society norms are the two most important elements which
have pushed same-sex attraction men to suppress their true inner feelings towards their sexual disposition.
The elements of denial and rejection are so huge which disable them to be truthful to themselves. It was
clearly stated by one of the participants who was trying at his best to get a girlfriend just to prove to himself
and society that he is not interested in same-sex.

In the process of understanding one’s self, same-sex attraction men need high self-efficacy for
them to be able to feel comfortable and to trust others as stated by one of the participants who has said that
he can talk about anything with other same-sex attraction men because they are just like him who are sharing
the same attraction towards same-sex. While another participant mentioned that he is comfortable to
socialise with his group members because he knows there is where he could get all the emotional and social
supports from. As confirmed by another participant in this study that being with the same-sex attraction
men would make him happy because he can be in his true self. In supporting this, previous research done
by Jang, Smith and Duys’ (2019) revealed that LGB who obtain positive social support may experience
understanding towards oneself, especially when perceiving painful experiences as a common part of the
human experience.
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