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SAN FRANCISCO—
Young gay people 
whose parents or 

guardians responded nega-
tively when they revealed their 
sexual orientation were more 
likely to attempt suicide, expe-
rience severe depression and 
use drugs than those whose 
families accepted the news, ac-
cording to a new study.

The way in which parents or 
guardians respond to a youth’s 
sexual orientation profoundly 
influences the child’s mental 
health as an adult, say research-
ers at San Francisco State Uni-
versity, whose findings appear 
in the journal of the American 
Academy of Pediatrics.

“Parents love their children 
and want the best for them,” 
said lead researcher Caitlin 
Ryan, a social worker who di-
rects the university’s Family 
Acceptance Project. “Now that 
we have measured all these be-
haviors, we can see that some 
of them put youth at extremely 
high risk and others are well-
ness-promoting.”

Among other findings, the 
study showed that teens who 
experienced negative feedback 
were more than eight times as 
likely to have attempted sui-
cide, nearly six times as vulner-
able to severe depression and 
more than three times at risk of 
drug use.

More significantly, Ryan said, 
ongoing work at San Francisco 
State suggests that parents 
who take even baby steps to re-
spond with equanimity instead 
of rejection can dramatically 
improve a gay youth’s mental 
health outlook.

One of the most startling find-
ings was that being forbidden 
to associate with gay peers was 
as damaging as being physical-
ly beaten or verbally abused by 
their parents in terms of nega-
tive feedback, Ryan said.

In the two-part study, Ryan 
and her colleagues first inter-
viewed 53 families with gay 
teenagers to identify 106 spe-
cific behaviors that could be 
considered “accepting” or “re-

jecting.” For example, blam-
ing a youth for being bullied 
at school, shielding him from 
other relatives or belittling her 
appearance for not conforming 
to social expectations fell into 
the rejecting category.

Next, they surveyed 224 
white and Latino gay people 
between ages 21 and 25 to see 
which of the behaviors they had 
experienced growing up. The 
responses then were matched 
against the participants’ recent 
histories of severe depression, 
suicide attempts, substance 
abuse and unsafe sexual be-
havior.

While the results might seem 
intuitive, Ryan said the study, 
funded by the California En-
dowment, was the first to es-
tablish a link between health 
problems in gay youths and 
their home environments.

She has used the informa-
tion in workshops with parents 
and other caregivers who have 
strained relationships with 
their gay teenagers, and said 
many were alarmed enough 
to make immediate changes in 
their interactions.

Ryan recalled a teenage girl 
whose mother forced her to 
date a boy and sent her to live 
with her grandmother when 
she learned her daughter was 
a lesbian. After hearing about 
the connection between paren-
tal attitudes and suicide, the 
mother stopped arranging the 
dates with the boy and instead 
inquired about her daughter’s 
girlfriend.

“She was really concerned,” 
Ryan said. “She saw that her 
daughter had become increas-
ingly withdrawn and that she 
was contributing to these feel-
ings of isolation and sadness.”

In her paper for the journal 
Pediatrics, Ryan recommends 
that medical professionals ask 
young patients how their fami-
lies have reacted to their sexu-
al orientations and tell parents 
that negative reactions may 
prove harmful even if well-in-
tentioned.

Such conversations are nec-

essary because young peo-
ple have been coming out at 
younger ages. Consistent with 
other studies, the youths in 
Ryan’s study were on average 
under 11 years old when they 
first experienced a same-sex 
attraction, were just over 14 
when they realized they were 
gay and came out to their fami-
lies before they had turned 16.

Doctors, in a misguided at-
tempt to comfort parents, may 
tell them a child who isn’t sex-
ually active couldn’t know if he 
were gay or not, Ryan said.

“When providers and adults 
and family members think of 
gay people, they think of sex. 
They don’t think of emotional 
attraction or social interaction 
or spiritual connectedness or 
deep-rooted psychological feel-
ings,” she said.

Sten Vermund, a Vanderbilt 
University pediatrician who be-
came interested in Ryan’s work 
this summer when she present-
ed her research at the interna-
tional AIDS conference in Mex-
ico City, agrees that doctors 
should be encouraged to talk 
with parents about responding 
to a child’s sexual orientation 
in a supportive way.

“So many families of chil-
dren who are gay, bisexual or 
transgender, particularly fami-
lies of gay male youth, think 
that if they are tough on the kid 
and tell him how unsatisfactory 
his gay lifestyle is to the family, 
he will have it knocked out of 
him,” Vermund said.

Vermund said he also was 
impressed by Ryan’s finding 
that a little bit of familial ac-
ceptance could go a long way 
in increasing a child’s chances 
for future happiness.

“The Southern Baptist 
doesn’t have to become a Uni-
tarian,” he said. “Someone 
can still be uncomfortable 
with their child’s sexual ori-
entation, but if they are some-
what more accepting and do 
the best the can, they will do 
the youth a lot of good. That 
to me is an important mes-
sage.” (AP)

Study: Family behavior, gay 
youth health tied

SACRAMENTO—Aside 
from not being to text 
while driving starting 

January 1, other laws will take 
place as the new year sets in.

Among these include new 
standards for pet shops and pro-
hibiting a hallucinogenic plant to 
people 18 years and under.

Other laws taking effect in 
2009 are providing life vests 
to small children and carry out 
other safety measures by pool 
operators and directionally chal-
lenged people will be able to at-
tach GPS receivers to their wind-
shields.  

Nearly all of these new laws 
were passed during the Legisla-
ture’s 2008 session, however the 
state’s budget problems domi-
nated the year.  Also, some mea-
sures are still months from taking 
effect, like a bill to ban trans fat in 
prepared food, which will go into 
effect in 2010. A related measure 
to require restaurants to provide 
information about menu items 
will begin taking effect in July, 
but it won’t be fully implemented 
until 2011.

The following new laws will 
take effect this week:

AB 259:  Providing salvia divi-
norum, a hallucinogenic plant, to 
any person 18 or younger will be 
a misdemeanor.

AB 919: Creates new “cyber-
bullying” penalties.

AB 1976: Increases the punish-

ment for making non-emergency 
calls to 911.

AB 2098: Makes it a misde-
meanor to slaughter, buy or sell 
so-called downer cows for hu-
man consumption.

SB 1407: Raises fees on court 
filings and parking tickets to pay 
for a $5 billion courthouse bond.

AB 180: Requires foreclosure 
consultants to register with the 
state Department of Justice.

AB 1954: Authorizes high-oc-
cupancy toll lanes on Interstate 
15 in Riverside County.

AB 1971: Allows the use of 
studded tires year-round. (Some 
new tires have retractable studs.)

SB 28: Bans texting while driv-
ing.

SB 1316: Gives the Riverside 
County Transportation Commis-
sion permission to build high-oc-
cupancy toll lanes in the median 
of Highway 91 between the Or-
ange County line and I-15.

SB 1567: Lets people put GPS 
devices on their windshields.

SB 1720: Creates penalties for 
trafficking in phony “Clean Air” 
stickers for cars.

And more
AB 102 (2007): Makes it easier 

for men to take their partner’s last 
name when they marry or enter 
into a domestic partnership.

AB 1108 (2007): Prohibits 
the sale of products containing 
phthalates for children three or 
younger.

AB 1347 (2007): Sets new 
standards for the treatment of 
animals in pet stores.

AB 1778: Targets the theft of 
cans and other recyclables by 
imposing new rules on recycling 
centers.

SB 107: Sets standards for 
wave-pool operators and requires 
life jackets for young children.

SB 691: Requires junk dealers 
to collect fingerprints and other 
identification from people selling 
scrap metal.

SB 1595: Updates regulations 
on clearing vegetation around 
houses to reduce the fire threat.

Still to come
AB 97: Beginning Jan. 1, 2010, 

restaurants cannot serve food 
made with oil or margarine con-
taining artificial trans fats. Begin-
ning Jan. 1, 2011, restaurants 
cannot serve any food made with 
artificial trans fats.

AB 3025: Beginning Jan. 1, 
2012, prohibits the sale of plastic 
foam “peanut” packing material.

SB 375: By September 2010, 
gives each region of the state a 
target to reduce heat-trapping 
gasses and requires the regions 
to adopt growth plans to achieve 
these targets.

SB 1420: Beginning in July 
2009, restaurants will be required 
to disclose nutritional information 
in a brochure. Beginning in Janu-
ary 2011, nutritional information 
must be on the menu. g

New year, new state laws


